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The Church is at its best when it is most transparent, when the eyes
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Foreword



Hans Hüng


No one who cares about the well being of the Church and about justice for its members will remain indifferent toward the book by Bishop William Morris, in which he explains the history of his conflict with the Vatican. I am sincerely grateful to Bishop Morris for initially resisting all pressure and for now revealing in a detailed report the actions of the Roman bureaucracy against human rights.


When one recalls the order of events, one has the following impressions:




– From the very beginning, the bishop had to deal with a small group of opponents and whistle blowers who had no backing to speak of in the diocese, but found a willing ear in Rome at the Holy See.


– When the bishop was not intimidated, the Vatican nominated an Apostolic Visitator who consulted the various groups, but obviously later gave a report which the bishop in question never saw.


– Soon, the invitation for a voluntary resignation arrived which the bishop rejected for reasons related to his conscience.


– The entire procedure of Vatican activities which lacked any transparency for the accused bishop, would be unthinkable in any law abiding government.


– An unbiased discussion of the bishop’s pastoral issues were never on the agenda, instead pressure to voluntarily resign from his office was constantly increased.


– In each phase of this development Bishop Morris responded with calm and reason and fortunately resisted all attempts to pressure him. Without a doubt, he was supported in all steps by formidable advisers.


– The Roman officers of the Curia were clearly not interested in taking seriously the views of the vast majority and the clerics of the diocese.


– The highest court of the Apostolic Signatura refused to take a legal stance and relegated the responsibility back to the conference of bishops.


– Pope Benedict seemed decided in his view from the very beginning and he pointed out to the bishop that he would be unable to appeal his judgment.


– He refused to discuss the ordination of women and the recognition of Anglican orders and awaited the resignation of the bishop which he had not promised.





I note my personal impressions of these sad events from the personal trajectory of being a recipient of a similar Roman process. This looks all too familiar: It stands in contradiction to the most fundamental rules of ‘due process’ and Human Rights as laid down in the General Declaration of Human Rights from 1948. The breaking of these rules is, among others, the reason why the Vatican cannot join the European Convention of Human Rights.


The Vatican law like the bank of the Vatican urgently requires radical reform. Countless men and women, priests, theologians, religious and bishops had to endure similar things. Many did not have the strength to resist to the end, but they bowed to force and remained unhappy. It is clearly a tragedy that the wellbeing of one bishop and one diocese was sacrificed on the altar of the doctrinal-legal Roman system.


If Pope Francis wants to help the poor, he should also show mercy and justice to those that have suffered under the constraints of the Roman system.


Tübingen, Germany, 20 January 2014










Preface



This is the story of my dismissal as the Catholic Bishop of the Diocese of Toowoomba, in Queensland, Australia. It relates, from my perspective, the dealings I had with various Congregations (Dicasteries) of the Vatican’s Curia in Rome and with certain cardinals and officials in those Congregations, as well as with Pope Benedict XVI, regarding pastoral activities and a letter I wrote to the diocese in Advent of 2006 while the Bishop of Toowoomba.


The book details the background and events which led to my being asked by Pope Benedict XVI to resign as Bishop of Toowoomba when I had a meeting with him in Rome at the Holy See on the 4th of June 2009.


I did not agree to resign, but negotiated with Pope Benedict to take early retirement which was announced on 2 May 2011.


The book is accompanied by various Appendices of documents and letters from this period, including several letters from cardinals at the Holy See and the pope. Some of the documents and the Appendices have already been published in various places or are in the public domain in some way. They are published here again so that these documents are all in one place.


The book has been written to give the story from my perspective of what happened in the lead up to my taking early retirement after refusing to resign. In the view of a number of civil lawyers, canon lawyers and theologians, both here in Australia and overseas, I was deprived of natural justice as I was in no way able to appeal the judgments or decisions that were made in these circumstances. This was made clear to me by the three cardinals at the Holy See with whom I had most contact over the time and by Pope Benedict XVI himself when we met in June 2009 and he said: ‘It is God’s will that you resign’. Then in a letter to me of 22 December 2009 he wrote: ‘Canon Law does not make provision for a process regarding bishops, whom the Successor of Peter nominates and may remove from office.’1


I was denied natural justice and my reputation as a bishop of the Catholic Church was called into question and yet I could do nothing.


While now there is a new and different papacy under Pope Francis, the processes that culminated in my being asked to resign are still the same.


The events related in this book occurred some years ago. While for some this is all ancient history from which I should move on, it is important to stress that the book has not been written out of spite, or to restore my reputation. Nor has the book been delayed by anything other than my need for time to gather my thoughts together, to have the space and the energy to put pen to paper, and to gather the various documents into one collection. I have written the book so that people in the Diocese of Toowoomba and those many others who are keen to know the background to my dismissal should know the story, which I believe needs to be told, and that they should know it from me.


I wish to acknowledge, and thank, a number of my brother bishops in this country who wrote to the Vatican and to the papal nuncio in Australia appealing on my behalf at various stages during the years leading up to my dismissal and after it occurred. Others were in the background supporting me as best they felt they could or should, while there were others who did not. Then there are the many priests and religious, individuals and groups from Australia, and also from around the world, who came out in various ways to support me. I wish to acknowledge and thank them. Finally, I wish to acknowledge and thank all those people who have assisted me in putting together the writing of this book. I am indebted to them all.


__________


1. For the full text of this letter see Appendix 16.










Chronology



The following is an overview of the history between Bishop Morris and the Roman Dicasteries prepared by Fathers Peter Dorfield, at the time the Vicar General and Peter Schultz, Diocesan Canonical Advisor. The full story is found in the following chapters.




• October 8, 1943: Born in Brisbane only son of William and Sylvia Morris. One sister Janice.


• June 28, 1969: Ordained Priest for the Archdiocese of Brisbane in St Stephen’s Cathedral, Brisbane.


• January 1970 – 1973 appointed Associate Pastor, Our Lady of Lourdes Parish, Sunnybank, Brisbane.


• 1973 – January 1975 appointed Associate Pastor, St Joseph’s Parish, Nambour, Queensland.


• January 1975 – January 1979 appointed Associate Pastor, St Agnes’s Parish, Mt Gravatt, Brisbane.


• January 1979 – January 1985 appointed Secretary to Archbishop Francis Rush and Archdiocesan Vocation Director.


• January 1985 – July 1986 appointed Parish Priest of St Francis Xavier Parish, Goodna.


• August 1986 – January 1993 appointed Parish Priest of Sacred Heart Parish, Surfers Paradise, Queensland.


• November 1992: Announced as the new Bishop of Toowoomba. Succeeded Bishop Edward Kelly MSC, DD, who had retired in accord with canon 401 § 1 having completed his seventy-fifth year.


• 9 February 1993: Presented the Apostolic Letter of Appointment to the clergy of the diocese in a para-liturgy held at the James Byrne Centre, Highfields. All clergy signed a copy of the letter to indicate their acceptance of William Morris as Bishop of Toowoomba.


• 10 February 1993: Ordained bishop in St Patrick’s Cathedral, Toowoomba.


