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Praise for Frank Brennan’s Amplifying That Still Small Voice:


Frank Brennan says he wants to be an ambassador for conscience. I say he is a shining light. Frank has never let the still, small voice of conscience be silenced either by self-interest or by unquestioning acceptance of authority.


-Kristina Keneally, ex-Premier of NSW


Frank can say things that no bishop can say, and to audiences which would invite no bishop to speak. The public Church needs him. The need for his presence in the Australian public square is so obvious.


-Bishop Greg O’Kelly SJ AM


Any time is the right time to have an intelligent voice raised in the community and in the Church. But now is a crucial time to hear Frank Brennan’s discerning voice.


-Fr Michael Elligate


Frank’s experience of listening to the still, small voices of people on the margins, has given him great authenticity in amplifying those voices.


-Brother Sean McManus cfc


Thanks to the work and advocacy of Frank Brennan as seen in his work in the public forum, justice has been kept as a ‘constitutive’ dimension of preaching the Gospel.


-Bishop William Morris
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to
Sir William Deane


Judge, Governor-General, leader, mentor, and friend


‘There is one challenge for the future leaders of our nation which I would particularly emphasise. It is the challenge of justice and truth. The challenge never to be indifferent in the face of injustice or falsehood. It encompasses the challenge to advance truth and human dignity rather than to seek advantage by inflaming ugly prejudice and intolerance.’


-Sir William Deane


on the occasion of the awarding of an honorary degree
by the University of Queensland, 29 May 2003
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Foreword


 


In his Pulitzer prize winning history, Profiles In Courage, a young United States Senator John F Kennedy wrote, ‘In a democracy, every citizen, regardless of his interest in politics, “holds office”; every one of us is in a position of responsibility; and in the final analysis, the kind of government we get depends upon how we fulfil those responsibilities. We, the people are the boss, and we will get the kind of political leadership, be it good or bad, that we demand and deserve.’


Those sentiments are a chilling judgment on the malaise many Australians believe they are enduring thanks to an appalling descent into the banal and the short term that passes for leadership in this country. Slogans that appeal to the basest of prejudices and selfishness betray the very founding values we as citizens most prize: a democratic pluralist society where the rule of law protects individual freedoms, where compassion is the measure of the polity and tolerance its hallmark.


Kennedy’s study of six American politicians documents the enormous price they paid for having the courage to do what they were convinced was right. Loss of office, loss of friendship, loss of esteem. Some were rewarded with reinstatement years later. Their causes, like the abolition of slavery, vindicated.


It is not that Australia has not got its own profiles in courage. A Chifley, Whitlam, Fraser, a Goss are cited in these reflections.


Journalist Van Badham writing for The Guardian observes, ‘Political leadership operates at the intersection of policy imagination, strength and resilience, team management, insight into the political moment and the ability to communicate with appreciable sincerity. Whitlam, Hawke, Keating and Howard possessed these talents. Rudd to his shame and Gillard to her tragedy, did not.’


Where was the courage of Kevin Rudd to go to a double dissolution election over the rejection of the prescription he told the nation was needed to address climate change? It was after all, ‘the biggest moral challenge of our lifetime.’ Based on the template of Gough Whitlam back in 1974 I believed Rudd had no option and said so on radio and television. I was gobsmacked when he baulked. There would be no universal health insurance, no Medicare, if Whitlam had shown the same cynical timidity. Not that the cynicism was all one sided. The playing off of the planet’s future against short term rises in electricity bills was breathtaking in its myopia.


For Catholics of course there is an intersection between leadership of Church and state. The project that Ben Chifley laid out for the Labor Party in his famous Light On The Hill speech gives expression to the Gospel based option for the poor. The qualities of leadership demanded of our politicians are also demanded of our church leaders. Indeed both are striving to ensure the health, well-being and happiness of the same society.


Traditionally it has been argued that the Catholic Church is not a democracy. Even if we concede this, just as firmly it is not an absolute monarchy. It is, as Vatican II and Pope Francis insist a community of believers. Each baptised person conscientiously brings his or her insights and gifts to its mission and understanding of itself. It is surely time for these voices—male and female—to be heard. This conciliar view of the church with firm historic roots is at stark odds with current Canon Law. At Canon 1404 we have enshrined an unaccountable authority: ‘The First See (the Bishop of Rome) is judged by no one.’


This authoritarian top down model has served contemporary Australian Catholics very badly. There’s been the appointment of men as bishops who see their leadership role in narrow clericalist terms. They are agents of what has been a secretive and anachronistic Roman curia. Never to question but simply to impose rigid prescriptions that exclude rather than include people. So the tenor and collegiality message of the current Pope is for many of them a culture shattering earthquake.


Pope Francis, like any effective leader, ‘secular’ or ‘sacred’ puts real people in real situations ahead of narrow ideology or theology. He seeks to read the ‘signs of the times.’ To discern the activity of the Spirit in good people who love and sacrifice and who are, at the same time, gay or divorced and remarried.


