


‘Pentecostal’ in the true meaning of the event (Graced by Migration, 11, 15). Progressively, it is
becoming a multi-ethnic church with an Anglo-Irish remnant (Cabhill, 2008).

The Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) and Federal Treasury have forecast an Australian
population of 35 million by 2049, while the 3 Intergenerational Report (February 2010) has forecast
35.9 million by 2050. If Catholics continue to constitute around one quarter of the total population,
they are likely to number around 8.75 million by 2049, an increase of 3.25 million (+59%) over the
2006 total (Figure 2.1).

3. Parishes

The parish, as the basic unit of church structure, derives from the rural environment which emerged
after the collapse of the Roman Empire, an empire of cities. In the early church, the parish (Greek
paroikia meaning sojourning, or temporary residence) was the entire body of Christians in a city
under the care of a bishop. In the 4™ century, when Christianity in Europe spread to the countryside,
Christians in important outlying villages were organized into a ‘parish’ with their own priest, under
the jurisdiction of the bishop of the nearest city. This model was not substantially reformed until the
Council of Trent (1545-1563) which made it more responsive to the needs of the people.

Figure 3.1 Establishment of new parishes in Territorial Dioceses: 1820-2009
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Source: The Official Directory of the Catholic Church in Australia 2010-2011. Note: The 2010 Directory
provides no establishment date for 59 parishes.

The 1917 Code of Canon Law decreed that ‘the territory of every diocese is to be divided into distinct
territorial parts; to each part a specific church and determined population are assigned, with its own
rector as its pastor, who is over it for the necessary care of souls’ (C. 216.1). It also made provision
for ‘parishes based on the diversity of language or nationality of the faithful found in the same city
or territory ..." (C. 216.4). Bishops in the USA used this provision to establish so-called ‘ethnic
parishes’. Australia’s bishops rejected the provision and ethnic parishes. The 1983 Revised Code
defines a parish as ‘a certain community of the Christian faithful stably constituted in a particular
church, whose pastoral care is entrusted to a pastor (parochus) as its proper pastor (pastor) under
the authority of the diocesan bishop’ (C. 515.1).



The first Catholic parish in Australia, St Mary’s Sydney, was established in 1821. Since then some
1500 new parishes have been established in the territorial dioceses. Figure 3.1 shows new parish
establishments in 10-years periods from 1820 to 2009.

Figure 3.2 Total Catholic parishes in Territorial Dioceses: 1829-2010
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Source: The Official Directory of the Catholic Church in Australia 2010-2011; Annuario Pontificio, various years.
Note: The 2010 Directory total of 1305 parishes includes multiple listings of merged parishes.

In 1955 over 100 new parishes were established, but since 1975 newly established parishes have
been few and existing ones increasingly subject to merger. Whereas from 1829 to 1980 parish
numbers trended upwards in parallel with the Catholic population, since 1988 when parish numbers
peaked at 1425, they have declined by 10 percent to 1282 (Figure 3.2).

Figure 3.3 Number of parishes in Territorial Dioceses, July 2010
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Source: The Official Directory of the Catholic Church in Australia 2010-2011.

Less than 50 new parishes have been established since 1990. But more significantly, since 1994, 184
existing parishes in 16 dioceses have been merged to form just 84. These include 22 parishes in
Brisbane merged to form 7, 20 parishes in Broken Bay merged to 10, 25 parishes in Hobart merged



to 12, 15 parishes in Maitland-Newcastle merged to 6, 20 parishes in Melbourne merged to 13, and
36 parishes in Sydney merged to 18.

At July 2010 the number of parishes in each diocese varies considerably (Figure 3.3), with Melbourne
(217), Sydney (121), Brisbane (103) and Perth (102) having the most, and Broome ((9), Darwin (16)
and Geraldton (16) having the least. Many parishes, especially in regional and rural areas, have more
than one church where the Eucharist is celebrated on a regular basis. At July 2010 there were a total
of 2414 churches (including the principal one) for all 1282 parishes.

Figure 3.4 Number of Catholics served, on average, by parishes in Territorial Dioceses, 2010
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Source: The Official Directory of the Catholic Church in Australia 2010-2011. Table based on 2006 Census data.

Based on an estimated Catholic population of 5.6 million at July 2010, the current 1282 parishes care
for an average 4368 Catholics. In 1950 943 parishes cared for an average 1548 Catholics, in 1990
1423 parishes cared for an average 2610, and in 2000 1397 parishes cared for an average 3481
(www.catholic-hierarch.org ). The ratio, however, does vary significantly across and within dioceses
(Table 3.4) and the ACBC Pastoral Projects Office lists 13 parishes serving at least 15,000 Catholics,
and 22 which serve over 14,000 (www.ppo.catholic.org.au). Brisbane’s Burleigh Heads Parish




ministers to 28,061 Catholics, and Sale’s Narre Warren Parish serves 20,054. Seven parishes in the
territorial dioceses serve less than 200 Catholics.

While individual bishops determine how many parishes they will have in their own diocese, their
aggregate decisions determine the average national ratio of Catholics per parish. Table 3.2, which
sets out a range of ratios from 4000 to 14,000 Catholics per parish combined with projected Catholic
population estimates for the next 30 years (Figure 2.1), shows how many parishes would be needed
nationwide at different points during that period. If, for example, parishes were to serve an average
5000 Catholics, 1258 parishes would be needed in 2019, and 1584 in 2039. If, on the other hand,
parishes were to serve an average 14,000 Catholics, 449 parishes would be needed in 2019, and 565
in 2039. Could it come to this? Hodgens thinks it is inevitable (The priestly drought now 40 years on).

Table 3.2 Estimated parishes needed, 2019-2039: using various ratios of Catholics per parish

Catholics per Parish|Parishes needed 2019|Parishes needed 2029 |Parishes needed 2039
4000 1574 1777 1980
5000 1258 1421 1584
6000 1049 1184 1320
7000 899 1015 1131
8000 787 888 990
9000 699 789 880

10,000 629 710 792
11,000 572 646 720
12,000 524 592 660
13,000 484 546 609
14,000 449 507 565

If the bishops want to have one parish for an average 4000 Catholics in 2019, they need to be
planning for an extra 292 parishes now. However, they are planning the opposite, namely, to reduce
the number of parishes and to increase the average number of Catholics per parish. That plan is
already being implemented through mergers, and will have major implications for ministry.

Figure 3.5 Ministers with care of parishes in Territorial Dioceses, July 2010
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The 2010 Directory shows the 1282 territorial parishes to be in the care of 1523 priests: 1112
diocesan caring for 1001 parishes (78%) and 411 religious caring for 214 parishes (17%). Ministering
under priest supervision, religious sisters care for 28 parishes and lay associates for 4 (Figure 3.5).
On average, there are 1.2 priests per parish. Ministering alongside them in parish ministry are 82
permanent deacons, and at least 200 religious sisters and 209 lay associates and/or lay workers.
Traditionally, most territorial parishes have had a full-time resident pastor. However, at July 2010
only 961 parishes (75%) had a full-time resident priest not shared with another parish, while 225
parishes (17.6%) shared a priest. Some priests resident in parishes were not full-time in parish
ministry, due to involvement in other ministries. In some dioceses this new reality has come
abruptly and with force. In 2009 the Adelaide Archdiocese had only 41 full-time priests, average age
62 years, to care for 65 parishes, and anticipated having only 22 full-time priests by 2020, average
age 66 years, to do the same work and with more Catholics. By then, 32 parishes are expected to be
without a resident priest and 20 others to be impacted (www.adelaide.catholic.org.au ).

Where priests are lacking, Canon Law allows a bishop to entrust the pastoral care of a parish to a
deacon or to another person who is not a priest, or to a community of persons, so long as he
appoints a priest to direct the pastoral care (C. 517). Many bishops now use this provision, making
parish ministry very fluid. Though this canon was not intended to promote co-responsibility in
ministry, in an oblique way it has already done so and changed parish ministry in Australia.

4. Priests

The 2010 Directory lists a total of 2954 priests in the territorial dioceses. This number includes priests
and bishops active in all ministries, diocesan and religious institute priests, priests and bishops
inactive or retired, local and overseas priests, and priests studying, on loan, on leave or suspended. Of
the total, 1847 (63%) were diocesan priests and 1107 (37%) religious institute priests. Of the 2954
total , just 1523 priests (52%) are actively engaged in parish ministry: 1112 (73%) diocesan and
411(27%) religious.

Figure 4.1 Estimated age profile of all priests active in parish ministry, mid-2010
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A national age profile of Australia’s priests is unavailable, but it is generally accepted that the
average age of Australia’s active priests has been rising steadily over several decades and will
continue to rise for some time. The ACBC’s Pastoral Projects Office in 2005 noted that in the



Melbourne Archdiocese the average age of diocesan priests on appointment (i.e. not including
retired priests) had risen from 44 years in 1977 to 60 years by 2001 (www.catholicaustralia.org.au).
It also mentioned a national survey in 1996 which found the average age for diocesan priests in

parishes was 56 years. In 2009 the Adelaide Archdiocese reported that the average age of its active
priests in parishes was 62 years, and that by 2020 it would be 66 (www.adelaide.catholic.orge.au).
At mid-2010 probably half (say 600) of all Australia’s 1112 diocesan priests (including bishops) active

in parish ministry are aged 60 years and over, and (extrapolating from the Hodgens’ Melbourne
data) probably one third (say 400) are aged 65 years and over (Figure 4.1). While a 2009 survey of
religious institutes in Australia found the median age of all clerical religious to be 67 years (Reid, S.,
Dixon, R. & Connolly, N., 2010, 12), it did not provide ages for those active in parish ministry.

Canon Law states that ‘a parish priest who has completed his seventy fifth year of age is requested
to offer his resignation from office to the diocesan bishop who, after considering all the
circumstances of person and place, is to decide whether to accept or defer it’ (C. 538.3). In practice,
some priests, for health or other reasons, retire earlier; others, with their bishop’s consent, retire
later. Assuming that most will continue to minister until the official retirement age, it should be
expected that nationwide over the next 15 years, 40 diocesan priests, on average, will retire from
parish ministry each year. Assuming the age profile of religious institute priests in parishes is not too
dissimilar to that of diocesan priests, perhaps half (say 200) are already aged 60 years, and over the
next 15 years some 13, on average, will retire from parish ministry each year due to age alone.

