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Missionary & Evangelising; I’m not sure in what context these words are used in relationship to the 
Plenary Council Listening Groups. But most definitions of these words are to do with the conversion 
of non- Catholics to the Catholic Church and to the Catholic way of life and beliefs – is that what this 
is about? Or are these words used in the context of bring new life and hope to people by telling 
them about the mission of Jesus Christ? Because I think the two are vastly different in today’s world! 
 
I read recently a piece by Diarmuid O'Murchu, a noted Catholic Priest and psychologist, from his 
book ‘When the Disciple Comes of Age: Christian Identity in the Twenty-first Century’ (Orbis Books 
2019).  Here is the quote:   

When you are confronted by evidence that the faith in which you were brought up no 
longer provides an adequate explanation for the nature, meaning and purpose of 
your life, you have three choices: 

i)    You can refuse to accept the evidence and continue as before.  
ii)   You can abandon the faith you grew up with, because it proved inadequate.  
iii)  Or, third, you can accept the new knowledge and use it to develop a more 
mature understanding of what lies at the core of your beliefs. 

The first response is intellectually dishonest, the second is intellectual laziness, the 
third is a stance of critical acceptance, leading to reinterpretation of core 
concepts. Every advance in understanding has the potential to invite us into a deeper 
faith (p21).  

 
Personally, I’ve chosen the third response and in doing so have undergone some pain on my journey 
of faith. I studied Theology in my late 40’s and was impressed by a definition which described 
Theology as: ‘Faith Seeking Understanding’ – so I think I’m a seeker of truth and understanding. 
When I read the US Episcopalian Bishop Spong some years ago, I was knocked for ‘six’ and very 
troubled by the realisation that what I’d believed for most of my life could be untrue! Since then I’ve 
read many more books by modern theologians and have a better understanding of how things have 
gone wrong, and I’ve learnt that many, many people like me share my understanding that the 
Church needs to reform and to restate much of its theology and Canon Law if it is going to survive in 
the modern world. 
 
Looking specifically at points in this discussion paper: 
 

1) On the importance of the family for the missionary and evangelising activity of the 
Church. I guess the prime reason for this ‘proposal’ is to grow the Church. I know the 
reason for this is the much touted proclamation ‘Go into all the world and preach the 
Gospel….’ from Luke’s gospel –  however, in my view, it’s highly unlikely that Jesus 
said these words; and it’s most likely they were added after Paul and others took the 
faith to others, that is non-Jews.  
 
But why do we need to proselytize? Do we still think that you have to be a Catholic 
to be a better person? Do we really want to get the numbers up? Are we trying to 
make up for the people who we’ve lost? My own Parish Council is presently 
investigating some programs including Alpha which involves parishioners inviting 
neighbours and friends to a meal with the aim of telling them about the Catholic 
faith.  



 
Yes, I truly believe that people are crying out for meaning in their lives; materialism 
and the role of technology is spreading misinformation and distrust are placing 
enormous stresses on the lives of families and young people; but we need to be 
confident that what we are offering as an alternate philosophy is ‘real’ and 
substantive for people living in today’s world.  
 
For example: when we are talking with people about the Catholic faith today, what 
are we going to tell them? Are we going to tell them that their unborn unbaptised 
child bears the stain of original sin? or that birth control is a sin? or that attending 
mass on Sunday is compulsory (unless the Government says it’s not)? Or about the 
Immaculate Conception or the Assumption of Mary? Or about the role of women in 
the Church? I’m not sure what part we’ll leave out today? 
 
In spite of the Church – Jesus remains the star attraction of the show; in the words of 
Diarmuid O'Murchu – When the Disciple Comes of Age: Christian Identity in the Twenty-
first Century’ (Orbis Books NY 2019). 
 

Jesus survived, Jesus still fascinates and engages us in the 21st Century. But 
it is the attractive lure of his radical humanity rather than his divinity; it is 
his subversive and empowering story telling; rather than metaphysically 
couched dogmas of the Church; and it is his liberating and empowering 
vision for humankind expressed by his ‘Kingdom of God’; rather than an 
affiliation with a particular Church or sect. In his death, salvation and 
redemption become a human responsibility and his resurrection can be 
celebrated in all who rise from the epths of despair; incarnating a hope of 
Heaven on earth (for every person) (p 81).  

It is my strong conviction that the role of the followers of Jesus, all followers, is and 
always has been, to bring about the ‘Kingdom of God’ - In the words of Wendy Farley 
Gathering Those Driven Away: A Theology of Incarnation (Westminster John Knox 
Press 2011) “in this (Kingdom of God) neither victims nor perpetrators find the door 
slammed in their faces …. If we accept its healing, we are asked to accept that 
everyone else in the entire world is a citizen of this kingdom’.  
 And this is, in my view, the most authentic way in which we can return to a Church 
which is truly Missionary and Evangelising.  
 