There is a real chance that as far as many Australian Catholics are concerned the Church has already forfeited credible leadership. They find little or no acknowledgement of their real life situations from the bishops. No public acknowledgement of contemporary reality like the German bishops in their response to Pope Francis: ‘In most cases where the church’s teaching is known, it is only selectively accepted. The idea of the sacramental marriage covenant, which encompasses faithfulness and exclusivity on the part of the spouses and the transmission of life, is normally accepted by people who marry in the church. Most of the baptised enter into marriage with the expectation and hope of concluding a bond for life. The church’s statements on premarital sexual relations, on homosexuality, on those divorced and remarried, and on birth control, by contrast, are virtually never accepted, or are expressly rejected in the vast majority of cases.’


Leaders whether they be ecclesiastical or secular who are perceived to be out of touch or just incapable of ‘getting it’ are doomed to failure. If a political leader abandons the future and is seen to be selling out the nation for narrow sectional interest, the judgement at the ballot box will be harsh. When it comes to the church the only real option is for people to vote with their feet. And they are doing it.


There are prophets in our midst. Leaders who show courage and resonate. The sacked bishop of Toowoomba, Bill Morris, is one. The retired auxiliary bishop of Sydney, Geoffrey James Robinson, is another. And without a doubt, Prime Minister Keating’s ‘meddling priest’ fits the bill. Frank Brennan has also been described by Kevin Rudd as ‘an ethical burr in the nation’s saddle.’ Like the fourteenth century saint, Catherine of Sienna who chided the Avignon Pope, he is also an ethical burr in the saddle of the Australian church, and thank God for that.









Introduction


 


I was spending an academic year in Boston when former Australian Prime Ministers’ Gough Whitlam and then Malcolm Fraser died. I avidly watched their funeral services on my computer. Gough’s event at Sydney Town Hall was marked by a certain grandeur and the finest oratory espousing his public achievements. The nation had come of age with the Aboriginal leader Noel Pearson saluting ‘this old man for his great love and dedication to his country and to the Australian people’.


Malcolm’s service at the Scots’ Church in Melbourne was marked by family tributes and the silent expression of thanks by the Vietnamese refugees on the steps of the Church. His daughter Phoebe Wynn-Pope applied to Fraser the remarks of Theodore Roosevelt when reflecting on great leadership:




Credit belongs to the man who has actually been in the arena … whose face is marred by dust and sweat and blood; who strives valiantly; who errs, who comes short again and again, because there is no effort without error and shortcoming; but who does actually strive to do the deeds; who knows great enthusiasms, the great devotions; who spends himself in a worthy cause; who at the best knows in the end the triumph of high achievement.





We had lost two fine leaders—ex-prime ministers who led the country in its moral reflections on difficult issues such as the treatment of asylum seekers, and long after they had left elected office. When in the Australian Federal Parliament, they had become mortal enemies. After their lives in parliament, they maintained their robust differences over the events of the 1975 Dismissal while finding common ground on vexed moral and political issues. They spoke with moral authority but without talking down to their audiences. They challenged contemporary elected leaders but without taking to the bully pulpit where the impotent are pure. They maintained their comprehensive world views but without excluding from consideration or respect those who saw the world differently. In their going, I sensed that the nation had lost two elders who had become beacons for a people often lost amidst the partisan point-scoring of parliament’s gladiatorial ‘Question Time’, the controlled diet of the tabloid media and the radio shock jocks, and the community’s insular concern with economic self-interest and national security. Their appearances together on the national stage had helped call us beyond ourselves and look beyond the immediate horizon of the next Budget or election. The lost opportunities of the Rudd-Gillard years and the election of the Abbott government with the simplistic mantras of stopping the boats and axing the taxes provided a stark political background for their calls to nobler national action. In the darkness, they held out the promise of a light on the hill. I had cause to reflect on the light on the hill when delivering the 2103 Chifley oration in Bathurst.


Meanwhile the voice of the nation’s religious leaders was muted or even silenced. The scandal of child sexual abuse in the churches was on daily display, including the failure of religious authorities to act promptly, transparently, compassionately and justly. Why would people listen to the moral counsel of the leaders of churches speaking about issues of national concern when they had failed to protect even children committed to their care, and when they seemed so slow to catch up with the community outrage at institutional cover-ups and oversights? However the new Pope Francis was striking chords even with the cynical and the estranged. Here was a pope very at home in his own skin, preaching a message of joy and hope, aligning himself unashamedly with the poor and marginalised. He knew the world had had enough of dogma and pedagogy and was crying out for pastoral solicitude. The spring in his step has been infectious. He has been able to provide a consoling reassurance that no matter what the enormity of the problems confronted, we human beings have the capacity to respond affirmatively and productively. He has held out Francis of Assisi as a model for all persons seeking ‘the inseparable bond between concern for nature, justice for the poor, commitment to society, and interior peace’. No one in their right mind and with a right disposition would forego that bond or ridicule others who seek it. Taking on big intractable issues like climate change and the loss of biodiversity, Francis has declared, ‘We lack leadership capable of striking out on new paths and meeting the needs of the present with concern for all and without prejudice towards coming generations.’1