Table 4.1 Catholics per Priest (active and inactive) in Territorial Dioceses, 1950-2010

Year Catholic Population |Catholics per Priest
1950 1467159 582
1966 2552898 518
1980 3577653 998
1990 3683980 1099
2000 4829005 1560
2010 5600000 1895

Sources: The Official Directory of the Catholic Church in Australia, 2010-2011. www.catholic-hierarchy.org:
www.abs.gov.au (Population Clock)

In the first decade of the 20™ century the Church in Australia had one priest for every 929 Catholics;
in 1948 it was one for every 637, and in 1966 one for 518. Between 1966 and 2010 the number of
Catholics per priest (active and inactive) more than tripled to one for every 1895 (Table 4.1).

Compared with other countries, including some that currently supply Australia with priests,
Australia’s present Catholics to priest ratio (1681:1) is not bad (Table 4.2). However, if only active
priests in parishes are counted, the 2010 ratio of 3676 Catholics per priest is one which certainly
stretches the priest’s capacity to provide adequate pastoral care.

According to Hodgens, ‘with the priest’s current job specifications we need a minimum of one priest
for every 3500 Catholics’. Yet, long term, he predicts there will be ‘one priest for every 13,000
[Catholics] in Victoria and Queensland, and one for every 22,000 in NSW’. In effect, ‘we will have a
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quarter of the number [of priests] we need in Victoria and Queensland, and one sixth in NSW’. And
by 2020, when the effect of the 40-year priestly drought has fully hit, ‘the rate will then be one priest
for 12,000 [Catholics] at best’ (The Priestly Drought now 40 Years on ...).

Table 4.2 Catholics per priest (all priests, active and inactive) in selected countries, 2004

Country Catholics per Priest
Brazil 8630
Philippines 9492
Poland 1230
Nigeria 4035
Vietnam 2120
Australia 1681
South Korea 1363
Ireland 887

Source: Annuario Pontificio, 2005 (Data for 2004). .

To better understand the impact of fewer priests in parish ministry Table 4.3 presents a range of
‘Catholics per priest’ ratios (from 3500 to 12,000) showing the number of active priests likely to be
needed over the next 40 years. It uses the Catholic population projections set out in Figure 2.1.
Table 4.3 Priests needed in Parish Ministry, 2029-2049: various scenarios

Priests needed|3500 Catholics per priest|7500 Catholics per priest|12000 Catholics per priest
by year 2020 1836 856 535
by year 2030 2061 961 601
by year 2040 2323 1084 677
by year 2049 2500 1167 728

If, for example, there was to be one priest in parish ministry for an average 3500 Catholics
nationwide, 1836 priests would be needed by 2020, and 2500 priests by 2049. If, on the other hand,
there was to be one priest for an average 7500 Catholics, 856 priests would be needed by 2020 and
1167 by 2049. With one priest for an average 12,000 Catholics, by 2020 just 535 priests would be
needed nationwide, and by 2049 only 728. Hodgens expects one priest for 12,000 Catholics by 2020.

Figure 4.2 Catholics, all priests (active and inactive) and parishes in Territorial Dioceses, 1950-2010
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Source: The Official Directory of the Catholic Church in Australia. Various editions.

As Australia’s Catholic population grows, it would be expected that priests and parishes keep pace.
However, as Figure 4.2 illustrates the trend lines differ considerably. During the period 1950-2010,
when Catholics increased by 281% (+4.1 million), all priests (active and inactive, local and overseas)
increased by just 17% (+433), and parishes by 35% (+334). Moreover, there is every indication that
the current trends for Catholic population, priests and parishes will continue in their current
direction for the foreseeable future.

5. Migrant Chaplains

Migrant chaplains began arriving in significant numbers soon after World War I, accompanying the
thousands of Catholic migrants and displaced persons exiting a devastated Europe. Almost all were
priests of the same ethnic, cultural and linguistic background as the immigrants and, on arrival, were
located by Australia’s bishops outside the territorial parish structures. The bishops did not want US-
style ‘ethnic’ or ‘national’ parishes. Instead, they put pressure on the immigrant Catholics to
assimilate to Australian Catholicism, to adapt and conform to Australian religious customs, and to
set aside their own. Even parish schools were used as agents of assimilation. Many European
Catholics refused to accept this demand and turned their back on the local parishes and even the
practice of their religion (O’Farrell, 404).

Canon Law states that ‘as a general rule, a parish is to be territorial, that is, one which includes all
the Christian faithful in a certain territory’ (C. 518). But it also allows that ‘when it is expedient ...
personal parishes are to be established determined by reasons of the rite, language or nationality of
the Christian faithful of some territory, or even for some other reason’. Personal parishes ‘are
without territorial limits, have their own pastor and church, and a definite population determined by
personal qualities alone, without respect to territory’. The Code clearly prefers territorial parishes
because their governance is less subject to confusion and difficulties. Nevertheless, according to
Graced by Migration, overall evidence from the 2001 National Church Life Survey, supplemented by
Greek Orthodox studies, suggests that national or ethnic parishes provide a stronger support for
faith commitment than territorial parishes (www.ncls.org.au).

For over 50 years migrant chaplains have carried the principal burden of pastoral ministry in their
respective ethnic communities. While the bishops did make some accommodations to them, friction
between the chaplains and parish priests was not uncommon, especially when parish priests were
reluctant to embrace cultural diversity (Grace by Migration, 21). In the broader Catholic community,
the ministry of migrant chaplains in assisting settlement, in unifying divided communities, and
defusing antagonisms between ethnic communities, has gone largely unrecognized, and what they
have achieved would not have been possible through regular parish ministry. Not only have they
provided the Eucharist and spiritual care, but they have been community developers, welfare
workers and fund raisers for much needed community facilities.

In 2010 some 189 migrant chaplains were ministering to 36 different ethnic, cultural or language
groups, mostly in the archdioceses of Sydney (48), Melbourne (38), Parramatta (24), Brisbane (18),
Perth (18) and Adelaide (13). All but a handful were religious institute priests, though other religious
personnel and priests are devoted to this ministry without official mandate or remuneration. The
largest numbers work with the Polish, Vietnamese, Italian and Croatian communities.
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Anthony Paganoni points to a wide gap in resource allocation between migrant/multicultural
ministries and parish ministries, and is critical of bishops who appoint overseas priests, recruited
from Australia’s migrant and refugee source countries, to parish ministry rather than to ministry
among their own ethnic and language communities: ‘They have been immediately snapped up to fill
existing vacancies on the list of vacant [territorial] parishes’, and some bishops have even gone so far
as to ‘actively recruit from the existing number of chaplains in their dioceses for parish duties’ when
the migrant chaplaincy sector was clearly laboring under a much more severe shortage of personnel
than the parish system’ (Paganoni, Ethnic Ministry in Australia ....).

The Bishops Commission for Pastoral Life has recently recognized that ‘the role of migrant chaplain
cannot be separated from the role of parish clergy’ and that ‘the boundary between the two roles is
dissolving’ (Graced by Migration, 22). As parishes become more ethnically diverse and priests grow
fewer, the basis for a new parish pastoral model is emerging. In 2007 the Commission recommended
that the role of migrant chaplain be broadened and that the chaplains be redefined as ‘international
pastors’ (Strategy A2); that migrant chaplains be formally assigned to one or several parishes where
there are concentrations of their own ethnic or language communities; and that, where appropriate,
they be given a ‘personal parish’ where migrants have the right to choose between a territorial
parish or a personal parish (Strategy A3). The ACBC has endorsed these recommendations.

6. Seminarians

Every local church, to become fully mature and able to insert the Gospel into the culture and soul of
its people, must have a strong and vibrant autochthonous presbyterate. It needs priests sourced
from the local community who share and understand its culture at the deepest and lived level.

During its first 150 years the Church in Australia relied heavily on priests sourced from other
countries, particularly Ireland. By the 1960s, however, it had become largely self-sufficient in
autochthonous priests, and even had a surplus. However, after 1956 local diocesan and religious
institute seminarian numbers went into serious decline. From a peak of 1560 in 1956 total numbers

Figure 6.1 Total diocesan and religious institute seminarians in Australia: 1950-2010
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Source: The Official Directory of the Catholic Church in Australia, various editions.
Note: Up to 1981-1982 the Directory did not distinguish diocesan and religious seminarians.
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fell steeply and have hovered between 180 and 280 for the past 15 years (Figure 6.1).

At July 2010 total seminarians nationwide numbered 257: 205 diocesan and 52 religious (Table 6.1).
Of the 205 diocesan seminarians, 38 were studying at the Neocatechumenal Way (NCW) seminaries

in Perth and Sydney, preparing for ministry mostly outside their own dioceses. Of all 257

seminarians, probably less than two thirds are autochthonous Australian vocations.

Table 6.1 Seminarians preparing for priesthood in Australia, July 2010

Diocese Diocesan Seminarians |[NCW Seminarians |Religious Seminarians
Sydney 25 21

Armidale 3

Bathurst 1

Broken Bay 1 6
Lismore 11

Maitland-Newcastle 1

Parramatta 11

Wagga Wagga 11

Wollongong 5

Canberra & Goulburn 6

Melbourne 30 46
Ballarat 2

Sale 2

Sandhurst 6

Hobart 1

Adelaide 3

Perth 26 17

Broome 1

Bunbury 3

Geraldton 1

Brisbane 13

Cairns 1

Rockhampton 1

Toowoomba 1

Townsville 1

Total 167 38 52

Source: The Official Directory of the Catholic Church in Australia 2010-2011. NCW figures were supplied to the
author by the seminaries. Note: Not all diocesan, NCW and religious seminarians are autochthonous.

