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THE ROYAL COMMISSION HAS LAID BARE THE CRIMINAL 
DYSFUNCTIONALITY OF THE CATHOLIC CHURCH  
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For all the current hostility toward religion in Western nations right now – some of it 
entirely justified – the season of Christmas is a hardy annual that keeps on giving to 
all of us. 

Over the last five years, the Australian Royal Commission has laid bare in its end-of-
year summaries the systematic, criminal dysfunctionality of the Catholic Church in 
regard to child sexual abuse and its cover-up, and countless priests wondered 
whether anyone would turn up for Christmas Mass. I thought that the final report of 
the Royal Commission, which was released on 15 December, would have a 
devastating impact on the numbers of people wanting to bring their children to 
church to celebrate Christmas Mass at the Vigil and on Christmas Day morning. 

I was wrong. In our Jesuit parish of North Sydney, each of the seven Masses was 
full, some to bursting – and especially the ones dedicated to children and young 
adults. The congregations literally overflowed – down the church steps and on to the 
lawns outside. 

The reasons for this annual 
pilgrimage to church for so 
many Catholics are multiple 
and varied. But among them 
is that most of the laity have 
worked out that these 
despicable crimes do not 
define the entire Catholic 
priesthood, or the Catholic 
community, and they trust the 
reforms already initiated and 
the more radical ones to 
come. In our parish, we 
simply recognised the human 
suffering that abuse has 
caused and we prayed for genuine reform of the Church. Everyone was grateful. 

All but two of the recommendations of the Commission have been welcomed by the 
Catholic Church. The major ones are the introduction of uniform laws in every 
jurisdiction in regard to child protection; a “National Working with Children” register 
and wider professional disclosure laws; an Office of Child Safety, which will 
independently investigate accusations of, and issues around, abuse and assess 
compensation; a federal redress scheme, where victims will receive a maximum of 
A$150,000 (about £87,000) each, not as compensation but as a recognition of their 
incalculable suffering. The Commission estimates that this scheme will cost A$4.3 
billion (£2.5bn) over 10 years, with religious and other private institutions required to 
contribute A$2.4bn (£1.4bn). 
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The Commission targets the Vatican on a score of canonical and other procedures 
and, not surprisingly, two of its recommendations captured the media’s imagination: 
first, that compulsory celibacy for diocesan clergy be waived – not because it is 
claimed that celibacy causes abuse, but because of the secretive clerical culture it 
fosters – and second, that the Seal of Confession should not apply to those who 
reveal their involvement in child sexual abuse, and that “absolution can and should 
be withheld until they report themselves to civil authorities”. 

Most Western Catholics would welcome the change to mandatory celibacy for 
priests. The Seal is a different matter. Egregious as this particular crime is, an 
equally valid argument might be made for a host of other despicable crimes, such as 
rape, or domestic violence. While I do not doubt that, historically, this sacrament has 
been abused, very few people attend it now. The truth is the attention it is receiving 
is disproportionate to the impact a change would make to the protection of children. 

I could imagine some extremists confessing this crime, just to see what the priest or 
bishop will do. Some clergy might decide to exclude themselves from hearing 
confessions at all. Already some (religious order) priests only do weddings, baptisms 
and funerals for friends and family. (I cannot find a recommendation by the 
Commission that it should be mandatory to disclose confessions of abuse made to 
journalists or to lawyers, which appears inconsistent.) 

Francis Sullivan, the chief executive of the Church’s Truth, Justice and Healing 
Council, observed: “People say the Church needs to get its house back in order; but 
I say we have to re-build the house.” This Christmas proved again that the 
faithfulness of Australian Catholics is proving resilient in spite of their being given 
every reason to walk away and take their children with them. Thank God that their 
first instinct is not to cut and run, because in the rebuilding of Christ’s Church, which 
we love, we have never needed every one of them more. 
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PICTURE: Australian Catholic Bishops Conference President, Archbishop Denis Hart 
speaks to the media in Melbourne, Friday, December 15, 2017. Archbishop Denis Hart is 
responding after the final report by the Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to 
Child Sexual Abuse was released ©PA 

 