• Bishop Morris, immediately, proved to have a very different style of leadership from previous bishops. The bishop encouraged dialogue and collaboration. Among differences of approach were:


The creation of a Personnel Board to deal with appointments of clergy. This body consulted with the people of the parishes concerned and interviewed applicants before recommending the most suitable person for the position. In the past, appointments, apart from a few exceptions, were made on seniority of ordination.


The bishop established a Diocesan Liturgical Commission to facilitate education and formation of priests and people in matters of liturgy.


A Policy was established for initiation of children that returned the sacraments of confirmation and first eucharist to their ancient order.


Guidelines for the use of General Absolution within the celebration of Communal Rites of Reconciliation were developed. These celebrations were generally well received and the prayerful participation of the laity was evident to all who presided at them.


A Diocesan Assembly was called that resulted in the formation of a Diocesan Pastoral Council and the development of a Diocesan Pastoral Plan. There have now been several of these Assemblies, each designed to invigorate the pastoral life of the diocese and review and refine the Diocesan Pastoral Plan.


The bishop broke with tradition and wore a tie, embroidered with his coat of arms, rather than the Roman collar. The bishop offered each priest a black tie with the Diocese of Toowoomba ‘Coat of Arms’ and indicated that the wearing of the tie was to be considered clerical dress, along with the collar and the white shirt with crosses, the choice being left to the individual cleric.


• The bishop’s relaxed and open style was welcomed by most of the diocese. However, there was a small but vocal minority who found fault with nearly every action he took and decision he made.


When a parish in Toowoomba was given to the junior applicant, and one considered by a small group of clergy to be radical, there were meetings of some clergy to consider action against the bishop.


Over time there was a growing campaign of letters of complaint from the minority of dissatisfied people. Most of these letters were sent directly to Congregations at the Holy See. Many of the letters concerned the use of General Absolution as one of the few areas where there might have been divergence between the practice of the diocese and the liturgical regulations.


• The issue of the use of General Absolution led to a dispute between the bishop and Cardinal Francis Arinze, Prefect of the Congregation for the Sacraments and Divine Worship. Some of this dispute took on a personal aspect.


• Despite all attempts to explain how the practice of the diocese fulfilled the requirements of canon and liturgical law and how it was becoming more and more necessary as clergy numbers decreased, and that the ordinary means of reconciliation was still the first rite of penance, the Congregation insisted that the practice cease. This demand was complied with in a gradual way so as not to distress people.


• 22 May 1994: Pope John Paul II promulgates the Apostolic Letter Ordinatio Sacerdotalis concerning the ordination of women and declares the conversation ended.


• 18 May 1998: Pope John Paul II makes additions to two canons of the Code of Canon Law in a motu proprio: Ad Tuendam Fidem. The additions to canons 750 & 1371 effectively make it an offence punishable in canon law for any of the faithful to discuss the possibility of the ordination of women. In the normal course of events the punishment would be decided by a tribunal and depending on the severity of the case could range from a censure to removal from office to excommunication; in the case of a cleric other penalties might include suspension or removal from the clerical state.


• The Synod of Oceania – 22 November-12 December, 1998.


• 2 May 2002: Pope John Paul II promulgates the motu proprio Misericordia Dei concerning the celebration of the Sacrament of Penance. The motu proprio essentially limited the use of General Absolution to extreme circumstances, for example, war and imminent threat of attack.


• Advent 2006: the bishop’s Pastoral Letter made reference to the various discussions going on around the world as a result of the crisis in priestly vocations in the western world. The letter referred to discussions concerning: orders (deacons, priests and bishops) of other faith communities, and the ordination of married men and of women.


• In December 2006 the bishop received a letter, via fax, demanding that he attend a meeting with three Cardinals, Re, Levada, and Arinze, in the Congregation for Bishops at the Holy See. The letter was dated 21 December 2006. The meeting was to be held in February 2007 and possible dates were given. The bishop replied by letter, dated 22 December 2006, that he would be willing to meet but stated there were serious pastoral reasons why he could not be absent from the diocese at that time. He indicated that he would be in Rome in May 2007, representing the Australian bishops at an international Church meeting on professional standards and would be willing to meet the three cardinals at that time.


• In a letter dated 4 January 2007 Cardinal Arinze insisted that the issue was important enough that the bishop present himself in February as previously demanded.


• In a letter dated 17 January 2007 the bishop repeated his previous position.


• In March 2007 the bishop received notification that an ‘Apostolic Visitor’ had been appointed by the Congregation for Bishops and would undertake a Visitation in the near future. Archbishop Charles Chaput OFM Cap, from the Archdiocese of Denver in the United States, arrived for the Visitation on 23 April 2007. He spent the night with Archbishop Bathersby in Brisbane.


• On Tuesday 24 April 2007 the Apostolic Visitor arrived in Toowoomba, met informally with Bishop Morris, then met with the Council of Priests. He then began a series of meetings with various diocesan bodies, officials, priests, directors of agencies and people of the diocese. Prior to his arrival Archbishop Chaput had named various people, clergy, officials and groups, he wished to meet. Others were nominated by the bishop. There was a cross section of people and clergy of the diocese representing all levels of support and opposition to the bishop. On Wednesday and Thursday he travelled around the diocese and conducted interviews. The interviews resumed in Toowoomba on Friday and Saturday morning. After lunch with the bishop on Saturday midday the Visitor departed and prepared his Report, which was presented to the Congregation for Bishops by early May 2007, prior to the bishop’s scheduled journey to Rome.


• After the Apostolic Visitor left the majority of the clergy and Pastoral Leaders of the diocese gathered to discuss what had happened. All except three priests signed a letter of support for Bishop Morris and these individual letters along with letters of support from the Pastoral Leaders and the Diocesan Pastoral Council were sent to the Congregation for Bishops.


• While Bishop Morris was at the Holy See in May 2007, no meeting with the cardinals took place, despite the fact that he had previously been summoned to meet with them and that the report of the Apostolic Visitor had been presented to the cardinals.


• The Report of the Apostolic Visitor has never been shown to the bishop.


• In September 2007 an unsigned memorandum, dated 28 June 2007, from the Congregation for Bishops was received by Bishop Morris. It concluded with a request for the bishop to resign.


• On 17 September 2007, the bishop indicated by letter, that he would reflect on the memorandum and reply after his October 2007 holidays.


• 3 October 2007: a letter from the Congregation for Bishops stated that the request for the bishop’s resignation was being made in the name of the Holy Father.


• 6 November 2007: a letter from the bishop to Cardinal Re suggested collaboration and dialogue. The bishop stated he would provide a detailed answer to the memorandum as far as that was possible. The bishop stated he would be prepared to meet with the cardinals in January 2008 with Archbishop Philip Wilson, President of the Australian Episcopal Conference (ACBC) and with Archbishop Bathersby, Metropolitan of the Queensland Province, present with him at the meeting.


• In a letter dated 30 November 2007 Cardinal Re set 19 January 2008 for a meeting with the bishop and Archbishop Wilson. In this letter the Cardinal said he saw no reason for Archbishop Bathersby to accompany the bishop.


• On 27 and 28 December 2007, the bishop convened a meeting of several canon lawyers and bishops to advise him on how he could best respond to the memorandum and the Letter requesting his resignation. This Advisory Group consulted international canonists.