The bleak state of diocesan recruitment is evident in the record of Melbourne’s Corpus Christi
seminary. From 1989 to 2004 an average of just 7 seminarians were recruited each year (Hodgens,
Online Catholics, Issue 28, 2004), and in the three key Australian diocesan seminaries ‘you can
reckon on ordaining one third of those you recruit’ (Hodgens, Seminary Facts, Factors and Futures).
Applied to the current group of 205 diocesan seminarians, and allowing for some having already left,
perhaps 80 will proceed to ordination at an average rate of 10-13 per year. The age at which
diocesan seminarians are ordained has also risen: from 27 years in 1995 to 35 years in 2009,
reducing the average anticipated period in ministry from 38 years to 30.
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On current numbers, new autochthonous diocesan priests over the next 15 years will not be
sufficient to replace the 40 diocesan priests likely to retire each year, much less provide the
additional priests needed for a growing Catholic population. And without taking into account
untimely deaths or early retirements, an average net shortfall of 27-30 (mostly local) diocesan
priests each year is quite likely.

Of the current 52 religious institute seminarians possibly 20-25 will be ordained priests, at an
average 3-4 annually, and perhaps 1-2 of the newly ordained will be assigned to Australian parishes
each year. However, over the next 15 years, 13 religious priests are likely to retire from parish
ministry each year leaving an annual net shortfall of 11-12 religious priests in parish ministry. If the
religious institutes intend to maintain their current level of commitment to parish ministry they will
have to either divert priests from other ministries or recruit more priests from overseas.

What is happening in Australia is, with the exception of Africa and Asia, a global phenomenon.
Worldwide, priest and seminarian numbers have shown minimal growth during the period 2000-
2008 (Table 6.2) and relative to global Catholic population growth, have actually decreased. In the
period 2000-2000 when the global Catholic population increased by 121 million (11.6 %), total priest
numbers grew by just 3988 (0.98%), and seminarian numbers increased by 6441 (5.8%).

Table 6.2 Global statistics for Catholic population, priests and seminarians, 2000-2008

Year | Catholic Population | Change | Priests | Change | Seminarians | Change
2000 | 1,045,000,000 405,178 110,583

2004 | 1,098,000,000 5.07% | 405,891 | 0.18% | 113,044 2.33%
2005 | 1,115,000,000 1.5% 406,411 | 0.13% | 114,439 1.23%
2006 | 1,131,000,000 1.4% 407,262 | 0.21% | 115,480 0.91%
2007 | 1,147,000,000 1.4% 408,024 | 0.19% | 115,919 0.38%
2008 | 1,166,000,000 1.66% | 409,166 | 0.28% | 117,024 0.95%

Source: Annuario Pontificio, various years.
Note: Priests includes diocesan and religious, active and inactive.

7. Priests recruited from Overseas

In 2007 the Bishops Commission for Pastoral Life (BCPL) accepted that ‘the number of active parish
clergy will go into significant decline over the next two decades’ and that ‘it will be necessary to
import priests and other religious from overseas countries’ (Graced by Migration, 23).

Since 1983 Australia’s bishops, faced with a growing shortage of local or autochthonous priests and
seeing no early prospect of alleviation, have been recruiting an increasing number of overseas
priests for parish ministry in their dioceses. By 1997 recruitment had reached a level where the
ACBC signed a formal Labour Agreement with the Australian Government allowing the Church to
bring into Australia significant numbers of overseas religious personnel for ministry and training.
Since 1997 four 3-year Agreements have been signed, the latest being for the period 2007-2010.
Administered by the Australian Catholic Migrant and Refugee Office (ACMRO), they have allowed for
both temporary and permanent entry to Australia for priests and religious, as well as qualified lay
people and their dependents (www.acmro.catholic.org.au ). In 2007 the BCPL recommended that ‘to
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counteract the shortage of priests, the ACBC, through ACMRO and the Agreement, continue to liaise
with the appropriate Episcopal conferences to provide religious personnel to meet the pastoral
needs of permanent and temporary migrants’ (Strategy A4, Graced by Mission, 46).

Accurate information on how many overseas priests have entered Australia under the Agreements is
unavailable and the Directory provides no data on the number, country of origin, year of arrival, or
residence status of those working in parishes. The current Agreement allows for some 150 visas
annually, with the BCPL seeking more. ACMROQ’s newsletter Journey’s End records the arrival of 27
diocesan and 21 religious priests and 2 deacons in the year to 31 July 2000, who went to every state
and territory. From end-2004 to May 2008 the Office of Clergy Life and Ministry says 410 visas were
granted for overseas religious personnel including 207 for priests (www.clergy.org.au). In 2003

McGillion estimated that 5 percent of all Australia’s priests were from overseas (www.smh.com.au).
In 2010, my best estimate is that 300-340 overseas-sourced priests, diocesan and religious, now

minister in territorial parishes, and constitute 20-22 percent of all priests active in parish ministry.
Moreover, that percentage will increase significantly for, as Hodgens notes, Australia’s bishops are
‘scrambling to grab any priest they can from overseas’ (www.catholica.com.au, 21 March 2010).

Many of the overseas priests in parishes have been recruited on short-term (3-4 years) contracts,
while others (including a growing number of overseas-sourced seminarians) have indefinite
arrangements. The initial recruitment of overseas priests emerged as a short-term, stop-gap strategy
initiated by individual bishops to fill their priest-less parishes. There is no evidence that the strategy
was based on careful research or proposed as a national policy. Nor, after more than 20 years in
operation, has there been any serious research assessing the outcomes of the strategy, although
Cahill ventures that the results to date are ambivalent (Cahill, 2008). Most Catholics have only
become aware of the scale and complexity of the strategy courtesy of national media programs such
as ABCTV’s The Mission and A Parish with no Priest (www.abc.net.au/compass).

Recruiting overseas priests for parish ministry in Australia is legitimate though, on what is now a
virtual ‘national policy’, Australia’s Catholics have been poorly consulted. One notable exception is
Maitland-Newcastle Diocese where in 2005, a thoughtful discussion paper for a proposed Workers
for the Harvest program was widely circulated for consultation and feedback. It reminded Catholics
that ‘the presence of priests from overseas is not the ideal, but rather a means by which the diocese
seeks to revitalize and re-evangelize itself ... and thereby encourage and nurture home grown
vocations to the diocesan priesthood ‘(www.mn.catholic.org.au).

Initially adopted as a quick fix for a perceived short-term problem and to temporarily fend off a
parish ministry crisis, the strategy has now become much more, with the potential to effect the very
fabric of Australian Catholicism, especially the long-term development of an autochthonous or local
‘home-grown’ presbyterate and the all-important goal of inculturation. It also raises serious
questions concerning: a) the ethics of recruiting priests and religious personnel from local churches
where the need for evangelization may be greater than here; b) the need for acculturation and
mentoring programs for overseas priests; c) the ability of overseas priests to make a meaningful
contribution to inculturation; and d) possible mismatches between the objectives of the recruiting
bishops and those of the priests arriving.

Some of these questions were addressed by Hoge and Okure in their 2006 study of ‘international
priests’ in the US, where around 16 percent of all priests were sourced from outside the nation
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(Hoge and Okure), and the situation is not dissimilar to that in Australia. In the US the reasons
usually given for recruiting international priests are: to serve immigrant parishes, to cover for the
shortage of US-born priests, and to help universalize and revitalize American Catholicism. Those
opposed to the strategy cite language and cultural problems, frequent clashes of ecclesiologies, the
failure of many overseas priests to mix well with local priests and parish communities, an irrational
deployment of global priestly resources when priests are needed more elsewhere, the
postponement of the much-needed restructuring of parish leadership and, importantly, the
relaxation of efforts by local Catholics to generate American-born priestly vocations.

Feedback from the international priests also indicated that all was not well. Almost half felt they
were only partly or not at all accepted by local priests and, as a consequence, frequently did not
attend priest gatherings in the diocese. Sixteen percent said they felt they had been assigned to
parishes which the local priests did not want; many were unhappy with their living arrangements,
their financial situation, the image of the Catholic priest in American society, the amount of work
they were expected to do, and the way authority was exercised. But above all, they bemoaned their
personal experience of great loneliness. Asked what they needed most, they called for adequate
acculturation programs, English classes, periodic gatherings and support groups, equal treatment
with the local clergy, more diocesan support, and clearer rules and guidance (Hoge & Okure, 2006).

Recruitment of priests and seminarians from churches in mainly developing countries by churches in
the developed world is now common. Many bishops, guided by Vatican Il (Christus Dominus, n.6),
are open to sending their priests to other churches where Catholics are priest-deprived. Some
bishops, along with mission-oriented religious institutes, now view Australia as greatly in need of
priests and re-evangelization, and most of the overseas priests who come here see themselves as
missionaries engaged in re-evangelization. What that means is not always clear. It may simply mean
getting Catholics back to regular Mass attendance, or as Benedict XVI understands it, turning back
the progressive tide of secularization and reversing the eclipse of the sense of God.

Overseas priests and seminarians who have been recruited to Australian dioceses come from both
English-speaking countries, such as India and Nigeria, Ghana and Kenya, as well as from non-English
speaking countries such as Poland and Vietnam. For most of them ‘life in Australia will be tough, a
struggle, made more difficult by a new language or accent, an unfamiliar culture, and very different
views on the status of priests’ (Tuelan, 2009). Anderson expects they will experience real and
inevitable cultural conflicts and misunderstandings, not least around attitudes to women
(www.sedos.org). To avoid or mitigate such conflicts, careful consultation with Catholic communities
prior to arrival, and adequate acculturation programs following arrival, are imperative.

In 2005-2008 the Office of Clergy Life and Ministry prepared guidelines, approved by the ACBC, for a
2-stage acculturation program for newly arrived overseas priests (www.clergy.org.au): Stage 1
covers pre-arrival (with careful screening for sex-abuse), on-arrival, and the first months; Stage 2 is

for priests who have been at least 6 months in Australia, and includes a 4-5 day live-in conference
for the newly arrived, their mentors, migrant chaplains, other clergy, and lay leaders, providing the
opportunity to reflect on and embrace their mutual giftedness and the new realities each face in the
mission of the Church. The program seeks to ensure a dignified and enriching process of welcoming,
enabling and integrating the overseas priests who have offered their services for ministry in
Australia. The program is currently offered nationally and on a provincial basis. Programs are also
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offered by the Broken Bay Institute and Catholic Religious Australia. All programs merit the full
support of dioceses and religious institutes.

