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An Australian bishop with significant 
experience as a secondary school teacher 
and principal said in an address to the Synod 
of Bishops that young people are essential for 
helping the church to better understand the 
new era in Western culture, since young 
people “more instinctively grasp the lay of this 
land with its values of equality, inclusion, 
respect, authenticity and the integration of 
multiple aspects of life, such as body and 
soul.” 

Several young people at the synod have 
noted the welcoming and inclusive style of Auxiliary Bishop Mark Edwards, O.M.I., of Melbourne, 
who used his allotted four-minute intervention at the synod on Oct. 5 to advocate for a “fertile 
intergenerational encounter” between bishops and young people. 

“We knew how to be church in the past, how to pass on the faith and how to be effective 
missionaries,” he told the synod, which is focused on young people and will conclude on Oct. 28. 
“At least some of what we did isn’t effective anymore. How we are to be church, how we are to 
be missionary and pass on the good news in the new era is not clear to us.” 

Several young people at the synod have noted the 
welcoming and inclusive style of Auxiliary Bishop Mark 
Edwards. 

In this intergenerational encounter, he said, the church might say to young people: “You show us 
the lay of this land, the way to the place where you dwell, and we will show you the way to God.” 

Mark Stuart Edwards, 59, was born in Balikpapan, Indonesia, to a Dutch mother and Australian 
father. His father worked for an oil company, so the family moved a lot but eventually settled in 
Australia. Edwards attended Mazenod College in Melbourne, a high school run by the Missionary 
Oblates of Mary Immaculate. At the time, the Oblates decided to start a mission in Indonesia, 
and Edwards felt inspired to be a missionary in the place where he had been born. 

He joined the Oblates after university studies, made his final profession in 1984 and was 
ordained a priest in 1986. Though he had the desire to serve as a missionary, his first 
assignment was to teach at the school he had attended in Melbourne. For the next 30 years, he 
was a teacher and principal in Oblate high schools and also worked in formation and taught 
philosophy. 
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He was ordained an auxiliary bishop in Melbourne on Dec. 17, 2014, and he serves as the 
episcopal vicar for secondary education and youth. 

“I still identify as a missionary,” he told America in an interview on Oct. 22. “I am trying to build 
bridges.” 

In the interview, Bishop Edwards said his experience as a school teacher helps him to recognize 
“the strengths of the young people as a living example of the strengths of current culture, the new 
era we are living into.” The bishop has also been influenced by Charles Taylor’s landmark book A 
Secular Age (2007), which he called “a great basis for missionaries.” 

One of the key aspects of the new era, Bishop Edwards 
said, is “respect for other people,” particularly women 
and gay people.  

“Charles Taylor gives me the intellectual framework to help me understand my school 
experience,” he said. 

One of the key aspects of the new era, Bishop Edwards said, is “respect for other people,” 
particularly the need to “respect women and respect gay people.” He sees these attributes in the 
young auditors at the synod but added that it is “probably rawer and easier to see” in high school 
students. 

“If I said something that wasn’t respectful of women or the L.G.B.T. community, the students 
would shut down,” he said. “It is helpful for me” to understand this dynamic “because I want to 
engage with them and offer opportunities where they can meet Jesus personally.” 

Bishop Edwards said he has certainly heard from the young auditors at the synod about the 
importance of respect for women. 

When the bishop asked a young auditor from Australia what he thought a future synod should 
discuss, the topics that came up were “inclusion, welcoming, women and leadership.” For this 
auditor, the bishop noted, “the next big area for the church to think about” is women. 

“The church has a long timeline,” he said. “It is a 100-
year process, but we have to keep taking steps.” 

Bishop Edwards surprised some synod members when he invited a young auditor, Yadira Vieyra, 
to read half of their small group report to the synod body. Later she mentioned in an interview 
with Salt and Light Media that this moment was important to her as a young person and as a 
woman. 

These two young people, both “heartfelt,” are signs of what young people think, he said. But 
Bishop Edwards also made it clear that any structural reforms that reflect the priorities and 
values of young people will take time. 

“The church has a long timeline,” he said. “It is a 100-year process, but we have to keep taking 
steps.” 
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In relation to women in the church, the bishop said he is not sure what the next step looks like. 
“We have a picture of what the goal looks like—the dignity of women, women feeling 
appreciated, their gifts being used—but how do you get there?” he asked. “Maybe the next step 
will show itself once we take this step.” 

A plenary council process that will run from 2018 to 2021 may indicate broader next steps for the 
Catholic Church in Australia. It is the fifth major assembly for the church in Australia and the first 
since 1937. The plenary will certainly take up the Royal Commission report on sexual abuse in 
the Australian church, but the bishops have been considering a plenary since 2000, Bishop 
Edwards noted. 

The ordination of women “is not something we can 
move on, but what is behind it? Can we move on what’s 
behind it?” 

The process is currently in an initial “listening phase,” he explained. People have been asked to 
gather in small groups of four to six people, pray to the Holy Spirit and answer one question: 
“What do you think God is asking of us in Australia today?” 

The bishops want to hear what people think but also the stories that inform their perspective, he 
said. People have until Ash Wednesday to make submissions. Based on what people are already 
saying, Bishop Edwards is “pretty confident” that some of the common themes will be 
“governance, women, young people, how we are missionary and what we do with our schools.” 

Bishop Edwards said that 10,000 submissions have already been received, but he is hoping for 
four or five times that number. People can say whatever they think they need to share, the 
bishop said. 

“It has never been easy to be a Catholic, but now it is 
harder than it should be.” 

If a person said something about the ordination of women, for example, he said he would want to 
know what is behind that perspective. The ordination of women “is not something we can move 
on, but what is behind it? Can we move on what’s behind it?” If the person is concerned about 
“respect for women and their involvement in authority and power, I think we could do something.” 

Before the first plenary in October 2020 in Adelaide, a variety of theologians will write reflections 
on common themes, he said. A second plenary will take place in May 2021 in Sydney, where 
decisions will be made. 
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