• In mid-January 2008, the bishop travelled to Rome. On 19 January 2008, the bishop met with Cardinals Re, Levada and Arinze in Rome at the Vatican. Archbishop Wilson was with him. The bishop had previously suggested he bring a canonical advisor with him to the meeting as well but was discouraged from doing so by Cardinal Arinze. The bishop also asked to speak with the Holy Father but was told this would only be permitted after he had resigned. His resignation was still being demanded by the cardinals.


• In a letter dated 24 January 2008 the bishop informed Cardinal Re that in conscience he felt unable to resign.


• On 8 February 2008 the Diocesan College of Consultors was convened and briefed by the bishop on the details of all that had happened since the Apostolic Visitation in April 2007 and in particular on the January 2008 meeting with the cardinals in Rome. Only those priests of the diocese in the Advisory Group had previously been aware of the bishop’s meeting in January 2008 with the three cardinals.


• Cardinal Re replied to the bishop by letter dated 13 February 2008 and again called on the bishop to resign.


• On 21 February 2008, the Advisory Group was again convened by Bishop Morris. A formal and more developed ‘Statement of Position’ was prepared in response to the issues raised in the unsigned memorandum of September 2007. These issues had again been emphasised in the January 2008 meeting in Rome with the three cardinals. Once again they requested bishop Morris to resign.


• On 14 March 2008:


The ‘Statement of Position’ was sent by Bishop Morris to Cardinals Re (Congregation for Bishops), Levada (Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith) and Arinze (Congregation for the Sacraments and Divine Worship). A letter was sent to the Supreme Tribunal of the Apostolic Signatura asking about the right to defence in this instance. (The Apostolic Signatura is the highest court in the Church and the last court of appeal, similar to the High Court of Australia.)


A letter was sent to the Pontifical Council for Legislative Texts, asking for a definition of what constituted ‘grave cause’ in canon 401 § 2. (This Pontifical Council provides definitive interpretation and definition of legal terminology in all Church law.)


A copy of correspondence sent to each of the Church officials and bodies above was also provided to the other Church officials and bodies.


• On 10 April 2008 the Apostolic Signatura replied saying it was not in their competence as no legal proceedings had taken place.


• In early September 2008, the new Apostolic Nuncio, Archbishop Giuseppe Lazzarotto, informed the bishop that Cardinal Re was still waiting for the bishop’s reply. The bishop informed the Nuncio that he had already replied to Cardinal Re on 14 March 2008 when correspondence had been sent to several Roman bodies and officials and only the Apostolic Signatura had replied.


• On 13 September 2008 the Pontifical Council for Legislative Texts replied saying the interpretation of ‘grave cause’ in canon 401 § 2 was up to the Congregation for Bishops to discern.


• In a letter dated 23 October 2008, Cardinal Re demanded the resignation of the bishop by the end of November 2008 so that an announcement could be made in early January 2009. The letter stated that if the resignation was not forthcoming the bishop would be removed.


• On 19 December 2008 the bishop sent a letter to Cardinal Re, stating that in conscience he could not resign, and outlining his reasons for this position.


• On 24 December 2008 the bishop wrote directly to Pope Benedict XVI.


• In a letter dated 31 January 2009 the Pope wrote to the bishop inviting him to arrange an audience through the Prefect of the Papal Household, Archbishop James M Harvey.


• Archbishop Harvey wrote to the bishop on 10 March 2009 informing him that he and Archbishop Wilson would be received by the pope on 4 June 2009.


• The bishop met with the pope on the 4th of June 2009 with Archbishop Wilson, President of the Australian Catholic Bishops Conference, also in attendance. It was obvious that the pope had been briefed as he reiterated the demands of the three cardinals and indicated that the bishop’s talents lay elsewhere than as the bishop of a diocese. The pope urged Archbishop Wilson to work with Bishop Morris to find him a suitable national position in the Australian Church. The bishop left the meeting saying to Archbishop Wilson that he had no intention of resigning as Bishop of Toowoomba.


• On 9 July 2009 Bishop Morris received a letter from Cardinal Re requiring him to submit his resignation as he had promised the pope he would do at their June meeting. The bishop maintained he had not made such a promise.


• On 12 November 2009 Bishop Morris wrote to the pope clarifying his position that in conscience he could not resign from office.


• On 22 December 2009 Pope Benedict replied to Bishop Morris requesting that Bishop Morris resign from office and reminding him that there is no appeal from papal decisions. The pope repeated the serious concerns he had with Bishop Morris’s position on the ordination of women and recognition of the orders of Anglicans and other Churches.


• On 25 January 2010 the bishop gathered the College of Consultors with Brian Sparksman and Peter Schultz to update them as to the current situation. The bishop read the pope’s December letter. The bishop also informed those present that Archbishop Wilson was currently in Rome and that he had taken with him a proposal that the bishop would retire when he reached the age of seventy (in October 2013). If this offer was not acceptable, the bishop was prepared to retire at an earlier date (in mid-2011) depending on the progress of a recent sexual abuse case in the diocese. [In a later letter to the Holy Father (8 December 2010), Bishop Morris would request more time in office, beyond mid-2011, to attend to the ongoing matters involved in responding to the families and children in the sexual abuse case.]


• On 6 February 2010, Cardinal Re wrote to the bishop, informing him that the pope had decided to accept the bishop’s ‘proposal’, as presented by Archbishop Wilson, to remain in office until mid-2011 (May 2011) but made no reference to the bishop’s condition of satisfactorily finalising the current sexual abuse case. While the bishop’s offer was to ‘retire’, the letter used the term ‘resign’.


• On 21 July 2010 the bishop wrote to the apostolic nuncio expressing his desire to remain in office beyond May 2011 due to the ongoing pastoral response necessary in the sexual abuse case.


• November 2010: at the Australian Catholic Bishops’ Conference (ACBC) the apostolic nuncio informed the bishop his request was declined.


• 8 December 2010: the bishop wrote to the Holy Father informing him of the reasons why he wanted to remain in office beyond May 2011: primarily to deal with the pastoral ramifications of the sexual abuse case involving a former teacher at a parochial school.


• In a letter written on 21 February 2011 (with a typographical error in the dating: it was dated 2010), Archbishop Lazzarotto requested Bishop Morris to tender his resignation which would be effective immediately. The apostolic nuncio informed the bishop that the fact of his resignation would be announced on Monday 2 May 2011. In this same letter, Archbishop Lazzarotto informed the bishop that an ‘Apostolic Administrator’ would be announced the same day. The Appointment of an Apostolic Administrator removes from the College of Consultors their responsibility to elect a Diocesan Administrator in the event of a vacant See.


• On Friday 11 March 2011 the bishop called the College of Consultors together with Brian Sparksman and Peter Schultz to inform them of these developments.


• The bishop wrote to the Apostolic Nuncio on 15 March 2011 indicating that he had never wavered in his conviction that to resign is a matter of conscience and resignation would mean that he accepted the assessment of himself as breaking communio. But he accepts that on 2 May 2011 his proposal presented to the Holy Father and accepted by him for an early retirement will be announced.


• On 14 April the bishop met for the last time with the Consultors, Brian Sparksman and Peter Schultz, to tell them of his intention to send a letter to the Priests and Pastoral Leaders and a Pastoral Letter to the people of the diocese. All supported the bishop in this decision. This would mean that the diocese would first hear the news from the bishop and not from the media.


