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MISSION & IDENTITY IN CHURCH-BASED ORGANISATIONS:
“Being Catholic in an Australian context”      ( 15-17th April 2009)
As I prepared for this address, it became clear that I needed to make something of a radical choice between a well researched academic paper and a more personal address coming out of my own lived experience as a priest, Bishop and indeed as an Australian person. I have chosen the latter option, but with respectful reference to others much more qualified than I.
 I was somewhat reassured of this approach when I read something of Ralph Waldo Emerson…a great literary figure of 19th century in America He became one of that country’s most vital voices. On one occasion he said,
“Only so much do I know as I have lived. Instantly we know whose words are loaded with life. I learn immediately from any speaker, how much he has lived. One person speaks from within or from experience, as a possessor of the facts, whilst another person speaks from without, as a spectator, or as one acquainted with the facts only on the evidence of a third person. It is no use to preach to me from without. I can do that myself.”[ Flor McCarthy. Pages 177-178.]
 So, given that,
I want to look, albeit briefly, at three aspects of the task presented to me namely “Being Catholic in an Australian context”.
1. Our history as a catholic community in Australia.
2. The questions that we might ask about the context in which we find ourselves today as a catholic community.
3. What is our vision for the future?
My Father was an Irishman who came to Australia as a boy, on his own. 

He lived, worked, married and had a family here in Australia. He taught me to love my Mother, to love God, to love the Church and to love Australia. My parents taught me to love with a passion.
We are Australians and we have a culture and a history that says we should give everyone a fair go, and, everybody should have a go. We are a nation that has a history of being a can do people. We see a need and we do something about it. We are less inclined to be shackled by protocols, and more inclined to do what works. We are much more inclined to light a candle than sit and moan about the darkness. We are a people who have lived in a wild country full of natural beauty and enormous challenge.
 We are not a people who have been formed by class, and indeed we pride ourselves on being singularly unimpressed with the unearned titles of those who see themselves as superior. We are a people who rejoice in seeing the battler succeed, as long as the battler never forgets his/her roots.
 I well remember when I was ordained as a Bishop, that a friend of mine wrote to me and offered the following advice, “Remember where you came from, say your prayers every day and always do your best.” It was pretty simple advice but it also reflected a culture which expected that we would never forget our roots.
 We are a people whose roots are in sacrifice and struggle, whether we are the first Australians or later Australians. As Catholics we are a people who have never been among the ruling class or part of the Establishment.
 Our history as Catholics is the history of the poor and the disenfranchised. Our cultural history as Catholics within Australia is one of being the minority who suffered discrimination. Our hierarchical leadership was predominantly Irish who helped give us courage and perseverance as we struggled to make our way in an unsympathetic world, whilst remaining faithful to our catholic faith.
In Australia we have a history of being a Church that has always been involved with the daily lives of ordinary people. This involvement has been day in and day out, week in and week out. We have a history of being a Church that is part of the social and political struggles of Australia. We have always been a Church that has been involved in the lives of the people and in turn the people have invested so much of their lives in the daily mission of the Church.
 In so many ways the Church was our family. There were working bees galore, Fetes, Young Christian Workers, Young Christian Students, Catholic Youth Organisations, Legion of Mary, Sodality of the Sacred Heart, Children of Mary, Catholic Women’s League. Knights of the Southern Cross and St. Vincent de Paul. There were footy clubs, tennis clubs, crib parties and Saturday night dances.
We have a history in Australia of being identified as a block, as a community united in belief and commitment to those beliefs.

 Some time ago I was speaking with Cardinal Tom Williams the retired Cardinal in New Zealand. I was challenged by his observation, which he summarized by saying,
 “We have become obsessed with attendance and we have forgotten the need to be involved in people’s lives and have the people involved in the life of the church. When we are genuinely involved in the lives of people, then attendance will reflect that involvement.”