Not everyone agrees with recruiting overseas priests for parish ministry. Hodgens points out that
Australia is still much better-off for priests than many other countries (cf. Table 4.2) and that ‘[W]e
are not entitled to raid these countries for priests. They need their priests themselves. Even if we
were entitled, the numbers recruited are nowhere near enough to stop the haemorrhage. It will just
draw it out a little longer, make it more painful, and leave us with the problems of enculturating
foreign priests’ (Staunching the clergy haemorrhage). Paul Collins contends that ‘the importation of
foreign-born clergy, whether they are culturally sensitive or not, is simply not the solution’, and
believes that appointing non-ordained persons to care for a parish would be better than having a
foreign-born priest who might be insensitive to cultural issues or lack English skills. Their presence as
a stop-gap measure may well do more harm than good (Believers, 128-130). Cahill thinks that the
importation of foreign priests could be viewed as just another element of ‘the scouring of the world
by developed nations for skilled professionals’ (Cahill, 2008). Anderson believes the strategy raises
more questions than it answers, and could be viewed as a ploy to avoid dealing with the
fundamental question of why there is a shortage of priests in Australia in the first place, and what
needs to be done to resolve it. Bishop Michael Malone of Maitland-Newcastle Diocese, while
affirming that the Indian dioceses from which he has recruited priests have them to spare, has
adopted a policy of only recruiting overseas priests on fixed 4-year contracts, stating that ‘to respect
the evangelizing nature of the Church worldwide, it would be wrong for us to poach permanently
overseas priests’ (www.abc.net.au/rn/encounter). A 2004 Commonwealth Government funded

report, Religion, Cultural Diversity and Safeguarding Australia, also identified the importation of
religious personnel as a serious problem, especially if they did not speak English or understand the
way a multi-faith, pluralist society functions.

Although almost all dioceses have implemented the strategy of recruiting overseas priests for parish
ministry, most Catholics remain unaware of its extent and complexity, and within the broader
Catholic community no serious discussion has yet taken place. Cahill (2008), Hodgens (2006) and
Graced by Migration have all pointed to the ethical issues in importing priests from developing
countries where evangelization is more pressing than in Australia. However, Bishop Brian Heenan
perhaps reflected the view of most bishops when he recently said ‘we simply have to look elsewhere
to see if we can find others to come and be there for our people’ and ‘recruiting from overseas will
remain a reality until Australia has enough priests of its own’ (ABC News, January 2010).

8. Permanent Deacons

The 2010 Directory lists 101 permanent deacons, with 82 active in parish ministry in 14 dioceses.
Permanent deacons mainly work in the dioceses of Bunbury (12), Brisbane (11), Perth (9) and
Parramatta (8). Ten dioceses have no permanent deacons at all, even though the Guidelines for the
Permanent Diaconate in the Catholic Church in Australia (www.ausdeacons.org) state that ‘a local

church without deacons is not only missing an important ministry of Christ-like service, but lacks
something integral to its very nature’ (n. 5). The reluctance of some dioceses to recruit and ordain
permanent deacons, especially for parish ministry, may indicate either a lack of confidence in this
order of ministry, or an unwillingness to embrace it.
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Persons eligible for permanent diaconate must be Catholic, male, preferably celibate, of good moral
character and mature faith, aged between 30 and 65, capable of undertaking tertiary studies, show a
sense of vocation to service, demonstrate prayerfulness, be open to further spiritual formation, have
time to devote to studies without detriment to family or work, have adequate physical and mental
health, and have the support of their parish priest and other church leaders. Married men may be
chosen for the permanent diaconate, but they must have the support of their wife and family. Men
not already married, or who become widowed in the future, must make a lifelong commitment to
celibacy. Permanent deacons must be trained in theology and ministry, as well as personal and
spiritual development. While the Guidelines state that permanent deacons may minister in pastoral
work, chaplaincies, church agencies, parishes, leadership and other diocesan pastoral and social
programs, the 2010 Directory indicates that most work in parishes.

The BCPL also sees permanent deacons as integral to alleviating the shortage of religious personnel
available to work among ethnic communities and to supporting migrant chaplains. Graced by
Mission recommended that ‘to counteract the shortage of priests, the ACBC establish a diaconate
system to ordain deacons from the Church’s various migrant and linguistic communities’ (Strategy
A5). The ACBC has accepted this recommendation and some have already been ordained.

9. Religious Sisters

The 2010 Directory lists 5565 religious sisters (202 less than in 2009) belonging to 91 institutes. They
are by far the largest group of church personnel in the territorial dioceses. Religious sister numbers
in Australia peaked at almost 15,000 in 1966, but since then recruitment and numbers have been in
continuous decline. It is a global phenomenon, with religious sisters worldwide falling from 801,185
in 2000 to 739,067 (-7.8%) in 2008.

The Directory lists 200 religious sisters working in 179 parishes, exclusive of teaching, administration
and healthcare, representing 3.6 percent of all religious sisters. In 28 parishes where there is no
resident priest, religious sisters are listed as having the care of the parish as ‘Parish or Community
Leader’. In other parishes where they minister they are listed as ‘Pastoral Director’, 'Pastoral
Associate’, ‘Pastoral Formator’, ‘Pastoral Worker’, ‘Parish Coordinator’, ‘Sacramental Program
Coordinator’, or ‘Sacramental/REC Coordinator’. The dioceses with the largest number of religious
sisters in parish ministry are Melbourne (42), Adelaide (19), Bathurst (15) and Brisbane (17). Three
dioceses have nil religious sisters listed in parish ministry. Data from the 2009 survey of religious
institutes, which shows 751 religious (clerical, sisters and brothers) engaged in ‘parish work’ (Reid,
S., Dixon, R. Connolly, N., 2010, 15), suggests that there may be over 100 religious sisters omitted
from the Directory’s parish listings . So long as Australia’s religious sisters have low numbers and
their average age continues to rise, their institutes will find it very difficult to maintain their current
commitments to parish ministry.

10. Lay Pastoral Associates/Pastoral Workers

The 2010 Directory lists 209 lay pastoral associates/workers, male and female, working in 129
parishes in 21 dioceses. They do not include lay persons teaching or working in parish schools or
other ministries outside the parish structure. In 4 parishes without a resident priest, lay associates
have the care of the parish under the supervision of a priest. Generally lay associates/workers are
given the same titles as religious sisters. A handful of parishes also have a lay ‘Parish Manager’ or
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‘Parish Secretary’, indicating an administrative rather than pastoral role. As with religious sisters,
some dioceses do not appear to give a comprehensive account of lay ministry in their parishes,
possibly because they do not submit full data or do not consider lay associates merit listing.

Since the 1980s the participation of lay associates/workers in parish ministry has grown significantly,
but from a very small base. The 1996 Catholic Church Life Survey (CCLS) found that 92 percent of the
162 participating pastoral associates were female, 78 percent were religious, 83 percent were
Australian-born and their mean age was 58 years. Only 35 percent of lay associates/workers were
employed full-time, 67 percent did not have a written contract and 49 percent did not have a
written job description (Dixon, 120).

In 2010 the dioceses with the largest number of lay associates/workers in parish ministry were
Melbourne (114) and Adelaide (20). Nineteen dioceses had less than 10 lay associates/workers and 7
dioceses had nil. This may be a reporting oversight, for a reluctance or unwillingness to include lay
associates/workers in parish ministry is not in accord with the theology of Vatican Il or Benedict XVI's
2009 call for greater lay participation and co-responsibility in parish ministry.

Under the Labour Agreements lay pastoral workers from overseas, such as the Neocatechumenal
Way ‘itinerant catechists’ have also been able to engage in parish ministry. Since 2003, however,
the Commonwealth has tightened the entry provisions for such personnel.

11. Religious Brothers

The 2010 Directory lists 889 religious brothers (930 in 2009) of 6 institutes working in 24 dioceses.
The vast majority are involved in schools and education, with few engaged in parish ministry.

12. Mass Attendance

Regular weekly Mass attendance by Australian Catholics reached a highpoint of 74 percent in 1954
(Mol, 14). However, by 1960 it had fallen to 53 percent, to 30 percent in 1978, to 18 percent in 1995
and to 15.3 percent in 2001. In May 2006 the ACBC Pastoral Projects Office’s National Count of
Attendance found it had dropped to 13.8 percent.

Table 12.1 Regular Mass attendance by Australian Catholics, 1947-2006

Year 1947 1954 1960/61 1978 1996 2001 2006
Total Catholics 1584094 2060986 2616541 3605098 4799000 5001624 5126884
Attending Mass 998000 1525129 1386700 1081529 864000 763726 708618
% attending Mass 63% 74% 53% 30% 17.90% 15.30% 13.80%

Sources: ABS Census Data, 1961, 1996, 2001, 2006; Catholic Church Life Survey 1996 and 2001; National
Church Life Survey 2001 and 2006; National Count of Attendance 2006, CROPP, 1978; Mol, 1985; O’Farrell,
p.428, Gallup Polls, 1947, 1960, 1976 (Note: Gallup Poll rates have tended to be higher than actual attendance
rates).

Paradoxically, during the period 1947-2006, when Mass attenders decreased by some 290,000, the
Catholic population increased by 3.5 million (Table 12.1). The 2006 National Church Life Survey, in a
sample of 70,000 Mass attenders at 229 parishes in every diocese, found them to be, on average,
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older, better educated, and more likely to be female, married, and born overseas than Catholics in
general.

