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Exactly twelve months after the Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual 

Abuse handed down its report and recommendations, many Australian Catholics are still 

numbed by the disturbing revelations of sexual abuse by some clergy and the woeful handling 

of this by many church leaders. The depressing news of the pattern of abuse and cover-up 

which continues to emerge has led to a provocative and penetrating questioning of the 

Australian Church. There is grief and pain everywhere throughout the Australian churches as 

a result of the criminal sexual abuse of children. Beyond the damage to the victims 

themselves, pain has also been caused to many of those who live and work inside the church.  

In this edition of the Plenary Council 2020 Parish Bulletin insert, we will focus specifically on 

the issues emanating from the Royal Commission. How can we, as the Body of Christ, begin 

to address this profound harm and institutional dysfunction? How can we restore hope and 

credibility in the post-Royal 

Commission church? Can the 

Australian Church find ways to 

enter this moment in time 

with the utmost humility, be 

radically self-reflective, willing 

to learn and open to 

conversion? “To heal wounds, 

make restitution, prevent 

recurrence, and make painful 

changes—including changes in 

the mindset that gave rise to 

the failings—is no easy task.” 1 

Archbishop Mark Coleridge, Archbishop of Brisbane, President ACBC: 

“The sexual abuse of the young in Catholic institutions and its handling by Church leaders has 

been a colossal failure; and I can only express an acute sense of shame and apologise 

profoundly to all who have suffered. What has happened has done incalculable damage to 

those who were abused. It’s also shaken the Catholic Church in this country to the core. 

Everything possible must be done to heal the wound, to right the wrong and to ensure that 

the future is very different from the past. Now that the Royal Commission is over, it can’t just 

be back to business as usual.” (15 December 2017)  

◈  

 

 

                                                             
1 Dominic Doyle, “Post-traumatic Ecclesiology and the Restoration of Hope” in Theological Studies 72 (2011), 
277. 
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Francis O’ Sullivan, CEO of the ACBC’s Truth Justice and Healing Council: 

"For my mind the clearest message is this. If people of good will, the good priests, the willing 

religious, the enlightened leaders, but more importantly people like you – the engaged and 

informed Catholics – don’t continue to push for change then, as sure as night follows day, the 

reactionaries will overcome, and nothing will change. 

If we do not continue to push – and push hard – the impetus for change will fade, inertia will 

set in, reformists will be shunned, and the victims of what has been the greatest betrayal in 

the Catholic Church in Australia will remain mired in hopelessness, despair and anger. This is 

a very dangerous time for the Catholic Church in Australia. If the Church in Australia doesn’t 

see continuous, concerted change from our leaders driven and backed by an active and 

demanding Catholic Community, then our Church as a religion will become a marginalized 

rump, stripped of credibility and relevance, left to preach to an ever-aging congregation with 

eyes on an ever dimming here after.” 

Francis O’Sullivan: 

“This Royal Commission confirms previous reports that cite the lack of accountability and 

transparency within the church’s culture, the propensity for clericalism to create a self-

protective caste where power and privilege are the operating principles for addressing 

conflict and personal promotion, and, finally, where the image of the institution meant more 

than the welfare of children. 

Fr Andrew Hamilton SJ, Editor of Eureka Street: 

“The most thought-provoking testimony given was that by Vincent Long, Bishop of 

Parramatta. It was notable for its directness, honesty and the awareness it displayed of the 

importance of church culture. Bishop Long grew up in the Vietnamese Catholic Church and 

was afterwards chosen to lead the Australian Church. In his responses he focused particularly 

on clericalism and its role in giving license and cover to clerical abuse. 

He worked out of a fairly simple distinction between two images of the church. One sees the 

church as a kingdom in which the subordination of the people to the king and to the 

hierarchical grades of officials is fixed and sacralised. The other is of the church as community 

with an ordered network of relationships that enable the nourishing of people by the 

spreading of the Gospel.” (Eureka Street, 7 January 2018) 

 

Fr Frank Brennan SJ, Human Rights lawyer and academic: 

“We Catholics know that we need to step tentatively and a little more humbly in the public 

square in light of the revelations at the Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child 

Sexual Abuse. We still do not have credible compelling explanations for the disproportionate 

level of complaints levelled at our Church… These are days of shame for the Catholic Church 

in Australia. But yes, we do have a spring in our step and we are fortified by a pope who is so 

at home in his own skin and so at ease in the public square calling all persons to constitute a 

better world. 
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Despite having a fine pope, things are not easy. They are not easy for me as a Catholic priest 

in the public square. They are not easy for those of you living your Christian vocation in the 

world and turning up to Church each week, praying in the pews. They remain wretched for 

many victims who doubt that the Church can again be trusted. I thank you for your 

perseverance and pray that together we can make a better fist of holding out to the world 

the hands of Christ. Our task is to be the face of Christ in the world today.” 