 Whilst none of us could countenance a return to another era, we need to be creative in our involvement in the community. The fruits of WYD for instance, are seeing young people coming together for social events which are connected with the daily lives of young people, with a consequent increase in attendance of young people in the liturgical practice of their faith.
Our history is clear ……We have a history of fidelity to God and our catholic faith.
Presently we are a Church in a world of frenetic change.
The church is always part of, and influenced by, the milieu in which it finds itself. The church never changes in essence, but the way it engages with the world and carries out its mission, is obviously influenced by the world around us.  The technological advances have revolutionized how we communicate and educate. The advances in the science of psychology have allowed us to review aspects of moral theology; the advances in medical science have presented the church with all sorts of exciting challenges and opportunities. In the midst of such unprecedented change we must be careful to honor our rich history by continuing the fidelity that has been a hallmark of the catholic community. 
One of the iconic moments in our history as Catholics in Australia surrounds the birth of the Catholic Education System.  In the mid 1800’s the catholic bishops took the radical decision to withdraw from the government education system and to go it alone.

 The catholic community saw the catholic faith as so integral to their lives that to simply add a lesson, on to the end of a secular curriculum, was quite unacceptable. The faith was such an imperative, that, without any government financial help, they struck out into unchartered waters, and with the help of religious, mainly from Ireland, began what we now know as the Catholic education system.
 The dream was that Catholics would get a good education, which was nestled in the cradle of the faith.
 It was further intended that the catholic faithful who were in so many ways disadvantaged, would be given a good education so that they would be well represented at those points of society which influence policy and impact on the lives of people.
 In relatively recent times, I think it could be said, that the dreams of the Bishops, and the people of that time, have been achieved.
 As a Church, and as a Nation, we owe an enormous debt of gratitude to those who sacrificed so much to build such an extraordinary system.

However, with such a level of success, can come some unintended consequences.

We need to reflect on some of those possible consequences.

Have we crossed the river to the Promised Land we so admired and coveted? Do others now look at us across the river as once we gazed upon the successful and the powerful? Do they ask the same questions of us as we did of others when we stood on that side of the river? Do they sense the same dispossession and injustice as we did? Not only that but as we speak, we notice that the successful and powerful community are moving to another place, which is a fundamentalist secular city. From where we are now it promises to be a place of success, power and freedom from the moral restraints which have been part of our tradition.
As we gaze upon this new city what decisions will we make? As we look back across the river to our place of origin, what decisions will we make?
We know the story of the frog that sat in the cold water in the pot. The heat was applied so imperceptibly and so slowly that the frog didn’t notice a thing until the water was boiling. The frog died. This might be the moment for us to test the temperature of the cultural water in which we have chosen to immerse ourselves. Is it a healthy and life giving temperature or are we in danger of secularizing ourselves to death?
The determining motivation for us as Catholics has to be the commission of Christ to love one another as He has loved us.

In our success, we need to be careful that we do not lose sight of the Jesus of the Gospel.
Recently some research in America produced some revealing and disturbing insights. When people were asked to respond spontaneously to the word Church, they said things like irrelevant, negative, out of touch, powerful and lacking in understanding of ordinary people’s lives. When the same people were asked to respond spontaneously to the word Jesus, they said things like compassionate, cares for the poor, forgiving of sinners and loving. 
So we need to consider prayerfully the risks that can accompany such significant success.

 Can I suggest that not only have those dreams been achieved, but that we as a Catholic Community, now run the risk of being seduced into being like all the other successful people? 

This is a good time for us as a catholic community to ask ourselves some questions lest we drift thoughtlessly from a very special place, to some other seemingly more successful place.

 Have we emulated the powerful people so well, that we are in danger of losing connection with our roots that make us who we are and give us our identity?
 We sometimes observe this phenomenon with our indigenous communities. In so many ways they have become what they admired and in doing so have lost what was precious.
I have had, and still have, the great privilege of sitting with the elders of our catholic indigenous communities. I have asked them to educate me about the important things in their lives and the non-negotiables for them. I have been deeply moved to have them respond, after much thought and discussion, that the first priority for them, and for me to remember, is that they are a catholic community. The senior elder then added, “ Bishop that is not what we are, but who we are.”
 I am therefore deeply saddened and disturbed to see a very different culture swirling around their communities, as successful and powerful people intrude into their lives without consultation and impose solutions that take no account of who these people are. I often sense when I sit with my indigenous sisters and brothers that I am on that side of the river where we as a catholic community once lived. I sometimes sense that they look across that river and wonder why we now live in another place.