Research by the ACBC Pastoral Projects Office has found there to be no single clear reason why
Catholics have stopped going to Mass. Apart from personal reasons, it detected a combination of
church-related factors including: a perception of the irrelevance of the Church to life today, the
misuse of power and authority, problems with the leadership or moral behaviour of a parish priest,
the loss of a sense of belonging in the parish, and a sense of being excluded by church rules. It also
found that Catholics tended to ‘drift away’ rather than suddenly cease attending, and that most who
no longer attend Mass still think of themselves as Catholics and ‘are open to returning to active
participation if they can see that the issues for them are being addressed’ (Catholics Who Have
Stopped Attending Mass). In 2010 there is no indication that the downward trend has stalled or is
reversing, perhaps the opposite, and the bishops appear at a loss to find strategies which will bring
Catholics back to the Eucharist on a regular basis. While the fall in Mass attendance has been
dramatic, more startling has been the reluctance (or refusal) of Catholics to use the Sacrament of
Penance or Reconciliation. Possibly less than 1 percent of Catholics now regularly and individually
use this sacrament which the controversial 1998 Statement of Conclusions called the ‘sole ordinary
means by which one is reconciled to God’ (www.vatican.ca 12 December 1998).

13. Parish Schools

Catholic schools have been an integral part of Australian parish ministry since the 1830s. In 1833
there were 10 Catholic schools in the colony, all receiving government assistance. Between 1872
and 1893 when colonial governments withdrew aid, the bishops and laity resolved to persevere with
Catholic schools and appealed to religious institutes in Ireland and Europe to send religious teaching
personnel to assist them. By 1880 over 800 religious sisters were teaching in Catholic schools. In
1885, under penalty of denial of absolution, Australia’s bishops obliged Catholic parents to send
their children to Catholic schools, unless they could show good cause. The bishops also decreed that
the building of the parish school was to be the first priority for every new parish (Dixon, 7).

Catholic schools were originally established ‘to assist poor Catholic families to educate their children
and to pass on the Catholic faith and practices in an often hostile social context’ (Bishop David
Walker, August, 2007). Today, however, the poor are under-represented in Catholic schools,
students have little contact with the Church outside of school, and an increasing number of students
in Catholic schools are other-than-Catholic. In Tasmania’s Catholic schools just 53 percent of
students are Catholic. Bishops now face the dilemma of whether to resist the high demand for
Catholic schooling and downsize to accommodate only those who are committed Catholics, or to
embrace the changing enrolment patterns as a ‘sign of the times’ and as a new mission for Catholic
schools. As the purpose of Catholic schools must be aligned with the educational mission of the
Church, the NSW and ACT bishops now insist that their schools must be truly Catholic in identity,
become centres of a new evangelization enabling students to achieve high levels of Catholic religious
literacy and practice, and be led and staffed by people who will contribute to these goals. They have
also set the critical indicators for success as higher Catholic student enrolment, increased admissions
of children from poorer families, and greater Mass attendance (Catholic Schools at a Crossroads).
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The 2010 Directory lists a total of 1686 Catholic schools with 700,266 students. Most schools belong
to the Catholic education system which provides education across all states and territories. The vast
majority of the 1221 primary schools, with 381,811 students, are owned by and attached to
parishes, and the dioceses with the most primary schools are Melbourne (254), Sydney (111)
Brisbane (103), Perth (76), Adelaide (59), Parramatta (54) and Ballarat (52). Following the
reintroduction of State Aid in the 1960s, Catholic schools (primary and secondary) now receive the
bulk of their funding ($4 billion in 2006) from state and federal governments.

Under Canon Law Catholic schools must be under the control of a competent ecclesiastical authority
or public juridical person. For parish schools, the responsible person is the parish priest, who may
entrust direct management to other persons, whether clerical or lay, so long as he ensures that the
school is administered according to Canon Law (Waters, 2006, 6). The parish priest must also provide
leadership and, in partnership with the school community, play an essential role in giving the school
its unique Catholic culture, ethos and identity (Elder, Kairos, August 2009). In 2007, in a move to
strengthen the role of parish priests in schools, the Archbishop of Perth declared that every Catholic
school, whether primary or secondary, was ‘to be accountable to the parish priest in its locality for
its religious activities, including the teaching of Religious Education’ (The Record, Perth, June 2007).

Governance in Australian Catholic schools, including primary schools, is not uniform, and though all
schools have a common mission, operationally there is considerable diversity. Victoria is the only
state where parish priests are the employers of primary school principals, while in all other states
(with the exception of Lismore Diocese) the bishop or the Catholic Education Office, with delegated
authority, is normally the employer (ACU, 2006, 3).

Flynn and Mok, in their longitudinal study of Year 12 students in Catholic schools, found that the
influence of the parish on these students was negligible, and that it was the influence of parents and
the school that largely determined their maturity as Catholics (Flynn & Mok, 239-241). With the
replacement of religious teachers by lay teachers in parish schools from the 1960s onwards,
education has become an almost exclusively lay ministry, attached to and part of parish life, but in
some respects with a heartbeat of its own. Paul Collins thinks that it will be in Catholic schools where
many students will probably have their only contact with Catholicism (Collins, 144), while Niola
Curtis believes it is the Catholic school which offers students ‘the only comfortable opportunity to
engage in critical reflection and discussion about religion and their church’ (www.aare.edu.au).

The Australian Catholic school system, which has few parallels elsewhere, gives the Church a unique
ministerial opportunity. It employs a large, dedicated and well-educated lay staff who support its
mission, has strong structures, is largely government funded and, Canon Law notwithstanding,
operates to a great extent outside clerical control. Essentially, it is a lay ministry with enormous
potential to shape the Church of the future and play a key role in the process of inculturation.

14. Priests in parish ministry, 2010-2025

In 2010 active priests in parish ministry numbered 1523, with 1180-1220 being autochthonous or
local, and 300-340 sourced from overseas. By 2025 around half (say 800) will have retired: probably
530 by 2020, and a further 270 by 2025. Retirements are likely to occur evenly over the next 15-year
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period at around 53 each year, with most (say 50) being local priests. Ordinations of new,
predominantly local diocesan and religious institute priests, are likely to average 12-15 per year over
the same 2010-2025 period, with most (say 10) becoming immediately available for parish ministry.

With autochthonous or local retirements (50) exceeding new local replacements (10) each year
during the period, a net annual shortfall of some 40 local priests available for parish ministry can be
expected. From an estimated 1200 autochthonous priests available for parish ministry in 2010, a fall
to around 600 by 2025 is probable. And should all recruitment of overseas priests cease in 2010 and
all those now here on contracts return to their own dioceses, by 2025 total priests, diocesan and
religious, available to parish ministry would probably number no more than 800, including some 600
autochthonous priests and perhaps 200 overseas priests.

Estimating how many priests will be needed for parish ministry over the next 15 years is difficult, for
the variables are complex and hard to predict. They include population growth, the intensity of
overseas priest recruitment, parish mergers, and the supply trend for autochthonous clergy. Other
factors, such as church reform on the ordination of married men, the ordination of women, or
inviting married priests back to ministry, which could also influence estimates, are excluded here.

Catholic population projections to 2049, based on current official government projections, are
shown in Figure 2.1. While susceptible to government policy shifts, the current trends indicate
Catholics may number around 6,880,000 by 2025, an increase of some 1.75 million (+34%) on the
2006 Census figure. While priests in parishes ministered to an average 3676 Catholics in 2010,
current evidence indicates that this ratio will be unsustainable if bishops have to rely solely on 600
autochthonous priests, the number likely to be available for parish ministry in 2025. In such a case
each priest would have to minister to an average 11,500 Catholics — the Hodgens’ prediction.

It is this predicament which has prompted bishops to recruit from overseas and resulted in 300-340
overseas priests now working in parishes across the nation. However, over the next 15 years, if the
bishops want to maintain the current average ratio of one priest for every 3600 Catholics, they will
need to recruit several thousand overseas priests by 2025 and retain at least 1300. If they succeed,
by 2025 there is likely to be two overseas priests in parish ministry for each autochthonous priest
(Table 14.1).

Table 14.1 Estimated autochthonous priests needed and available for parish ministry, if
1 priest for every 3600 Catholics: 2010-2030

Year | Priests needed | Autochthonous Priests available | Autochthonous Priests shortfall
2010 | 1550 1200 350

2015 | 1660 1000 660

2020 | 1780 800 980

2025 | 1900 600 1300

2030 | 2000 400 1600

Beyond 2025, should Catholic population growth and autochthonous seminarian recruitment

continue on current trends, and the supply of overseas priests dry up, parish ministry in its




traditional form will be finished. The only meaningful way forward is the rebuilding of a vibrant
autochthonous clergy working co-responsibly with a committed laity in a new model of parish.

15. Parish ministry disaster?

The mission of a parish priest, as set out in Canon Law, is ‘to teach, to sanctify and to govern’.
Traditionally, the criteria for pastoral achievement have included: 1) a parish for every reasonably
sized cluster of Catholic families; 2) at least one full-time resident priest in each parish to provide
weekly celebration of the Eucharist, adequate pastoral care and easy access to the sacraments; 3)
sufficient autochthonous priests for pastoral care; 4) regular Mass attendance by a majority of the
faithful; 5) Catholic education available to every Catholic child in a parish school; and 6) Catholic
communities turned outwards and mission oriented. Based on those criteria, pastoral achievement
in 2010 has suffered serious slippage and there is unquestionably a crisis, verging on disaster.

What can be done? Like any organization in this situation, the first task is to accept the reality of the
situation, assess its scale, and try to understand the underlying causes; the second is to examine the
options available for dealing with it; and finally, to take action.

The ubiquity and scale of the crisis are set out in the Introduction and substantiated in Sections 2-14.
The crisis is real, and the scale is huge.

The causes are diverse. Some are outlined in Sections 12 and others identified by informed
observers such as Hans Kung (www.indcathnews.com) and Allan Patience (www.catholica.com.au).

The crisis has been exacerbated by the clerical sex-abuse scandals, the cover-ups by bishops, the lack
of transparency, accountability and co-responsibility, the failure to fully implement the reforms of
Vatican Il, inadequate consultative processes, the teaching on family planning and human sexuality,
the clerical clinging onto pomp, power, control and privilege, the blanket refusal to discuss the
ordination of married men and women as well as optional celibacy for priests, and the seeming
disregard for the spiritual welfare of divorced and homosexual persons. Some or all of these are
factors which have created a negative perception of both church leadership and the institution, and
undermined respect and trust. There is also a view that leaders have not read well the signs of the
times, have strayed from the core of the Jesus message, and have put the interests of image,
reputation and self-preservation ahead of the spiritual interests of the faithful entrusted to their
care. At the same time, it would be simplistic to measure the faith of Australian Catholics and the
success or failure of parish ministry purely by rates of regular Mass attendance, which might perhaps
be better read as ordinary Catholics attempting to convey a message to their leaders about how they
see their church. Such a message might be read as a message calling on those leaders to show the
courage to implement deep and urgent reform.