◈  

Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse: Lessons and learnings 

for the People of God 

Robert Fitzgerald AM, Commissioner of the Royal Commission into the Institutional 

Responses to Child Sexual Abuse: 

“When the Royal Commission commenced its work more than five years ago it had three 

tasks: to bear witness to what had happened, to provide just responses to those abused and 

to recommend ways to create child safe institution. Fundamental to our work was to hear 

from those directly affected – the victims and survivors of childhood sexual abuse. Nearly 

17,000 came forward… 

They have been heard. 

For you, as both leaders 

and members of faith-

based communities your 

response to what has 

been heard depends on 

whose voice you will listen 

to. As people of God, 

whose voices will resonate 

in both your head and your heart? 

Will you listen to the voices of those that have spoken through the Commission and their calls 

for acknowledgement, redress, reform and healing? Or will you listen to the strident voices, 

within some parts of church and society, who seek to minimise the extent of the abuse 

claiming it was only a few rotten apples rather than the culture and practices of the church? 

They cast it as an historical problem which has passed, shift blame to the societal contexts 

rather than institutional failings and seek to restore the good order of the past, unreformed 

and unrepentant. They deny the truth of what has been exposed and the imperatives for 

reform. 

Your response rests as much in the Gospel as it does in the recommendations of the Royal 

Commission. For in the Gospel it was the voice of the oppressed and marginalised that Christ 

used to declare a new order. It was through his engagement with the poor Christ proclaimed 

the truth and the light. He admonished those who sought to maintain the status quo and 

those who sought to maintain the privileges of power, abuse and influence. 

Whose voice will you listen to in responding to the challenges of what has been revealed? 
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Fact from Fiction: The Commission’s work has covered so much territory, so many institutions 

and so many issues that this paper can only touch on a few issues. But importantly the 

Commission has debunked some long held and often claimed myths or inaccuracies in relation 

to the Church and abuse in Australia. It has sought to put the record straight to the extent 

possible. For me, some of those keys areas worth mentioning up front are: 

 Child sexual abuse has been present within the Catholic Church for much of its history 

and is not a phenomenon only of the last century or more specifically the more 

permissive 1970s and 80s. Despite many positive changes in the church’s 

understandings, policies and practices it remains a contemporary issue and significant 

present-day risks exist. 

 Child sexual abuse in religious institutions and the Catholic Church was more 

extensive than admitted or expected with some specific institutions having very high 

levels of reported allegations of abuse. 

 Abuse was not just an issue of bad conduct by a few ‘rotten apples’, rather there were 

systemic issues that enabled abuse to occur and hindered effective, just and 

compassionate responses especially prior to the mid-1990s. 

 Many contributing factors collectively gave rise to personal and institutional failures 

including unhealthy clericalism, mandatory celibacy and inadequate selection, 

training and formation of religious and clergy. The absence of professional 

development and ongoing pastoral supervision exacerbated such weaknesses. And 

homosexuality was not generally a contributing factor to the sexual abuse of children. 

 Poor governance, inadequate leadership, and an unhealthy culture that preferenced 

secrecy and the Church’s own interests contributed to the collective failure of the 

Catholic Church. The interests of children, and then later adult survivors, were not 

paramount or even adequately addressed until at least the mid 1990’s. 

 Many of the improvements in good governance and child safe practices in the 

Church’s human service ministries appear not to have been adequately adopted in 

the operation of parishes and dioceses, at least until more recently. 

 The Catholic Church in Australia did eventually take decisive action to address the 

complaints and needs of survivors especially with the adoption of Towards Healing 

(and many claims were satisfactorily dealt with), but inconsistent practices and 

implementation, and aggressive defences to civil claims lead to much criticism, 

injustice and unnecessary pain to many. 

 

 

 

“Can the Australian Church find ways to enter this moment in time 

with the utmost humility, be radically self-reflective, willing to 

learn and open to conversion?” 