• On Wednesday 27 April 2011, the bishop sent a letter to all priests and pastoral leaders in the Diocese of Toowoomba informing them that he would be accepting early retirement on Monday 2 May 2011. The bishop included a Pastoral Letter to the people of the diocese to be read at all Masses on the weekend of 30 April and 1 May 2011.


• On Friday 29 April 2011, a reflection document on the bishop’s early retirement, including this ‘Summary History of Events’, was sent by the Diocese of Toowoomba College of Consultors, to all priests, pastoral leaders, the Toowoomba Diocesan Pastoral Council members, Toowoomba Diocesan Pastoral Administration Committee members, Diocesan Finance Board members, directors of diocesan agencies, and heads of churches (Anglican, Lutheran and Uniting) in the Toowoomba region.
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Learning to Breathe


Brisbane Line: A Personal Story


Deep within you is written your own song. Sing it with all your heart.


William M Morris


Stories are like people, they come in different shapes, colours and sizes. Some are serious, filled with pathos, others are light-hearted, inviting laughter, some tell of relationships past and present, others speak of the past with a smile or a tear, some even try to predict the future. There are legends and fables, sagas and folklore, wives-tales and fairy tales. There is history and fiction, there are myths made up of all kinds of imagery, coloured by widely held but exaggerated beliefs that have become part of the folklore and fabric of life passed on from generation to generation, family to family, under which all of us are born.


I was born in Brisbane, the capital city of the State of Queensland, Australia, in the year 1943, when no building within the city could be higher than the tower of the city hall, and when controversy raged over ‘The Brisbane Line’. This was believed to be a plan that, if an invasion of Australia did occur, as General Douglas MacArthur wrote in his memoir, Reminiscences, a line of defence following the Darling River from Brisbane to Adelaide would be established. The territory north of the Brisbane Line would be given away while the southern part of Australia would be defended. A Royal Commission was established to determine if such a plan existed. The Commission reported in July 1943 that there was no evidence supporting the existence of an official plan to abandon most of Australia to invading forces, but the myth lives on, or was it indeed a fact?


So my journey commenced in a family of four, surrounded by an extended family of many, with the worry of war but with the hope of victory and peace. A happy childhood filled with love and play prepared me well to be schooled by Sisters of the Franciscan and Mercy kind, in brown and black, to be handed over to the Augustinians and later to the Christian Brothers with whom I completed my schooling. In my final year of schooling I had a strong desire to take up a profession that would be of service to the community. This idea, coupled with the fact that a number in my senior year were interested in following a vocation to the priesthood, was the invitation to ask questions which led eventually to my entering Pius XII Seminary at Banyo, a suburb of Brisbane, to commence my studies for the priesthood in February 1963. A journey that began in a culture and language that had eyes only for the past was to be transformed into a journey in a new culture and language with eyes also for the present as they looked at the Church’s rich tradition with vision coloured by the lens of the Second Vatican Council. This was a renewalist, pastoral council seen by Pope John XXIII as a new beginning for the Church, a new Pentecost, where the only culture to be celebrated and the only language to be spoken would be those of love in a spirit of inclusiveness.


It was into this atmosphere of a new Pentecost that I emerged after my ordination in 1969, to be appointed assistant priest to Father Tom Hegerty at Our Lady of Lourdes Parish, Sunnybank, Brisbane. Tom was a larger than life character who had embraced Vatican II with infectious enthusiasm. Cardinal Joseph Cardijn was his hero and the Cardijn pastoral principle of See, Judge and Act became Tom’s mantra in his work as Chaplain to the YCW (Young Christian Workers) and in all aspects of his ministry. He had a library that was the envy of many and a parish resource centre of books, tapes, audio visual aids and films unrivalled in the Archdiocese at that time. He was among those chosen to educate the Archdiocese in the documents of Vatican II. It was into this heady atmosphere of the lived teachings of Vatican II that I came in 1970 and for the next three years I was able to live, breathe and put into practice those teachings.


In 1979 my exposure to Vatican II continued. I was appointed Secretary to Archbishop Francis Rush, who was one of the last active bishops in Australia to have attended the Vatican Council. He was strong in his support for the Council of Priests, Parish and Diocesan Pastoral Councils, Liturgical Commissions, Catholic Education, Social Justice, Assemblies for Priests and General Archdiocesan Assemblies and was prepared to implement their findings. He was particularly clear in his understanding of his role as a teacher and he developed pastoral strategies to implement the philosophy and teachings of the Vatican Council. His model of Church was firmly based on the documents of Vatican II, especially its Dogmatic Constitution on the Church, Lumen Gentium. Herein, relationships within the Church were seen to be modelled on the mutual relationships of the divine persons within the Trinity; all lay people were called to participate in the mission of the church by virtue of their baptism; a local church was fully the Catholic Church in a particular place; a bishop’s participation in the college of bishops came by virtue of his episcopal ordination.


The Archbishop held very strongly to the belief that the Church is the people of God, all having a role to play under the inspiration of the Spirit. On the completion of his theological studies in Rome, he had been ordained to the priesthood just before the election of Pope Pius XII and was present in St Peter’s Square with thousands of others for the pope’s inaugural address. In many ways, this speech, when Pius XII told the gathered crowd, ‘You are the Church’, formed the foundational belief of Rush’s ecclesiology. As Secretary, I was exposed to Rush’s ecclesiology and his strong belief in his role as teacher which became evident in the area of the Communal Rite of Reconciliation with General Absolution. The Second Rite with General Absolution (commonly known as the Third Rite) was widely celebrated in the Archdiocese of Brisbane, mainly during the Christmas and Easter Seasons. It was accepted universally by the people who flocked in their hundreds during the times when the Rite was celebrated. It not only offered them the opportunity to celebrate God’s forgiveness as individuals but it developed in the community a sense of social sin and an opportunity to offer each other forgiveness.


To prepare for these celebrations, Rush requested that there be a catechetical preparation in each community before he would give permission for the sacrament to be celebrated. In the early 1980s Rome demanded that he refrain from giving permission. He argued that if Rome took that ‘right’ from him they would be denying his role as teacher, taking away from him that responsibility and duty. If this happened, the local pastor then had the responsibility under the sacramental and canonical discipline of the Church to make the decision for the pastoral needs of his community. Rush made the point that, if they took this role of teacher from him, abuses would creep in without any oversight. The rest, as they say, is history . . .


At the extraordinary Synod of 1985 called to commemorate twenty years since the closing of Vatican II, Archbishop Rush, as President of the Australian Catholic Bishops’ Conference, thanked God for the Second Vatican Council and then identified two major concerns that the bishops of Australia had.


The first had to do with an aspect of Lumen Gentium, embracing the questions of collegiality, the relationship of the local Church to the universal Church, and the principle of subsidiarity, which argues that local solutions should be found for local problems, as long as these solutions did not jeopardise the unity of the local Church with and under the Holy Father.1 The Australian bishops felt that the orthodoxy of bishops and theologians seemed to be lightly questioned without an appreciation of their difficulties and their industry, and that this led to a loss of trust which only damaged the Church. They believed there was need for a more refined theology of, and a more effective use of Episcopal Conferences.