Some also see a regressive culture within the leadership. Culture is not just a matter of individual
decisions, but also of how the decision making proceeds, and a corrupting part of this culture is
clericalism which has been problematic for a long period. Archbishop Mark Coleridge has stated that
clericalism understood as a hierarchy of power, not of service, can easily turn the authority proper to
the ordained into authoritarianism, ensuring no role for lay Catholics in the decision making process.
Clerical authoritarianism is a root cause of the current crisis. Many church authorities have lost their
bearings, causing themselves and the institution to be stripped of credibility and trust. When
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critiqued, some adopt a fortress mentality, and exchange their chartered mission of proclamation for
that of self-preservation.

16. Options for action

Whatever options are canvassed, they must be consistent with the Church’s mission and the goals of
parish ministry - to teach, to sanctify and to rule — as reiterated by Vatican Il. The options are:

16.1 Recruiting autochthonous or local priests

For every local church, whether young or mature, building and sustaining a strong and vibrant
autochthonous presbyterate must always be a priority goal. Without autochthonous priests drawn
from local communities evangelization will not be complete, and full inculturation - the Gospel
penetration of the soul of a people and their culture - will never be achieved.

If the goal over the next 20 years is to have one autochthonous priest in parish ministry caring for an
average 3600 Catholics, a minimum 2000 new local priests will be needed, or an average 100 new
local priests every year. Should only a third of all recruits proceed to ordination — as has been the
case up to 2004 - some 6000 local seminarians, or 300 per year, will have to be recruited. Currently,
across all dioceses, recruitment (autochthonous and other) averages just 40 per year, and with this
number, by 2025, at best there will be just one autochthonous priest in parish ministry for an
average 11,500 Catholics.

Why is it that the Church in Australia is unable to recruit sufficient autochthonous candidates for the
priesthood? Hodgens believes the reason to be the contemporary priestly ‘lifestyle package’:
celibate, male, full-time and life-long, all of it totally dispensable. He also contends that nobody is to
blame for the enrolment drop-off, for the priesthood is no different from many other professions
struggling to win recruits (New Evangelization, 52). Martin Tuelan also finds no surprise in the
scarcity of vocations among young Australians, when so few - only 3% of male Catholics aged in their
late 20s — regularly attend Mass and frequent the sacraments (op. cit.). But if all elements of the
priestly package are man-determined, alterable and dispensable, and none God-demanded, what
makes them untouchable?

Celibacy, the first element, is a gift of God and a sign of the Kingdom, to be esteemed and valued.
But it is not essential for priesthood. Jesus ordained the non-celibate Peter, the early Church had
married priests and the Eastern Churches still have them. Neither scripture nor tradition insists on
mandatory celibacy. Commendable it may be, but not essential. Celibacy and priestly vocation are
both gifts of God, but to some He gives only the gift of priestly vocation. Celibacy freely chosen and
faithfully lived can be a powerful sign; forced, it loses much of its power. If God calls to priesthood
married persons and persons who wish to marry, and mandatory celibacy thwarts that call, how can
it be justified? When Jesus told his disciples to ‘ask the Lord of the harvest to send labourers into his
harvest’ (Mt. 9:35-38), he did not specify ‘celibates only’. Edward Schillebeeckx reminds us that in
the early church ‘a shortage of priests was an ecclesiastical impossibility’ and ‘the modern so-called
shortage of priests has causes which stem from outside the ministry, like celibacy, seminary
formation apart from the local community, and male gender issues’ (in Collins, 133).
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When God calls to the priesthood a married person or someone without the gift of celibacy, is it
God’s will that that call be obstructed or trashed? Is it true discernment to block God’s call with
man-made rules that deny the People of God the priests they need? If God’s response to the prayer
for labourers is at odds with prevailing church rules, has God got it wrong, or should the rules be
changed? The grounds that celibacy should be retained are strong, but only if it is voluntary. To
argue that it must be a condition for those without the gift, yet undeniably called to the priesthood,
is not persuasive. Nor should celibacy be used to deny the priesthood to married persons who are
truly called.

Local churches need priests called from their own midst, and in the early church these were both
celibate and married. With the present shortage of priests in Australia, it is hard to understand why
bishops do not return to the earliest traditions? The first duty of bishops is to be shepherds to their
people, and they can only do this if they have sufficient priests to provide pastoral care.

Between 1960 and 2000 around 100,000 priests worldwide left the ministry, most to marry.
Australian priests who left the ministry probably number 800-1000, though official figures are
unavailable. In 2005 Australia’s National Council of Priests asked the bishops to consider readmitting
some of these priests to ministry, and in 2006 Bishop William Morris of Toowoomba suggested
welcoming former priests back to active ministry. In 2007 some 17,000 Catholics, including 167
priests, publicly petitioned Australia’s bishops to ‘invite priests [of good standing] who have left the
ministry to return to active priesthood, subject to negotiation with the local bishop’
(www.catholicsforministry.com.au). Although 5 years have passed since the first proposal, and by

now most married priests are in or near retirement, an invitation is still not too late, at least for
short-term and/or causal or part-time ministry. How many would accept the invitation is unknown,
but even if only few did, it could provide some extra priest ministers, signal a reconciliation with
these priests, give public recognition to the integrity of their decision to marry, and remove
confusion around why the Church accepts married clergy of other Christian churches into Catholic
ministry, yet refuses to invite to ministry its own married priests.

Male exclusivity is the second element. Currently the Church does not allow women to be ordained
to any sacred order. In Ordinatio sacerdotalis John Paul Il stated that the Church ‘holds that it is not
admissible to ordain women to the priesthood’. Yet writing of Mary the mother of Jesus, he said that
‘God has such esteem for women that any form of discrimination lacks a theoretical basis’. At this
moment in history, the Pope and College of Bishops are so determined that women not be ordained
that even public discussion or debate on the issue has been forbidden. When the 2007 Petition
asked the Australian bishops to ‘encourage a wide-ranging discussion on the role of women in
ministry and in the authority structures of the Church, including the question of women’s
ordination’, they responded that the matters raised were ‘largely beyond our competence as a
national Conference of Bishops within the Universal Church’. While most Catholics recognize that
the ordination of women has doctrinal and disciplinary import, some, especially women, read the
response as a determination to deny women equality in ministry, and as an accord to discriminate
against them.

St Paul’s words to Timothy: ‘During instruction a woman should be quiet and respectful. | am not
giving permission for a woman to teach or to tell a man what to do. A woman ought not to speak ...’
(1 Timothy, 2, 11-12), the so-called ‘headship’ teaching, is often used to deny women the fullness of
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sacramental ministry. But Paul also said that ‘there are no more distinctions between Jew and Greek,
slave and free, male and female, but all of you are one in Christ Jesus’ (Galatians 3, 28). The first
dichotomy was overcome in the 1% century and the second in the 18"-19". The third dichotomy still
remains.

Proponents of female equality in the Church often see the defenders of the status quo as advocates
for an Old Testament levitical model of priesthood with its connotations of power and status, sexism
and hierarchy, rather than the New Testament model of discipleship and service. They also point to
the 1976 majority vote of the Pontifical Biblical Commission which affirmed that Sacred Scripture
does not provide sufficient evidence to exclude the possibility of the ordination of women to
ministerial office in the Church. So, while officially the ordination of women is presently not an
option, for many Catholics it remains the third dichotomy of St Paul, yet to be overcome. Though
current leaders continue to defend gender inequality in the Church, an increasing number of those
they purport to lead, dream, hope and pray for an entirely different future.

The other elements of the package, life-long and full-time ministry, are minor by comparison. These
could be changed with the stroke of a pen, be easily negotiated between priest, bishop and parish,
and changed to allow greater flexibility. If married priests were allowed to minister, they could
readily be offered part-time or casual ministry, with short or long-term contracts, time out from
their secular jobs or professions for set periods, residency in their own homes and ‘pro bono’
ministry. Also, if married persons could be ordained, many would be put forward by parish
communities as suitable candidates for priesthood. There is already an abundance of married
persons involved in ministry who are theologically literate and open to the call to priesthood. With
modest training they could be quickly available for ministry. In 2008 the Australian bishops set up a
Working Party to consult on the practice of ‘Sunday celebrations in the absence of a priest’.
Hodgens insists that this ‘is not good enough. They must provide priests for the task’ (New
Evangelization, 52). Ordaining married persons with flexible ministry would do precisely that.

16.2 Recruiting overseas priests

This strategy, already in place for over 20 years, appears to have originated out of despair and
desperation rather than from careful planning and policy development. While legitimate for the
short-term it can never replace the priority goal of building/rebuilding an autochthonous local
presbyterate. If not handled carefully, it can also set up a detour to the priority goal and postpone
the urgent task of examining why local autochthonous vocations are scarce in the first place.

The few publicly stated objectives of the strategy are confusing. Hobart’s Archbishop Adrian Doyle
says it is ‘to help us get through a difficult period’ (The Mission). Bishop Brian Heenan of
Rockhampton sees overseas priests as “filling Australia’s shortage’ and who ‘can come for maybe
two or three years, and then if all is going well, they’ll probably go back ... and others will come to
take their place” (ABC News, 26 January 2010). Bishop Michael Malone of Maitland-Newcastle says it
is ‘one means of addressing a shortage in the number of locally-born priests to adequately cover the
pastoral needs of the people of the Diocese’, but also speaks of the ‘need of evangelization’ by
missionaries from outside the diocese (Discussion Paper, 3-4).
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Few dioceses have a clear statement of objectives for this strategy, believing perhaps that they are
self-evident. Some bishops also consider the current problem to be short term and, in consequence,
consider a short-term strategy will suffice. The evidence, however, suggests that the problem is
long-term, and a short -term strategy will not suffice.