 In these days we applaud the efforts of our indigenous sisters and brothers to research and to rediscover their past with its sacred traditions and the stories that make them who they are.
 As a catholic community we need to ask, “are we in the throes of achieving what we have always coveted, and at the same time losing our identity, as we forget our past and the paths of sacrifice by which we have traveled, and the truths of faith that make us who we are.”?
 Have we emulated the success of the powerful and the influential to the point that we have become indistinguishable? Are we now more aligned with, and committed to, the vision of the strong and powerful and less aligned with the poor, the dispossessed and the vulnerable?
 In our achievement of success have we forgotten why we strove to have equal access to power and influence? 
Are we in danger of losing the vision of Jesus as taught in the Gospel?  Are we as truly committed to social justice as we were when we, as a community, were clearly discriminated against – or are we losing the authority to speak into the plight of the poor?

 Mother Teresa reminded us, “ At the end of life we will not be judged by how many diplomas we have received, how much money we have made or how many great things we have done. We will be judged by, ‘I was hungry and you gave me to eat, I was naked and you clothed me, I was homeless and you took me in.’ Hungry not only for bread- but hungry for love. Naked not only for clothing-but naked for human dignity and respect. Homeless not only for want of a room of bricks-but homeless because of rejection.”

At this moment in our history, perhaps we are being called to ponder the fact, that it is not necessarily being the same that makes us great, but by being clear about, and faithful to, the things that make us different. 
We need to reflect prayerfully, listen with the ears of our heart and examine our conscience, as we consider whether we have become seduced by affluence and power, which radically restricts us in speaking out of the experience of Jesus in the poor, ignorant and marginalized.
So that is the Australian context in which we as the church find ourselves today and perhaps some useful questions for us to ponder.
 It is important for us to have a sense of our history if we are to successfully plan our future.
Having said that, we must now have a clear and vibrant vision for the church as we move forward in Australia and lay the strong foundations for the future generations, as we have benefitted from our forebears. 
This is our time and the challenges and the opportunities are ours; we are the church now and we must continue to be the heart, the hands and the voice of Jesus in the world. 
 We must have a vision of the church that will make us passionate, enthusiastic and practical as we live out our baptismal call as individuals, and as a Catholic community. We have many exciting challenges as a Catholic Community in Australia, but it is imperative that we have a vision within which we contextualize all we do. 
We must embrace a vision that tells us who we are and gives an authentic identity which is faithful both to the tradition of the church and true to our own Australian history.
 John Powell a wonderful therapist and Jesuit priest, speaks powerfully about the importance of Vision….he espouses a theory that he refers to as Vision Therapy. It dictates our emotional response. How we see the world, a situation, a person, God or ourselves will dictate our emotional response and our emotional response will determine our actions.
He uses the example of the person who had a pathological fear of snakes……..classical signs of fear
That is why Powell is insistent on the importance of Vision.
 The wonderful Helen Keller who became blind and deaf when she was two, said, “The greatest tragedy to befall a person is to have sight, but lack vision.
 Fr. Rossetti, an American priest, talking about a vision for today’s priests refers to what he calls a Resurrection Vision.
“A resurrection vision gives rise to a natural Christian optimism. Not a Pollyannaish optimism that fails to recognize the on going devastation of sin and the reality of human suffering. But rather it is a strong optimism that recognizes that no matter how bad the devastation…..pedophilia, priest shortages, AIDS and the like……these are far surpassed by the blazing glory of the Resurrection.” [Origins March 22, 2001. Vol30:No 40] P.643. Rossetti refers to this as a Resurrection Vision. P.640.
We have just celebrated this extraordinary event of joy, hope and victory. We are being invited to live the message of the Resurrection.

 “Pope Benedict speaking to the seminarians in New York said. “The church needs joyful priests capable of bringing true joy to God’s people, which is the good news with all its truth and transforming power.” P 644.

Cardinal Suenens stated, “ I am a man of hope, not for human reasons nor from any natural optimism, but because I believe the Holy Spirit is at work in the Church and in the world, even when  His name remains unheard.”