The second concern had to do with Gaudium et Spes in that its message had not succeeded in giving men and women a sufficiently clear and inspiring vision of the Church’s role in the world of our time. Too many people, even among Catholics, found the Church peripheral to their concerns and more discussion was needed, especially around questions such as what was the mission of the Church for the world today. Rush’s final remarks were these: ‘The Church needs to search for and shape an answer to the only ultimate question, who is Christ for the world of today?’2


This question has not changed: it has echoed through the years and has found a response in the call for a New Evangelisation. Pope Benedict XVI took up the beat and called for a Synod in Rome to articulate a vision and a strategy for this to happen. It is the same call that was articulated in the words of Rush: how do you make new the Gospel to individuals and a culture that has largely been shaped by it? In the words of Father Ronald Rolheiser, OMI, how do we do that? How do we make the gospel fresh for those for whom it has become stale? How do we, as GK Chesterton put it, help people to look at the familiar until it looks unfamiliar again? How do we try to Christianise someone who is already a Christian?


[image: image]


Bishop Morris with his father and sister. Photo taken on family holiday in Queensland, 1946.
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Bishop Morris as a seminarian at Banyo, Queensland, with his mother. Photo taken in 1963.
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Family holiday photo, Queensland, 1946. Bishop Morris with this mother and sister.


_______________


1. ‘A local church that wants to be Catholic without unity with Rome, would thereby lose its very Catholicity because a Catholicity that foregoes Rome is not Catholic anymore. In turn, a local church that wants to be only “Roman” would negate itself and merely turn into a sect, because a church that wants only to be Roman could not be Catholic anymore.’ Joseph Ratzinger C/f Embers in the Ashes: New Life in the Church by Martin Werlen, OSB (New York: Paulist Press, 2013).


2. C/F Appendix 1. Speech of Archbishop Rush at the 1985 Extraordinary Synod of Bishops.
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Pastoral Vision


One of the fundamental challenges for our local Church is to present our leadership as an image of the Kingdom. We can only achieve this if our leadership is relational, radically person-centred, an expression of love. The image of leadership as the washing of dusty feet remains as a powerful reminder of the mind of Jesus for he says to us, ‘I have set the example, and you should do for each other exactly what I have done for you’ (John 13:15). Jesus is the inspiration for leadership for he came amongst us as one who serves (Luke 22:7). The service of leadership is one of the ministries named by Paul in the first Christian communities (1 Cor 12:28). For Paul, this ministry involves a recognition and utilisation of gifts within the community. It recognises participation and collaboration and is built on being present and sharing wisdom.


William M Morris (Role Statement for Principals)


The year was 1994, my second year as bishop of the local Church (Diocese) of Toowoomba, and words from the opening address of Pope John XXIII began ringing in my ears as I looked at the pastoral needs of the diocese, and heard a mixed chorus of voices looking for direction.




As I go about my daily work as pope, I sometimes have to listen, with much regret to voices of persons who, though burning with zeal, are not endowed with too much sense of discretion or measure. These people can see nothing but a decline of truth and the ruin of the Church in these modern times. They say that our era, in comparison with past ones, is getting worse, and they behave as though they had learned nothing from history, which is, nonetheless, the teacher of life. They behave as though at the time of former Councils, everything was a full triumph for the Christian idea and religious liberty. I feel I must disagree with these prophets of gloom who are always forecasting disaster as though the end of the world was at hand. In fact, at the present time, Divine Providence is leading us to a new order of human relations which, by the very effort of the people of this time, is directed toward fulfilment of God’s great plans for us. Everything, even human indifferences, leads to a greater good for the Church. It’s easy to see this if you look casually through history.


(Pope John XXIII - extract from his opening speech, Vatican II)





Also at that time the Church throughout Australia was preparing for the beatification of Mary MacKillop, whom journalist Max Harris described as ‘the Wild Colonial Girl and a true Aussie Saint’. Mary was a prophetic voice of her time and she stands as an example and model of one who read the signs of the times, interpreted them in the light of the Gospel and responded courageously without fear. This context gave me the invitation to introduce the concept of pastoral planning to the diocese in an attempt to discern with the priests, religious and laity the signs of the times, to interpret them in the light of the gospel and then, like Mary MacKillop, to respond to the challenge of being agents of change. In this way, the Church could be enabled to respond wisely to the needs of all, both spiritually and pastorally.


It was in November 1996 that I had my first contact with a Roman Dicastery (a department of the Vatican’s Curia, which makes up the governing body for the Catholic Church), the Congregation for the Clergy, through a letter from the Apostolic Pro-Nuncio, Archbishop Franco Brambilla, asking for information about lay persons involved in the pastoral leadership of parishes. They wanted to know whether there were any parishes or churches in the diocese entrusted to lay persons, including religious sisters, and if so in what way these lay persons had a share in the exercise of the pastoral care of a parish such as in planning, administration or liturgy. I was able to inform the Congregation that in pastoral planning in the diocese the stress was always that the community of faith was centred on the Eucharist. In those parishes where there was no resident priest, the community, normally through the Parish Pastoral Council or the Finance Committee, undertook the pastoral care of the parish in planning, administration and finance in collaboration with the priest who had been designated as ‘moderator’ (priest director), according to Canon 517.


To date this role had been undertaken by the priest who was ‘Director of Pastoral Planning’ in the diocese. It had been our experience that where lay people were entrusted with key roles in their parishes, they carried them out with the utmost diligence. I must also mention that the diocese had been blessed to have the assistance of the Missionaries of the Sacred Heart who maintained a school in the diocese, Downlands College, and who had traditionally been available for pastoral work.


Over the next few years we took up the response to Pope John Paul II’s invitation to all local churches to develop a pastoral plan. The plan should involve all the people and all the organisations and movements within the diocese. It called for participation, dialogue and community discernment and should flow from the spirit and spirituality of the Second Vatican Council, which is the spirituality of communion. As the momentum grew, a team was formed under the direction of Sr Monica Cavanagh, RSJ, and engaged in a process of discerning a way forward which involved conducting workshops in each parish called ‘Creating Our Future’. This material was then used to plan our first Diocesan Gathering in Roma and Toowoomba, scheduled for 1998.


As anticipation grew and excitement rose, so did the waters in Dogwood Creek outside the township of Miles, two and a half hours west of Toowoomba, making it impossible for those in the East to travel to Roma for the Diocesan Gathering. Those in the West were already gathering in Roma so a decision was made for some of us to fly on the Saturday morning 29 August 1998 and gather with those already assembled, about sixty in number. The rest of the diocese would gather in Toowoomba in a couple of weeks’ time. It had been recommended that as many as possible, both priests and laity, take part in the assembly and for the rest of the diocese to gather either for Mass or a Lay Led Liturgy and pray for the success of the Gathering.


Earlier in that year, on 1 June 1998 I had received a letter from the Apostolic Pro-Nuncio, Franco Brambilla, who had received a complaint about an alleged weekend meeting of priests in Roma which would leave the people without Sunday Mass. He drew my attention to the very negative reaction that such an experiment had already provoked some years ago in another diocese and suggested that I reconsider the matter since the administration of the sacraments, especially the Eucharist, takes priority over any kind of meeting. I informed him on 3 June that no such decision had been taken to withhold Sunday Masses. Some communities would be without Mass that weekend but would gather for a liturgy, which happens on a regular basis in some communities because of the distances that have to be travelled between towns.


