
Pope Francis on clericalism and encouragement for lay participation in 

the Church: Concerned Catholics 

 

The Chair of Concerned Catholics of Canberra-Goulburn, Professor John 

Warhurst, has said that lay people of the Australian Church should feel affirmed 

and encouraged by Pope Francis’ recent remarks on the role of the laity and the 

balance between lay and clerical responsibilities in today’s Church. 

 

Concerned Catholics also welcomes the new advisory group, established by the 

Australian Catholic Bishops Conference and Catholic Religious Australia, to play 

a key role in influencing and monitoring the Catholic Church’s ongoing response 

to the child sexual abuse scandal. 

The new Implementation Advisory Group to be chaired by an outstanding lay 

leader, Jack de Groot, will monitor the response to the findings and 

recommendations of the Royal Commission into Institutional Response to Child 

Sexual Abuse and the recommendations of the Truth, Justice and Healing 

Council, which led the Church’s engagement with the Royal Commission. 

 

It is an encouraging step forward that the Bishops Conference see the Advisory 

Group as important part of the necessary reforms that “Catholic institutions and 

communities will have to implement to be places of safety and transparency and 

places where we authentically live out our commitment to the values and vision 

of the Gospels”. 

 

In early May, Pope Francis said laypeople are on the “front lines” of the 

Church's life and activities, and asked Catholics of all states and vocations to 

pray for the laity and their mission. 

 

The Pope urged the Church to be thankful for the laity “who take risks, who are 

not afraid and who offer reasons for hope to the poorest, to the excluded, to the 

marginalized”.  

 



Professor Warhurst said that Church renewal called for by Concerned Catholics 

included not only realistic lay participation and decision-making in our 

Archdiocese, but also moves toward gender balance, and a rethinking (by both 

laity and clergy) of past attitudes towards clericalism. Thus, Pope Francis’ 

repetition of his down-to-earth support in both of these matters is heartening for 

all People of God. 

 

Clericalism in the Catholic Church 

Coincident with the findings of Australia’s Royal Commission into Institutional 

Response to Child Sex Abuse, a Papal letter of April 2016 to the Pontifical 

Commission for Latin America, had called clericalism “one of the greatest 

distortions” facing the local Church on the continent. 

 

[We’d] do well to recall that the Church is not an elite [of] priests, of consecrated 

people, of bishops but all of us make up the faithful and Holy People of God,” 

he said, noting that everyone begins their life as a layperson. 

 

Clericalism, he said, is the result of “a mistaken way of living out the 

ecclesiology proposed by the Second Vatican Council,” which “forgets that the 

visibility and the sacramentality of the Church belong to all the people of God 

and not just to an illuminated and elected few.” 

 

Pope Francis explained that clergy should focus on encouraging the laity to be 

active, but “it is not the job of the pastor to tell the laypeople what they must do 

and say.” 

 

“It is illogical and even impossible for us as pastors to believe that we have the 

monopoly on solutions for the numerous challenges thrown up by contemporary 

life.” 

 



Canberra-Goulburn Archbishop Christopher Prowse, recognising that the 

Church needed to respond to the scandals revealed by the Royal Commission 

with even better protection and prevention measures, has already instigated 

within the Archdiocese a review of governance including practical measures 

involving lay persons. In last month’s Voice, Archbishop Christopher urged us to 

accept “co-responsibility” by taking an approach that “every baptised Catholic is 

called to take up their identity as missionary disciples”. The Archbishop has 

attended most of the forums organised by Concerned Catholics in the past 

year, and he has suggested that, at parish level, Concerned Catholics continue 

to explain and disseminate their role and functions, especially via parish 

pastoral councils. 

 

Australian Catholic Coalition for Church Reform 

In accord with the past support and recent encouragement from Pope Francis to 

the world, representatives of Catholic reform groups from around Australia met 

in Canberra in late March. About 50 representatives (including some priests) 

from nine groups of the Australian Catholic Coalition for Church Reform 

(ACCCR) assembled to formulate a national plan for renewal, and to support 

the Australian bishops’ call for the 2020 Plenary Council. 

 

In its resulting communiqué, the ACCCR said the Church in Australia faced 

continuing decay unless bishops understood the necessity of the grassroots 

Catholics to have a central role in the direction and decision-making of the 

Church. ACCCR advocated for systemic reform, asserting that it is the 

responsibility of all Catholic people to be heard and to lead in our Church. 

 

The Coalition is seeking a meeting with the Australian Catholic Bishops 

Conference to press for the bishops to give effect to the significant 

recommendations of the Royal Commission and to respond to the call for 

greater involvement of the People of God through the coming Plenary Council 

2020. 

 



It also calls on the bishops to accept the nomination of a woman as co-chair of 

the 2020 Plenary Council. 

 

The March statement from ACCCR continues "The catastrophe that the Church 

has experienced with the institutional sexual abuse underlines the need for 

effective and urgent reform. Yet the response of the bishops so far in its 

preparation for the 2020 Plenary indicates a failure to learn a fundamental 

lesson of that catastrophe”. 

 

"We propose a summit for all Catholics before the Plenary, and probably in 

2019, to cultivate open discussion to prayerfully discern a mature and frank 

engagement with the issues confronting the church today. 

 

The equality of women in the Church must be given urgent priority so that at this 

time of crisis in the church, the wisdom and talents of women could fully 

contribute to the Church, the statement said. "The 2020 Plenary is a positive 

step. It is imperative that the faithful be fully involved in preparation of this 

Plenary Council.  But the Plenary Council must not be used as a delaying tactic 

in avoiding immediate issues." 

 

In early June, Concerned Catholics (and the Parish of the Transfiguration, North 

Woden) will host a Q&A type conversation on the Papacy between writer, 

historian, environmentalist, broadcaster …. And Catholic, Paul Collins, and well 

known journalist ….and Catholic, Paul Bongiorno. This will be based around 

Collins’ recent book, giving the discussion a theme that will ask “What is 

different about Pope Francis? How has the papacy become so influential in the 

modern world?”   This gathering will be held at 7.30pm, Wednesday, 6 June in 

the North Woden Parish Centre (3 Strangways St, Curtin). 

 

The next public forum of Concerned Catholics of Canberra-Goulburn is in 

Canberra on Tuesday 11 September; up-to-date information can be found 

anytime on the website: www.concernedcatholicscanberra.org 

http://www.concernedcatholicscanberra.org/