Pope John the 23rd at the Second Vatican Council asked that we not listen to people he referred to as, “Prophets of doom.” The Pope was warning us of another vision of the church, which elicits a different emotional response. 
 The great Pope John Paul II said at the beginning of the New Millenium,
 “Now we must look ahead, we must “put out into the deep”, trusting in Christ’s words, “Duc in Altum. What we have done this year cannot justify a sense of complacency, and still less should it lead us to relax our commitment. On the contrary the experiences we have had should inspire us with new energy and impel us to invest in concrete initiatives the enthusiasm we have felt. In the cause of the Kingdom there is no time for looking back, even less for settling into laziness.” {Novo Millennio Ineunte: Duc in Altum P22. Par 15. }
Sir William Blake, whom I understand was a New Zealander, said something profound when he said, “ Ships are safe in the harbour but that is not what they were built for.”
Ships are built to take precious cargo from point to point on the rough and scary seas. They are in port to deliver their cargo, do repairs and then to go out to sea again.    DUC IN ALTUM
 On [24.03.1980] Archbishop Oscar Romero was shot and killed while celebrating Mass. He gave his last homily on that day. During that homily, moments before his death he said, “One must not love oneself so much as to avoid getting involved in the risks of life that history demands of us, and those who fend off danger will lose their lives.” 

The great John Henry Newman said, “Fear not that your life will come to an end, but rather fear that it shall never have a beginning.” 
 Victor Frankl in his book, ‘Man’s search for meaning.’ Describes how when one of the concentration camps was liberated by the Allies that he witnessed men shuffle out from the dark and dank dungeons, into the light blink nervously, and shuffle back into the darkness. 
I guess as we think about this image we can conclude that the future was too uncertain and too scary. Whilst they hated the way they were living they knew that they could survive. The dreams of the future were not strong enough to entice them out of the squalor of certainty. They were afraid to embrace the possibility of a most wondrous future. The risk was too great, the questions too confronting.
 We must not let fear destroy God’s dreams for us and the Church.

  Love, by its nature is risky. The ultimate risk is personified for us each time we gaze upon the crucifix. We have just had this moving liturgical experience as we celebrated Holy Week.

 Jesus took an enormous risk in loving us unconditionally and in turn paid the ultimate price. 
Certainly love is risky, but without love there is no life.

Simon and Garfunkel have a most reflective song called, ‘I am a rock, I am an island’, in which they say,
“Don’t speak to me of love it is sleeping in my memory… I’ve heard the word before. If I never had of loved I never would have cried. I have my books and my poetry to protect me… I am a rock, I am an island, because a rock feels no pain and an island never cries.”
  The song is right… without love we must forfeit our humanity.[Simon and Garfunkel… I am a rock I am an island.]

 The great Pope John Paul II in his wonderful encyclical Tertio Millennio Adveniente drew our attention to this core aspect of the Church’s life when he said,

“Love is truly the heart of the church as was well understood by St. Therese of Lisieux whom I proclaimed a doctor of the church precisely because she is an expert in the scientia amoris. “I understand that the church had a heart and that this heart was aflame with love. I understood that love alone stirred the members of the church to act….. I understand that love encompassed all vocations, that love was everything.” [Tertio Millennio Ineunte. Page 5Par.42.]

As beautiful and as inspiring as these utterances are, I want to share with you a vision of the Church that I find to be absolutely compelling. A vision that dictates my emotional response. A vision that challenges me every day and excites me in everything I do. 
This wonderful vision is found in a somewhat less celebrated document of Pope John Paul II  called Mysterium Incarnationis, which was the Bull of Indiction for the Great Jubilee. In this document he said,
 “The Church is in the world as the living presence of the love of God who leans down to every human weakness in order to gather it into the embrace of His mercy.”[ Page 16, par 9.]
I have been a priest now for more than 40 years and I can share with you that I’ve always loved being a priest and I share with you too that I’ve never been more excited about being a priest than I am today.

Let me finish with the words of John Paul II as he positioned the Church 
for the New Millenium
“Duc in Altum – These words ring out for us today and they invite us 

To Remember the Past with Gratitude

To Live the Present with Enthusiasm

And To Look Forward to the Future with Confidence.”