Some priests in the diocese travel close to 500 kilometres on a Sunday to celebrate Eucharist in the various communities of their parishes. I pointed out to the Nuncio that I thought it would have been wise to check with me first to find out what the true facts were before he wrote his letter and I believed the woman concerned owed an apology to the priests and people of the diocese for not checking her facts before making a rash judgment. Brambilla replied that his letter had been carefully worded referring to an ‘alleged’ and ‘supposed’ meeting, and invited me either to write to him again or to write directly to the Congregation for Bishops; alternatively, he could send a copy of my letter to the Congregation regarding the matter as the complainant had also written to the Congregation. As I had no knowledge of the questions the Congregation were asking and what information they required, I was happy for him to send a copy of my letter.


From the two Gatherings, which were a great success, came our Diocesan Pastoral Plan containing the following Vision Statement:




we are a Pilgrim people living God’s dream ‘To bring good news to the poor, to proclaim release to captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favour’ (Luke 4:18–19).





The Mission Statement declared:




we are Christian faith communities called to work together in a spirit of trust and openness, to bring about hope, love, justice and peace in our world, and the Key Pastoral Directions: through baptism we are called to live out God’s dream by embracing action for social justice; evangelising life and culture; respecting and honouring faith traditions; promoting and celebrating life-giving liturgy; developing and updating faith education and spirituality; exploring and implementing various pastoral leadership models.





For the diocese, the Vision Statement was an expression of our basic hopes and dreams, the Mission Statement was the way we saw ourselves as a group of people living out that dream, and the ‘Key Pastoral Directions’ were the ways that we, as baptised Christians, were called to strive to accomplish our mission. The Pastoral Directions clarified the Vision by giving all in the diocese a sense of direction. It energised those carrying it out by giving a sense of purpose. It did not define the total picture but gave a desired goal towards which to move.
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Above: Bishop Morris with Pope John Paul II during Ad Limina visit, 1998
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Right: Bishop Morris with Pope Benedict XVI, during Anglaphone Professional Standards meeting, Rome, 2008.


Below: Bishop Morris with Pope John Paul II presenting painting of Our Lady of the Southern Cross, Rome, 2004.
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Synod of Oceania


We are all seeking the summit of the holy mountain; but shall not our road be shorter if we consider the past a chart and not a guide?


Kahlil Gibran


As the fruits from the Diocesan Gathering were being absorbed, processes were being put into place for the formation of a Diocesan Pastoral Council.1 Energies were also focussed at that time on preparation for the Synod of Bishops of Oceania which was to be held in Rome, November 22 – 12 December 1998. It was one in a series of continental assemblies called by Pope John Paul II to prepare the Church for the new millennium. Bishops of Oceania were joined by bishops from other continents and heads of Dicasteries of the Roman Curia. Other participants included priests, lay people, and religious as well as fraternal delegates from other churches and ecclesial communities. The assembly was to analyse and discuss the present situation of the church in Oceania in order to plan more effectively for the future. “It also focussed the attention of the universal Church on the hopes and challenges, the needs and opportunities, the sorrows and joys of the vast human tapestry which is Oceania”.2 With the inspiration and excitement of our local assembly fresh in mind, I commenced writing my eight minute intervention for the Synod. ‘Collegiality’, the word that was echoing for me, and the ‘Dialogue of Salvation’, which had been a focus of Pope Paul VI’s first encyclical, Ecclesiam Suam (The Church in the Modern World 1964), became the foundations on which I would build. I wrote the following which became my intervention:




In this encyclical we are called to take part in this unfailing and trustful dialogue, a dialogue initiated and established with us through Christ in the Holy Spirit. Pope Paul VI said that we must examine it closely if we want to understand the relationship which we, the Church, should establish and foster with the human race.


In this dialogue of salvation on which all conversations are based, God takes the initiative and this dialogue springs from the goodness and love of God. The dialogue of salvation does not depend on the merits of those with whom it is initiated nor on the results it would be likely to achieve. No physical pressure is brought on anybody to accept it. All are left free to respond to it or to reject it and this dialogue of salvation must be made accessible to all, applied to everyone without distinction; it is universal, Catholic.


Our dialogue demands that what we say be intelligent, that it is clear, easy to understand, able to be grasped by all in the current idiom. Our dialogue needs to be meek, not arrogant, its authority comes from the truth it affirms, shares with others the gifts of charity, is itself an example of virtue, avoiding peremptory language, making no demands.


Trust is another important aspect of the dialogue of salvation, promoting intimacy and friendship on all sides, uniting in the truth and excluding self-seeking. The dialogue needs to be prudent which enables truth to be wedded to charity, and understanding to love.


This is the dialogue that enables the word of God to come alive and to take root in the hearts of all. It takes into account people’s cultures, their backgrounds, their relationships, helping them to recognise their dignity as being created in the image and likeness of God.


When our Holy Father, Pope John Paul II, visited Alice Springs in Central Australia in 1986, he spoke to the Aboriginal people there in these words: ‘(the) Gospel now invites you to become through and through Aboriginal Christians’. He then went on to say, ‘and the Church herself in Australia will not be fully the Church that Jesus wants her to be until you have made your contribution to her life and until that contribution has been joyfully received by others’. That fullness in the Church will not occur in isolation because the growth in faith of Indigenous Australians must walk hand in hand with the growth in faith of all Australians. This will surely result in expressions of faith that are uniquely Australian.


I come from an inland diocese, two times the size of Italy, that stretches from the richly cultivated lands in the east to the red sands of the desert in the west, filled with life and loved by people who are isolated by distance, but not by spirit, faith or hope. There is an evolving culture flowing out of this land which demands forms of faith expression. We have to be conscious of our tradition that has been passed on faithfully. But in the light of our evolving culture, in the dialogue of salvation, we need to look at our tradition with vision so that the God whom Jesus revealed becomes known, and the Body of Christ is set free, experiencing the compassion of a God who loves all creation unconditionally. For this to be achieved, we need to work together, we need to be a Church that listens, learns and grows in trust.


We need to respond to the challenge and invitation of the Holy Father in his 1995 encyclical letter, Ut Unum Sint, where he invited patience and fraternal dialogue to help find ways of carrying out the ministry of Peter. He says there must be new ways of doing it as we approach the Third Millennium and that the church does not separate the office of Pope from the mission entrusted to the whole body of bishops who are also ‘vicars and ambassadors of Christ’.


He goes on to say that the bishop of Rome is a member of the ‘College’, and the bishops are his brothers in ministry (Ut Unum Sint, 95). Collegiality does not exist when bishops are passive, but when they take the initiative in bringing forward problems and possibilities, as they share the roles of teaching, sanctifying and governing. If we are to make the faith come alive in our various cultures, if the word is going to be understood in all languages, if evangelisation is to be a reality with truth and vision, and not just a theological principle, then we need to take the Pope’s challenge in patience and fraternal dialogue, and work together collegially and in collaboration and with the deepest trust and respect.