While contemplating the deaths of Whitlam and Fraser in the wake of the 2013 federal election during the ANZAC Centenary, and welcoming the papacy of Francis in the wake of the child sexual abuse crisis, I have been reflecting on the quest for leadership in Church and State. I have returned to Australia convinced that we the people are seeking spiritual and political leaders who can inspire us to dedicate ourselves to taking up the burdens of the fallen and, with the same high courage and steadfastness with which they went into battle, to setting our hands to the tasks they left unfinished (some of which they could not possibly have imagined a century ago), and giving our utmost to make the world what they would have wished it to be —a better and happier place for all of its people, through whatever means are open to us. Those future leaders are in our midst. As well as being bloodied and tested, they need to be nurtured, encouraged, and espoused. That is the modest purpose of this slight collection of writings and addresses delivered from Bathurst to Boston and back to Melbourne and Sydney.


 


1. Pope Francis, Laudato Si’, #10, 53.









Leadership in the Church









1


Educating for Justice


 




This was an address to the Jesuit Higher Education International Network at Newman College, University of Melbourne in July 2015.





The land on which we meet here at Newman College was still an open paddock 100 years ago. It was the traditional land of the Wurundjeri people who had made their home here as hunters and gatherers for tens of thousands of years. The surrounding blocks were already the sites for the splendid university colleges erected by the other major Christian churches with a presence here at the University of Melbourne. You will understand that the Catholics, many of whom were Irish, did not yet have the means nor the vision for the building of their own college on the crescent adjacent to the university.


Sydney was founded well before Melbourne with the result that there was already a well established Catholic men’s college at the University of Sydney. But not even Sydney had a college for Catholic women. Back in 1885, Cardinal Moran had cause to dismiss the then rector of Sydney’s St John’s College for ‘levity of conduct with young ladies’ as well as for low enrolments. I do not know how sustainable the rector’s claim on his job would have been if enrolments had been healthier. When looking for a new college rector, Cardinal Moran could not afford to be too choosy. But he did rule out two classes of men: Englishmen and Jesuits. He regarded Jesuits as ‘a law unto themselves’.1


When the legendary Irish cleric Daniel Mannix left Maynooth and came to Melbourne as coadjutor bishop to Archbishop Carr in 1913, Carr entrusted him with the mission of developing this vacant site. Brenda Niall, a splendid Australian biographer, has recently published a new life of Mannix. She was left in no doubt that Mannix had no interest in building a Catholic university, but rather saw the need for Catholics in the tertiary education sector to act as a leavening element in the thoughts and ideals of the developing secular universities. Unlike many other countries, Australia has long had a strong system of Catholic secondary schools but until recently no Catholic universities. I remember when the Provost of the newly established Australian Notre Dame University proudly told my father when he was Chief Justice of Australia that Notre Dame was about to establish Australia’s first Catholic law school. Dad simply responded with a question, ‘Must you?’ We now have two Catholic universities in Australia. Much has changed since Mannix’s day.


In a chapter entitled, ‘Playing Poker with the Jesuits’, Brenda Niall spells out Mannix’s vision for Catholic tertiary education. He wanted to put Catholics (and that more than often meant Irish) ‘on a footing similar to that of other denominations’. In 1910, Archbishop Carr had welcomed the Newman Society into his archdiocese so that it might have a presence here at the University of Melbourne. Brenda Niall opines that nothing much might have become of Mannix but for the 1916 Easter uprising at the post office in Dublin and the subsequent conscription campaigns in Australia where Mannix strongly and successfully opposed government moves for military conscription during the First World War.


Planning for Newman College, Mannix, unlike his Sydney episcopal brethren, wanted the Jesuits to do the job. It would have made sense for him to commission Fr James O’Dwyer SJ, then rector of Xavier College, the large Jesuit secondary school with place for boarders, to be the first rector. But alas, though Irish born, O’Dwyer was ‘a King and Empire Man’ who had told the Old Xavierians at the outbreak of the war that ‘in the story of Empire there is nothing so unselfish as the relation of the Motherland to her colonies’.2 This was too much for Mannix. Eventually he found another Jesuit for the task.


Once assured a major donor from Sydney, Mannix took a very hands on approach to the construction of Newman College. He knew that architecture mattered. He made a bold choice, giving the job to an American couple, Walter Burley Griffin and his wife Marion Mahony. Brenda Niall observes that Mannix ‘never liked being predictable and it would have pleased him to have the Catholic college, a latecomer to the University of Melbourne, make such a strong statement of individuality. Choosing between adventurous modernism and predictable neo-Gothic, Mannix would take the risk of the new, even at the cost of antagonising the major donor.’3
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