Figure 16.1 Autochthonous/local priests needed, available and short for parish ministry in
Territorial Dioceses: 2010-2030 (if 1 priest for average 3600 Catholics)
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While most bishops would not consider this strategy to be their preferred one, for some it is
becoming the dominant one. Unwilling to examine all options, some bishops have now put many of
their pastoral eggs into this basket. In 2010 there are far more overseas priests in parish ministry
than there are autochthonous seminarians, both diocesan and religious. There are 22 dioceses with
5 or less candidates for the priesthood and some are already critically reliant on overseas priests. As
Table 14.1 and Figure 16.1 show, autochthonous priests available for parish ministry are becoming
increasingly fewer, and to maintain adequate pastoral care in parishes dependence on overseas
priests is becoming increasingly greater. If the bishops want to have one priest for an average 3600
Catholics nationwide, on current trends they are likely to supplement local priests with more and
more overseas priests. If that happens, sometime before 2020 the majority of all priests in parish
ministry will be from overseas. While the strategy is legitimate and the overseas priests welcome
and appreciated, there are concerns.

The first is justice. Recruiting priests from churches in developing nations can risk a kind of
‘ecclesiological imperialism’ where one church’s needs are satisfied only at the expense of another’s.
If one local church, with self-centered intent, simply harvests the rich priest resources of another
church to satisfy its own needs, it can act unjustly. All churches have their own evangelizing and
pastoral needs, some more than others, and great care must be taken to ensure that recruitment
does not deprive another church of the priests it may need more. Receiving dioceses must also give
the overseas priests something in return. It is not enough that they are just treated well; they should
also be helped to gain from their experience in Australia so that they have something of lasting value
to take home with them when they leave.

Contractual arrangements must be just and fair, and there must be mutual agreement on objectives.
A mismatch or misunderstanding of objectives could be disastrous. Some dioceses may see overseas
priests simply as providing a short-term, stop-gap, vacancy-filling fix to get them through a difficult
period until local priests again become available. Maitland-Newcastle Diocese has been more
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thoughtful: ‘When the alienation of portions of the People of God from the Eucharist becomes a
chronic ongoing reality ...we must face the possibility that [our diocese] is a church in need of
evangelization ... that will require the assistance of another Particular Church or Churches.
Recognition of a need for evangelization is also recognition that in some way [our] Diocese is in need
of missionary activity from outside itself. An acceptance of a need to be evangelized again via
missionaries from outside the Diocese necessarily places limits on the role of overseas priests
working within the Diocese. They are not to be considered a mere salve for our deficiencies in terms
of the numbers of ordained ministers, but rather a force for change, a catalyst for a renewal and
reinvigoration of the Diocese so that we can eventually return to a point where we are able to
nurture and foster an abundance of vocations for ordained ministry. Ideally, priests from overseas
would be ministering to us in such a way as to eventually not be needed. Their time in our Diocese
would not be a long term engagement, but rather a short to medium term project while we
revitalize our Diocese and our parishes, since it is only from this renewed vitality that vocations to
ordained ministry will flow’ (Discussion Paper, 3-4).

The overseas priests see themselves as missionaries, with the evangelization/re-evangelization of
Australia as their mission, a task neither short-term nor stop-gap. Yet many bishops recruit them on
short-term (3-4 year) contracts, repatriate them when their contract expires, and replace them with
others, often from the same diocese. There does appear to be a mismatch here, between the
missionary ambitions of the overseas priests and the very pragmatic ‘getting us through a tough
period’, ‘filling Australia’s shortage’ and ‘helping us fulfill our priestly ministerial needs’ objectives of
the bishops. It is highlighted by the short-term contractual and ‘turn-over’ arrangements. If this
mismatch is not resolved quickly the strategy could end in tears.

Catholic Mission National Director, Martin Tuelan, believes that the lifespan of this strategy will
probably not exceed 10 years, and that by 2020 seminarian intakes in Asia and Africa will have
peaked, and the supply of overseas priests for export begun to dry up. He anticipates declining
seminarian numbers in the sending churches, increased concern for their own pastoral needs, a lack
of funds for training, anxiety for the spiritual welfare of the priests working in wealthy countries, and
a concern that Australia is not doing enough to recruit its own priests. By 2020 when exporting
churches will not have enough priests for their own needs, he expects the global shortage of priests
will then have to be confronted (www.churchresources.info/missionspirit). Such a prospect should

prompt all bishops to refocus on the priority task of rebuilding a strong autochthonous presbyterate.

The strategy must also be measured against the imperative of inculturation, ‘the process of shaping
a culture in the light of the Gospel’. John Paul Il saw inculturation as ‘a complex and difficult
process, for it presupposes a long and courageous effort in order that the Gospel may penetrate the
soul of living cultures’. Arbuckle calls it ‘a dynamic and evaluative interchange between God and
cultures, and an ongoing process of reciprocal and critical interaction and assimilation between
them. Evangelizers are not free to choose or reject inculturation; it is a Gospel imperative
(Arbuckle, 1994). For John Paul Il ‘the Church’s dialogue with the culture of our time is vital, one in
which the destiny of the world is at stake. The synthesis between culture and faith is not just a
demand of culture, but also of faith’. A major weakness of the current strategy is that it has not
taken sufficient account of inculturation, its critical place in evangelization, and the limited capacity
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of the overseas priests, with very different cultural backgrounds, to achieve it. This is not to suggest
that overseas priests cannot have a positive effect, especially if they engender a greater sense of
catholicity among Australian Catholics and an increased awareness of koinonia, the spiritual sense of
communion and fellowship in a global Church. But it is critical that the bishops fully explain the
strategy, clarify their objectives, consult with their communities openly and widely, and listen
carefully to what they have to say.

In many dioceses where this strategy has been implemented, there appears to have been a lack of
long-term planning and policy development and broad-based community consultation. Already this
‘stop-gap strategy’ is morphing to ‘permanent policy’, without clear goals and objectives, with a
paucity of data and detailed research, fuzzy timelines, and inadquate community feedback and
review. There appears to be no strategy for meshing it with the task of inculturation or for
integrating it with the rebuilding of an autochthonous presbyterate. If not handled carefully, there is
also a danger that the whole adventure could distort a clear long-term vision for the Church in
Australia.

16.3 Do nothing

Supporters of this option have much in common with climate-change skeptics: deny the evidence,
refuse to accept that humans have any role in the problem, believe that what is happening is all just
part of a cycle and that, given time, the situation will right itself and the impending disaster go away.
For Hodgens, doing nothing, leaving things the way they are, is the really ‘radical’ strategy, for ‘it will
bring on the impending disaster, full-force and faster’. If the bishops do nothing, hopefully awaiting
the arrival of sufficient autochthonous male, celibate priests for parish ministry, by 2025 they will be
bitterly disappointed. For by then, the current 1200 local priests in parish ministry will have
dwindled to 600, with just one for every 11,500 Catholics. Hodgens expects even worse: one priest
for an average 12,000 Catholics by 2020 (The priestly drought now 40 years on ...). Doing nothing will
just lead to more mergers of existing parishes, sales of unused church assets, and total parishes
shrinking from 1282 in 2010 to around 600 by 2025, each of them to care for an average 11,500
Catholics.

In theory, most bishops would reject this strategy, but in practice it has already been adopted. The
reluctance to come to terms with pedophile priests, the tawdry treatment of abuse victims, the
tardiness to update seminary training, the refusal to discuss issues such as those raised in the 2007
Petition, and the reluctance to properly consult and be fully accountable to the People of God, are
all facets of a ‘do nothing’ strategy extending over a long period. A pastoral route, signposted
predominantly by directives from Rome rather than by the cries of the people, is a difficult one to
follow.

16.4 Rethinking parish ministry

Robert Dixon says that it is in the local parish where Catholics feel most connected to the Church,
and if they are active, the principal arena and focus of their involvement (Dixon, 2005, 30). There is
no suggestion here that the parish should be abandoned. Indeed, as Andrew Greeley has observed,
the parish with ‘its overlapping network of religious, educational, familial, social and political
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relationships is one of the most ingenious communities that human skill has ever created’. What
does need rethinking is the parish model and how ministry is done within the parish concept.

Vatican II’s vision for parish is a mission oriented community centred on the Eucharist, with priest
and laity co-responsible for ministry. Benedict XVI admits it is a vision unfulfilled: ‘Too many of the
baptized do not feel part of the ecclesial community and live on its margins, only coming to parishes
in certain circumstances to receive religious services.... It is necessary to improve pastoral structures
in such a way that the co-responsibility of all the members of the People of God in their entirety is
gradually promoted, with respect for vocations and for the respective roles of the consecrated
persons and the laity. This demands a change in mindset, particularly concerning lay people. They
must no longer be viewed as ‘collaborators’ of the clergy, but truly recognized as ‘co-responsible’ for
the Church’s being and action’ (Address to Rome Diocese, May 2009).

Pastoral ministry in Australia has taken many turns. In the early years, when religion was
sacramental and individual and salvation personal, it emphasized Penance and the Eucharist. There
was little social emphasis and ‘the typical religious relationship was God — priest — sinner, with
fellow-sinners hardly involved. The priest provided the social cohesion ... he was vital as a link, and
to a sense of belonging — which does something to account for his power, the affection and loyalty
he commanded, and the typical inability of his flock to do anything without him’ (O’Farrell, 63). In
1854, when Catholic laymen questioned the Church’s authoritarian structures and called for lay
participation in church government, the bishops interpreted it as a threat to their authority. Later,
when the emphasis moved towards building permanent parish communities supported by schools,
presbyteries, convents and churches, parish ministry became administration focused with
scholarship and catechesis falling to a lower order. For most of the 20" century bishops poured the
bulk of their resources into parish infrastructure and schools, with parish communities built around
the school. Huge efforts were also made to recruit local youth for the priesthood and religious, and
there was a tangible élan; but it proved passing. When mass migration after WWII brought large and
diverse ethnic communities to Australia, parish ministry changed again, gradually — and often
grudgingly - moving from a monocultural and assimilationist style to a more multicultural approach
with the acceptance of diversity. Vatican II’s reforms brought further change, but without full
support from Rome the momentum petered out.