Collegiality is not new, for it was known in the early centuries of the Church and simply expresses the apostolic origin of Church, entrusted by Christ to the Apostles and by them to their successors. ‘All this points clearly to the collegiate character and structure of the Episcopal order’ (Lumen Gentium 22).


Cardinal Ratzinger stated during Vatican II that ‘conciliarity is something that belongs to the essence of the Church: however it has worked historically, the conciliary principle lies at the heart of the Church and ever presses from within towards realisation’. J Ratzinger, Das neue Volk Gottes (Dusseldorf 1970). As expressed in Lumen Gentium 22, this perspective both preserves and enriches the unity of the Church:-




•   It preserves it, because each member of the College of the Apostles does not operate as an isolated entity, but ‘in communion with one another and with the Roman Pontiff, in a bond of unity, charity and peace’.


•   It enriches it, because the Universal Church exists in each diocese, gathered around one of the Apostolic College. With his awareness of the needs of the local flock, he can continue the mission of the Good Shepherd, using all the gifts that God has given him, including the guidance of the Holy Spirit promised to the Apostles. This is not just a theory, but the theological reality of the Church.





I have become more and more convinced of the principle of collegiality expounded by Vatican II, which I believe guarantees and protects the truth to be taught, lived and celebrated. The dialogue of salvation needs to be kept open; it can never be closed. We need to take the initiative and to participate in the conversation of our brothers and sisters, no matter what the topic may be. We need to be like the College of Apostles who accepted Thomas into their midst, even though he did not believe that the Lord had risen. It was in the continued dialogue that Thomas saw the risen Lord. It is in our continued dialogue as bishops within our local Churches, united with the Holy Father, and in our teaching, sanctifying and governing roles that we enable the faith to be inculturated into the local community (John Huels, More Disputed Questions in the Liturgy [Chicago: LTP, 1996]).


We need the trust and freedom to let our brothers and sisters, like Thomas, speak about the divorced, celibacy, married clergy, the unspoken issue of women, appointment of bishops, the adaptation and translation of liturgical texts, the problems surrounding general absolution and Communal Rite of Reconciliation, inculturation of liturgy and many more. We need to be trusted, for we love the Church, and it is in love that these conversations take place. Ears will be closed and hearts will be hardened only when there is a refusal to create a forum in which people can talk of their hopes and dreams, their hurts and failures, their relationships and their life. It is in this dialogue of salvation that we experience the compassion of God, and with Thomas place our fingers where the nails were put, our hands into his side and say, ‘My Lord and my God’ (John 20:28).


This is the ground in which the seed will produce, not tenfold, but a hundredfold. Trust us that in Australia, we will pass on that same faith, the faith of the Apostles in ways that also ‘show forth all the more resplendently the Catholicity of the undivided Church’ (Lumen Gentium 23).





My speech was one of the last of the day. Present was Pope John Paul II and a number of the cardinals from the various dicasteries (Roman ‘Congregations’). As the assembly arose and the pope made his way up the ramp leading out of the Synod Hall he looked down at me as I was waiting to leave and in a strong guttural voice said, ‘collegiality’ and kept walking. The next day John Paul II spoke of the importance of the foundation of truth and our responsibility to both support and proclaim it.


Coinciding with the Synod was the ad limina meeting for the Australian bishops. At the Australian Bishops Conference that year (May 1998) we had been told of an inter-dicasterial meeting (meeting with various ones of the Roman congregations) with a representation of the Australian bishops to be held in Rome, 17–20 November 1998, in the days leading up to the synod. We were told it was the wish of the Holy Father that this meeting take place between the Congregations for the Doctrine of the Faith, Divine Worship and the Discipline of the Sacraments, Bishops, Clergy, Institutes of Religious Life and Societies of Apostolic Life and Catholic Education, together with the Archbishops of the Australian Catholic Bishops Conference and the chairs and secretaries of the Bishops’ Conference Committees for Clergy and Religious, Doctrine and Morals, Education, Evangelisation and Missions, and Liturgy. It was said that this body composed a representative group for the discussions that were going to take place to better understand the situation of the Church in Australia. It was an opportunity for a fraternal exchange of views and proposals. We were told that similar meetings held with other episcopal conferences had proved to be equally beneficial as expressions of ecclesial communion.


As history has shown, the Australian bishops were ambushed. There had been for some time correspondence between a number of disaffected Catholic bodies who were not happy with the direction the Church was taking in Australia. It was believed that members from these conservative bodies had obtained meetings with a number of Roman Dicasteries expressing their opinions and giving a lopsided view of the Australian Church and misrepresenting the view of the vast majority of the Catholic population in Australia. Unfortunately, they were believed and the so-called fraternal exchange of views and proposals was really a witch-hunt. I was Secretary for the Committee for Evangelisation and Missions and was present at this meeting. It was friendly enough but we were there to be told rather than to have a fraternal dialogue. There was a whisper through the place that Australia was viewed as the Netherlands of the South, and in a way this was affirmed by the response of Cardinal Ratzinger as he drew the conversation on the Communal Rite with General Absolution to a close. I sat there in disbelief after what I thought had been a very pastoral and theological exchange, when Ratzinger said: ‘It did not work in the Netherlands, therefore it is not going to work in Australia.’ On a number of occasions during the discussions, Ratzinger referred to a ‘wrong understanding’ of anthropology as the basis of the difficulties the Church was facing in the world today. The ‘Statement of Conclusions’ mentioned that there was a profound paradigmatic change in anthropology that was opposed to classical anthropology. It was characterised, for example, by an extreme individualism, seen especially in a concept of conscience that elevated the individual conscience to the level of an absolute, thus raising the subjective criterion above all objective factors and having no point of reference beyond itself. Another example was a change in the relations between creation, nature, body and spirit, resulting in certain forms of feminism which expressed an anthropology profoundly different from classical anthropology.


In an article by Francine Cardman in a Theology and Life Series on Vatican II entitled ‘The Church Would Look Foolish Without Them’ Women and Laity Since Vatican II, she writes that:




Women and Laity Since Vatican II not only speaks of a predictable institutional reluctance to share the putative power of the clergy with women and laymen; another force has worked to hold back change in personal and structural relationships between men and women. That force is the theological anthropology implicit in most of the Council’s documents and in later Vatican pronouncements concerning women. The relation of the sexes presumed in this Roman anthropology might be characterised simply as ‘complementary but unequal’. In this view, women and men are held to have clearly differentiated and God-given traits and qualities, so that there is not only a physical or biological distinction between them but also an ontological one. As a result, different spheres of influence and activity have been divinely assigned them; ‘progress for women, whether in Church or society, is limited to the assumption of ‘their full and proper role in accordance with their own nature’ (Gaudium et Spes, 60).3





I have seen nothing in the writings of Joseph Ratzinger or the Church’s documents to show that there has been a shift in the understanding of anthropology.


