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Dear Archbishop Prowse 

I am compelled to write to you in support of the recent remarks made by Francis Sullivan in his 
address of 10 March 2017, entitled ‘Where to from here?’ As a Catholic layman in Canberra I both 
commend his remarks to you and reinforce his sentiment that the Catholic community expects that 
you and all of the Australian Bishops prosecute strongly the call for thoroughgoing change in the 
church. 

Francis Sullivan, in his statements at the time of the final hearings of the Royal Commission into 
Institutional Responses to Sexual Abuse, spoke with great feeling and commendable honesty. In 
both his words and his demeanour he expressed the repugnance, shame and seething anger of 
Australian Catholics at the church and its leaders, the culture of concealment of the issue and the 
focus on institutional self-protection, rather than genuine concern for and action to support the 
victims. Sadly, it needs to be said, Francis Sullivan’s raw emotion, anger, pain, shame and steely 
resolve that things must change stands in sharp contrast to any statement delivered by any bishop in 
relation to these matters. In simple terms Francis Sullivan expressed authentically the views of the 
majority of Australian Catholics. Nothing short of a similar response from the church leadership in 
this country will earn any respect from the laity. 

I am proudly a member of the Australian Catholic laity. We, the People of God in Australia have 
watched this crisis play out with much dismay - but we remain in the church. For that and other 
reasons we demand that our voices be heard. The days of sophistry and clerical duplicity are over. 
There remains only one course for us now, and that is to demand in the most vigorous and 
unremitting way, that the church is reformed ‘root and branch’. We expect the Australian bishops, 
as leaders of the church in Australia to pursue that agenda at every opportunity, including with 
Rome. Such a battle, and history tells us it will be a battle, will not be easy, but it must be engaged. 

It is revealing and sad that it took the Royal Commission for the Australian bishops to recognise that 
“clericalism, celibacy, power, institutional might”, along with other issues, lie at the centre of this 
disgraceful story. We have watched as each of those factors has poisoned the church’s well over the 
past 50 or more years. Those four factors are interlinked and their combined effects have largely 
created the major cultural malaise that afflicts the church. It is interesting that while now 
acknowledging that clericalism is a major issue, church leaders have until very recently downplayed 



this matter, defining it in very narrow terms. (If you doubt this I refer you to the issue of the Catholic 
Voice, February 2010.) 

It is my view that, properly understood, clericalism is a toxic mix of attitudes, dispositions, 
behaviours and judgements that have come to characterise an entrenched male, celibate priestly 
class, distracted by perceived status rather than driven by real service. In the post Vatican II church, 
clericalism is a major block to recognising and empowering the People of God, both women and 
men. That is why it is so much the focus of those conservative forces that spy and report to Rome 
and others about individual priests and other Catholics.  
 
In this regard there can be no place in a reformed and non-clericalist church, for secretive 
organisations such as Opus Dei. This is a simple proposition. If the church is serious about ridding its 
culture of clericalism, then it must rid itself of the Opus Dei that we have watched infiltrate the 
church in Australia. Opus Dei is one of the most blatant purveyors of a clericalist culture in the 
church, encouraging and demanding that deferential separatism of priest and people and 
intimidating those who would empower the People of God to exercise their own priesthood, as 
envisaged by the second Vatican Council. 
 
I acknowledge the challenge that now confronts you and all Australian bishops. I also think it must 
be recognised that as a body of leaders the Australian Bishops Conference has not exactly displayed 
the courage of the wounded Christ in its treatment and lack of support for Bishop Geoffrey Robinson 
and Bishop William Morris, when in the past they have spoken truth to power on these and related 
matters. The on-going image of Australia’s cardinal, sheltering in Rome, in the manner of a 
Christopher Skase, makes it even harder for the leadership of the Australian church to be taken 
seriously as advocates of realism and reform. Nonetheless, that cup is one that will not pass. 
 
In confronting these challenges I am sure that the Australian Catholic community wants issues to be 
faced with openness and courage. We are a pragmatic people who expect our leaders, whether 
secular or religious, to face problems earnestly and fight hard for the best outcomes. The Australian 
Catholic community yearns for such leadership. So please know that while we expect you to be 
bruised and wounded in the fight, you will have our respect and on-going support. We will carry you, 
sustain you in prayer and uplift you, because you will be pursuing what is right for the church and 
what is essential for the church to remain relevant in Australia.  
 
I trust my words have not been too direct for you, however it is a mark of the importance of these 
matters that they must be faced with honest authenticity. I am sending a copy of this letter to 
Francis Sullivan, whom I might say is not known to me, but I feel the need to strengthen him in these 
endeavours. I am also taking the liberty of sending a copy of this letter to the secretariat of the 
Australian Bishops Conference, with the request, in the spirit of Francis Sullivan’s address that a copy 
be forwarded to each of the bishops.  

With the best of personal wishes and in communion with the People of God, I remain 
Yours sincerely 

 

 

 

Terry Fewtrell  
t.fewtrell@bigpond.com.au  
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