Vatican Il saw the Church as the People of God, where all the faithful are co-responsible for ministry
and mission, and ‘the parish priest exercises his pastoral role in the community with the cooperation

of other priests or deacons and with the assistance of lay members of Christ's faithful ‘ (C. 519). Co-
responsibility in parish ministry calls for a ‘change of mindset’ for both priests and laity: priests are
to welcome the laity into a fully shared ministry, not grudgingly accept them as mere ‘collaborators’;

and the laity need gain a deeper understanding of their own co-responsible vocation and mission.

Rethinking parish ministry also calls for pastoral planning. No parish plans to fail, but many fail to
plan. Pastoral planning has to involve the whole parish community and it must not be rushed. It is a
fundamental exercise in co-responsibility and the perfect opportunity for priest and people to get to
know one another and to bond. Each plan should express the unique cultural character of the
individual parish, yet be consistent with the plan of the diocese. It should propose a clear mission
statement with parish goals, and include the structures and action plan to achieve them. It should
encompass the parish liturgy, sacramental and catechetical program, parish school, care of the sick,
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aged and disadvantaged, multi-cultural ministry, ecumenical outreach, inter-faith dialogue and
missionary endeavour. It should have a finite lifespan (3-5 years), but with provision for renewal and
updating. Preparing a parish plan can also show priests a new way of being ‘presbyter’ by leading,
delegating, sharing, and co-ordinating, and the laity a new way of being co-responsible. Planning
guidelines and seminars are important and accurate parish data is necessary. Fortunately, in 2009
the ACBC’s Pastoral Projects Office prepared Parish Social Profiles for every parish in Australia
(www.ppo.catholic.org.au). These are invaluable and should be updated after every Census.

16.5 Rethinking the identity of priest

Jesuit John A Coleman, in 1981, observed that the priesthood of the Catholic Church was in deep
trouble: ‘Any profession for which the following facts are true — declining absolute numbers in the
face of growth of the larger population, significant resignations, a declining pool of new recruits and
an ageing population — can be referred to as having a deep-seated identity crisis, whatever the
internal morale of the group’ (America, Vol.144, No.12, p.247). In the intervening years, apart from
fewer resignations, little has changed.

Re-thinking the identity of priest must be on the agenda. When Benedict XVI declared 2009-2010
the Year for Priests he indicated that the time was opportune. In 2009 when the Adelaide
Archdiocese, in its Leap Ahead Program, said it wanted to work with its priests towards an
applied theology of ordained ministry, it also recognized that the task was urgent.

Vatican II’s teaching on priests, contained in its documents on the Church, Priests, and Priestly
Formation, restated the priest’s role of teaching, sanctifying and governing, and celebrating divine
worship, especially the Eucharist. It also saw priests as leaders, serving the People of God and wiping
out every kind of division (Lumen Gentium, n.28). Priests ordained into the Order of Presbyters, are
both ‘sacerdos’, offering sacrifice, and ‘presbyter’ or ‘elder’, leading, teaching, sanctifying and
governing.

A major obstacle to the Conciliar vision is clericalism, the notion that some sort of priestly caste, or
professional priestly group exists in the Church. Though quashed by Vatican Il, a new version of it
has emerged which overemphasizes the part played by clerics and is manifest not so much in words
as in attitudes, actions and inactions. It was uncovered by the Irish Murphy Report in the response
by church authorities to clerical abuse: a shameless clericalism contaminated by power, where a
professional priestly caste was more concerned with its own clerical rights, status, ecclesiastical
dignities and offices than the rights and welfare of the victims and the children in their care.

Priests are ordained to serve their people, not lord it over them. Any re-thinking on priest must,
therefore, emphasize diaconia or service. For early Christians this did not mean menial or lowly
service, but the ministry undertaken by a person called by God and the church to a public role in
proclaiming the Gospel and celebrating the sacraments. A ‘minister’ was someone who was officially
appointed, but always accountable and subject to oversight (Collins, 132). All priests (and bishops)
must be accountable, for they are called to identify with their people, to share their hopes and joys,
griefs and anxieties, especially of the poor and afflicted (Gaudium et Spes, n.1), and to place their
own priesthood at the service of the common priesthood of the baptized (Catechism of the Catholic
Church, 1547).
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Priests in parishes have a broad and ambitious mission, almost a mission impossible. Benedict XVI
acknowledged this in a recent response to a priest who asked: ‘For how many Catholics can one
priest be reasonably expected to care? Benedict replied: ‘It is impossible to do all the works that
are expected of a parish priest ...choices must be made, priorities set, to see how much is possible,
and how much is impossible’ (www.zenit.org, 15 June 2010). Choices are only possible at the parish
coalface where, in an intense spiritual and pastoral relationship between priest and people, the
priest works out with them how to share co-responsibility for parish mission and ministry. To their
credit many priests and laity in parishes throughout Australia have done this successfully and have lit
small authentic fires of renewal. It is in the interests of the whole Church in Australia that these fires
are stoked to burn brightly to serve as beacons of hope for a broader renewal.

17. Conclusion

To the question ‘Is parish ministry facing a disaster?’ the evidence, at an institutional level, suggests
the affirmative. It also suggests that the bishops seem unsure of how to deal with it.

The rebuilding of a strong and vibrant autochthonous presbyterate in the short-term appears
impossible, with new local priests insufficient to replace those retiring over the next 15 years. As if
in despair, the bishops have attempted to ‘hold the parish ministry fort’ with a short-term strategy
of recruiting overseas priests, a program of merging existing parishes, and putting a heavy brake on
establishing new parishes. The result is parish ministry in retreat at the very time when the Catholic
population is growing rapidly.

Nevertheless, signs of hope are present. The permanent deaconate has been revived, there is an
increasing presence of lay pastoral associates and community leaders in parish ministry, and Catholic
schools, now overwhelmingly in the hands of laypersons, are well-placed to stimulate the faith of
young people and play a significant role in inculturation. But if the disaster is to be averted, more is
needed. Itis not enough to treat the symptoms of the crisis; the causes must also be addressed. The
vision of Vatican Il must be totally unshackled, full co-responsibility implemented in every facet of
ministry and church life, proper consultative processes with transparency and accountability put in
place, the priestly ministry opened up to married persons, and the essential role of women in
ministry properly recognized. The misuse of power must cease and the paradigm of service prevail.

The on-going priest shortage cannot be solved simply by recruiting priests from overseas on short-
term contracts. Only long-term and broader policies can rebuild a vibrant autochthonous
presbyterate. These will have to deal courageously with the current ‘priestly package’ of male,
celibate, life-long and full-time. In this Australia’s bishops will need to show leadership and
initiative, and a willingness to discuss with their people all the options, including the ordination of
married men and the role of women in ministry.

Vatican Il stated that ‘the Church seeks but a solitary goal: to carry forward the work of Christ
Himself under the lead of the befriending Spirit. Christ entered this world to give witness to the truth,
to rescue and not to sit in judgment, to serve and not to be served. To carry out such a task, the
Church has always had the duty of scrutinizing the signs of the times and of interpreting them in the
light of the Gospel’ (Gaudium et Spes, n.3-4).
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The times are always changing, as are human environments, and all organisms which exist in these
environments must also change and adapt if they are to survive and thrive. The Church is an
organism in this changing world and it too, if it is to survive and thrive, has no choice but to adapt.
Guided by the Spirit and holding fast to the Gospel, it can.

The purpose of Vatican Il was ‘aggiornamento’, ensuring continual renewal of the Church, making it
relevant to today’s world, and adapting it to its new environment. The Church, universal and local, is
always in need of boosts of renewal. Now is surely the time for one in Australian Catholicism.
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Statistical Summary: Territorial Dioceses of the Catholic Church in Australia, July 2009 & July 2010

July 2009 July 2010 Change

Territorial Dioceses 28 28 n/c
Bishops (active) in Territorial Dioceses 37 36 -1
Priests (active in all ministries, retired and other) | 2967 2954 -13

— Diocesan Priests : 1850 1847 -3

— Religious Institute Priests: 1117 1107 -10
Catholic Population (2006 Census) 5,087,747 5,087,747

- Estimate at July (with ABS Population 5,500,000 5,600,000 +100,000

Clock)

Parishes in Territorial Dioceses 1315 1282" -33
Mass Centres (including principal Parish Church) 2353 2414 +61
Priests (active) in Parish Ministry 1579 1523 -56

— Diocesan Priests : 1185 1112 -73

— Religious Institute Priests: 394 411 +17

— Overseas-sourced Priests (estimate 300-340

only)%:

Seminarians (Australian and Overseas sourced) 274 257 -17

— Diocesan: 171 167 -4

— Religious Institutes: 62 52 -10

— Neocatechetical Way *: 41 38 -3
Permanent Deacons (active and retired) 89 101 +12

- Active in parish ministry 87 82 -5
Religious Sisters (in all ministries and retired) 5767 5565 -202

— Sisters in Parish Ministry: 195 200 +5
Religious Brothers (in all ministries and retired) 930 889 -41
Lay Pastoral Associates/Workers in Parish 182 209 +27
Ministry
Catholics (average no.) per parish 4183 4368 +185
Catholics (average no.) per Priest in Parish 3483 3676 +193
Ministry
Catholic Schools/Students 1699/692,623 | 1686/700266 | -13/+7643

— Primary: 1224/377,882 | 1221/381,811 | -3/+3929

— Secondary : 350/314,741 325/318,455 | -25/+3714

— Combined Primary/Secondary Schools: 110 141 +31

— Special Schools: 10 10 10 n/c
Sources: The Official Directory of the Catholic Church in Australia, July 2009-June 2010, NCAP, Belmont, VIC, 2009

The Official Directory of the Catholic Church in Australia July 2010-June 2011, NCAP, Belmont, VIC, 2010

Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2006 Australian Census, and Population Clock

Notes: 1. The Directory figure of 1305 parishes includes multiple listings for merged parishes.

2. The Directory does not provide statistical data on overseas-sourced priests.

3. Diocesan seminarians studying at the Neocatechetical Way seminaries in Sydney and Perth.
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