Martin Werlen, OSB, Abbott of the Einsiedeln Monastery and a member of Switzerland’s Conference of Bishops, during a celebration commemorating the fiftieth anniversary of the Second Vatican Council, and the opening of the ‘Year of Faith’, gave a talk in which his small but challenging book, Embers in the Ashes, has its origins. In it he comments that if God affirms humans so must the Church strive to join that affirmation all over again with all its heart. Humans are men or women. The Church finds it difficult to say yes to women. He continues in this chapter, referring to the 1994 missive Ordinatio Sacerdotalis of Pope John Paul II, where he affirmed that priestly ordination is reserved for men and declared the question beyond discussion. Yet the question remains: is a person’s gender a matter of faith? Does it belong to the immutable core of the faith? Werlen goes on to say that after 1994 we can at least still discuss this even more basic question.4


As the days of the meeting in Rome went by I started to have a deeper appreciation of the Inquisition during the Middle Ages, with the shadowy secretive presence of Archbishop Bertone and the raised voices of various cardinals ringing through the meeting room and telling us to take control of the religious and get them back into habits and convents. The conversation showed no appreciation of the prophetic dimension of religious life, wanting to impose on active apostolic communities a monastic model, and it did not recognise that religious congregations of men and women were initially formed to respond to the needs of the times and that these had changed. As a body, we sat there in disbelief and through silence and word responded that we would not be doing this. Eventually a document was produced called the ‘Statement of Conclusions’5 which, according to the press release, contained proposals and directions for the mission of the Church in Australia, and spoke in general terms to avoid mention of specific persons, groups, institutions or publications that might be considered problematic. It was seen to provide guidance to the local bishop so that he might affirm, admonish and correct, according to what the specific circumstances required. Its focus was in the context of the Church in Australia, the role of Bishop, the role of the clergy, the role of persons in consecrated life, the sacraments, liturgy and Catholic education. The ‘Statement of Conclusions’ was signed by the Prefects of the Congregations involved, the President of the Australian Catholic Bishops Conference and the Presidents of the Conference Committees present at the meeting. The document was prepared by an editorial committee composed of Cardinal Edward Clancy, an Australian, Archbishop (now Cardinal) Tarcisio Bertone, Archbishop Giuseppe Pittau and Bishop Michael Putney of Townsville. At the press conference Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger said ‘the signing of the document signifies that it is a fair representation of the dialogue that took place during the interdicasterial meeting regarding some of the doctrinal and pastoral issues challenging the Church in Australia’.6


When the document was released in Australia, its reception was negative and many were distressed by the tone and much of the content of the Statement of Conclusions. These feelings were magnified by the disappointment many felt after their spirits had been uplifted by the speeches at the Synod that had filled them with encouragement and hope. Participants at a National Colloquium on the Statement, co-sponsored by the Australian Conference of Leaders of Religious Institutes and the National Council of Priests, felt that underpinning the document’s negative evaluation of the Australian Church was a prevailing understanding of Church which seemed to be inconsistent with the liberating ecclesiology of the Second Vatican Council. This was so, particularly in relation to the lay faithful, whose essential role in the mission of the Church was consistently overlooked.7


_______________


1. The Priests Council and the Diocesan Pastoral Council together would form the body through which Diocesan Policies were formulated and approved.


2. Post-Synodal Apostolic Exhortation Ecclesia in Oceania; Introduction No 2 Page 4.


3. Vatican II Theological and Life Series 8, page 123. Francine Cardman (Dublin: Dominican Publications, 1984), 109.


4. Martin Werlen, OSB Embers in the Ashes: New Life in the Church (New York: Paulist Press, 2013), 24–25.


5. C/f Appendix 2 Statement of Conclusions.


6. Presentation of the Statement of Conclusions to the Australian Bishops


7. From A National Colloquium, Sydney, 22–24 February 1999.
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Reconciliation and General Absolution


Forgiveness is the fragrance the violet sheds on the heel that crushed it.


Mark Twain


Our ad limina visit was drawn to a conclusion on 14 December 1998 with a meeting with Pope John Paul II who delivered his final remarks to us flowing out of the Statement of Conclusions.1 This was not a happy ending to our Roman visit. The only thing that uplifted our spirits was that we were heading home for Christmas. The disappointment we were experiencing was in many ways similar to the disappointment our communities were feeling back at home as they wondered what this might imply for them and for the whole of Australia. To them there seemed to be no recognition of Vatican II’s emphasis on collegiality and subsidiarity, nor of the emphasis that Vatican II had placed on the Church as the people of God and on appreciation of the faith of the whole people (sensus fidei2).


The Synod of Oceania became lost in the shadow of the ‘Statement of Conclusions’ and the conversations that were taking place were focussed on models of Church, liturgy, religious life, ministry, the lack of reference to Scripture, and especially the Communal Rite of Reconciliation with General Absolution. It was the Communal Rite with General Absolution that was the main concern for the vast majority of priests and people of the local Church of Toowoomba. This Rite had been part of the celebration of their lives for many years. The first point addressed in the ‘Statement of Conclusions’ concerning the sacrament of penance or Reconciliation focussed on individual confession and absolution which was, and always had been, the ordinary means of reconciliation in the Toowoomba Diocese. The Statement then moved on to speak of the Communal celebration of the sacrament of penance with either individual or general absolution. It encouraged the celebration of the communal rite with individual confession and absolution, especially in the seasons of Advent and Lent, but condemned the use of general absolution if it did not reflect the teaching of the Church in the precise terms required by the ‘Code of Canon Law’ (c/f especially canons 959–964).3


As I read and re-read the pope’s message to us and the ‘Statement of Conclusions’ concerning the Communal Celebration of Reconciliation, I decided to ask our Diocesan Liturgical Commission to look at the needs of our diocese in the light of the liturgical and canon law norms laid down by the Church for the celebration of the Communal Rite with General Absolution. From the conversations that had taken place in Rome and amongst many of the bishops, I believed we had valid reasons for its use.


The Commission was led by Father James Cronin, Chair of the Commission, and Sr Catherine White, mfic, the Executive Officer. Reverend Dr Michael McClure, a moral theologian, was used as a consultant. Through their research they opened to the people of the diocese a greater appreciation of the history and development of the sacrament of reconciliation. As outlined in the following pages, they found that within Catholicism there had always been a number of explicit ways, other than sacramental penance, in which we could open our lives to the healing and reconciling presence of God. It was our responsibility as pastors to help the people of God to discover, understand, and celebrate in a variety of ways the many paths to forgiveness. Only in this way would we nourish a genuine sense of sin and reconciliation as the Holy Father had called us to do.


The eucharist has always been the primary sacrament of reconciliation within the Catholic Church. Week after week, we celebrate and are drawn into the reconciling life, death and resurrection of Jesus.


In the early Church, public penance was called the ‘second plank’ for those who had fallen into serious sin after baptism. It afforded an explicit sign of life, and of reconciliation with God and with the Church. A bishop reserved this rigorous, public rite for those with the ‘capital sins’ of apostasy, adultery and murder. In time, through the influence of the Irish monastic structures, the practice of private confession was gradually introduced. It is of note that this rite itself was at first considered to be an abuse.


Until the Fourth Lateran Council of 1215, when it was stated that the faithful should confess serious sin and receive communion at least once a year at Easter, the Sunday eucharist was the normal way of asking for forgiveness for sin. However, people began to assume incorrectly that confession was necessary prior to the reception of communion. Over the years, the clergy reinforced this misconception, so that the practice of going regularly to confession prior to the reception of communion overshadowed the eucharist as the primary means of forgiving sins. Thus, the Sacrament of Reconciliation came to be understood as the only means of attaining forgiveness for even the most minor sins.
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