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Catholic bishops must reform now to quell exodus 
1 November 2017 
 
A Canberra Catholic reform group is calling on the Australian Catholic Bishops Conference this month to 
urgently begin structural reforms to counter deepening disillusion and disaffection among their flock. 
 
The group, Concerned Catholics of Canberra Goulburn, is urging the bishops to establish diocesan pastoral 
councils now to enable lay people to participate fully in the response to the report of the Royal Commission 
into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse expected at the end of the year. 
 
Concerned Catholics, established earlier this year, has put to the bishops a nine-point plan for reform including 
addressing the issue of compulsory celibacy for priests, support for equal participation of women at all levels 
of church decision-making and the removal of canon law obstacles to the reform of the Church in Australia. 
 
The Chairman of Concerned Catholics, Emeritus Professor John Warhurst, has written to Archbishop Mark 
Coleridge and other bishops urging them to start now to ensure lay people have an effective role and voice in 
the direction of the Church on vital issues including greater accountability, women's participation in decision-
making and lay leadership. 
 
Professor Warhurst said that while indications of reform had been made by Archbishop Coleridge, there 
remained as yet no substance to talk of fresh directions by the Australian Church. 
 
Archbishop Coleridge has sought agreement from the Vatican in Rome to hold a national plenary council or 
synod in Australia in 2020 which he has said will play "a critical role in shaping the Church's future". 
 
Professor Warhurst said:  "If we are to move away from the inward-looking Church dominated by older men, 
to an open, vibrant movement, we urgently need the bishops to allow and encourage the laity including 
women to take leadership positions in running the Church.   Forming pastoral councils with strong lay 
leadership is vital to ensure the views of parishioners are reflected in response to the Commission’s report and 
at the 2020 plenary. 
 
"Without new processes and a clear direction on how things will change, there is vagueness and apparent 
absence of substance to the proposed process.  As concerned Catholics we request more information on the 
proposed way forward and the role that the laity will play in a collaborative process. 
 
"The current structural weakness of the Australian Church is a barrier to achieving transparent and inclusive 
consideration of a reform agenda. 
 
"The responses we have had at two public meetings organised by Concerned Catholics and attended each time 
by more than 200 people indicate there are many people anxious for a credible response to the Commission’s 
report and for effective reform of the Church," Professor Warhurst said. 
 
Concerned Catholics Canberra Goulburn is a group in the Archdiocese concerned about a number of governance, cultural 
and structural issues arising from the Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse. We seek an 
effective voice for lay people in the administration and direction of our church.  
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