Years ago we lived in a wonderful parish in which we brought up our children, the 
whole neighbourhood was involved in our parish regardless of religion, we looked 
after each other, we partied together, we raised money together to build the Church 
and school, it was a marvellous community and no one was left out –  
 
And, by the way, we had a very successful RCIA program. My point is, we created the 
community first (A Kingdom of God for everyone) and the proselytising followed 
because people said ‘I want to be a part of this’. 
 
What this is leading me to say is that all Catholics, all Christians and all people over 
every belief; need to be involved in creating a ‘kingdom of God’ in their own 



community and in the wider world, by helping others and bringing meaning to their 
lives  – and then people will say – ‘I want to be a part of this’. 
 
That means OUTREACH; I’m a great believer that actions speak louder than deeds or 
maybe even, prayers! 
 
The pope said recently that this crisis period caused by the Covid-19 pandemic is “a 
propitious time to find the courage for a new imagination of the possible, with the 
realism that only the Gospel can offer us.” That’s a message for us all as we approach 
the Plenary Council. 

 
2) In relation to the Environment: I truly believe that I have personally failed the environment, 

and that the Church is way behind in its thinking and actions in spite of a Pope that is a 
beacon in the world for the environment. My own Parish is way behind and I share the 
blame for that. It’s only Laudato Si that is spurring us into action – we had planned to hold a 
‘Hot Button Issue’ on the environment this year, but it’s been delayed by the virus.  
But ‘Yes’, I believe this is an enormously important issue and one that the Catholic Church 
needs to catch up with.   
 
As O’Murchu says his book ‘When the Disciple Comes of Age’ 
 

“Our coming of age is a wake-up call to realise that we are a derived 
species, creatures of a cosmic planetary evolutionary process in which 
growth and progress of each entity - ourselves included - is only possible 
when we opt to integrate our becoming with that larger reality”. P.38 

“A flourishing humanity on a thriving planet, rich in species in an evolving 
universe, all together filled with the glory of God, is the vision that must 
guide us at this critical time of Earth’s distress” p207 

“The glory of God in our World does not begin with Jesus of Nazareth, nor 
was Jesus sent to rectify a fundamental flaw that brought death to the 
world. The glory of God is radiant in creation ever since the big bang 13.8bn 
years old ……. and in our human story the glory of God has been radiant in 
our evolutionary becoming over a time spam of some 7m years. To suggest 
that there was a one-time idyllic paradise and we were perfect like angels 
makes no sense in an evolutionary world …….. Jesus is not about setting 
right a fundamental flaw, but rather inviting us afresh to embrace our true 
nature and identity….. The Christian program for such retrieval is what the 
Gospel describes as the Kingdom of God”. P209. 

“The terrible drama of life and death is being played out … it is played out 
by freedom and creativity and the deep paradox of creation-cum-
destruction, otherwise named as the reoccurring cycle of birth-death-
rebirth ……This is not a flaw, but the underlying paradox through which 
everything in creation comes to life, and flourishes amid the reoccurring 
cycle of birth-death-rebirth. Pp.209-210”. 

 
“So, if God does not rescue us from this mess, what hope is left? The ‘Coming of Age’ 
includes the realization among more and more that God will not rescue us! Because it’s 
not God’s problem in the first place, it is our problem, not God’s.” pp.210-211 



Sometimes, I think ‘we Catholics’ are a timid bunch and we stay safely in our 
Churches instead of getting out and agitating for change as Jesus did! Perhaps we 
should be the ones marching in the streets! 
 

3) There are a number of Proposals in this thematic paper on the subject of the Catholic 
Church collaborating with other faith traditions; developing an inter-faith dialogue 
etc.  A great idea, but we will struggle to make this happen at a parish level without 
leadership at the diocese, regional, national and international levels and until trust 
and acceptance of differences develops.  
 
It requires a persistent effort over many years at a parish level to break down the 
barriers and prejudices. That means that priests, administrators and parish council 
have to be of one mind and build this into their long-term plans. 
 
Evangelisation pre-supposes that the Catholic Church has something to offer that 
makes ‘getting-together’ a formula for a better world? For example; I have written to 
and rang every Church and community organisation in my area and invited them to 
get together to talk about looking after the lonely and isolated people in the local 
area. I received no replies. What put them off? Was it because we are Catholics? 
Was it because they were too busy doing their own activities? Was it because 
everyone is protecting their own turf? I don’t know, but it highlights the hurdles that 
lie ahead. 
 
 

4) Item 7 in the thematic paper is about the role of women in the Church, and I’m very 
glad I’ve been asked to comment on this because I believe it is, without doubt’ the 
pivotal issue for the future of the Church in the 21st Century. I believe that unless 
there is a strong step forward towards eventual equality for women at this Plenary 
Council, then the Church will go into long-term decline.  
I’ve expressed my views before on this subject: “Traditionally, our God has been 
depicted as a man, supported by a very masculine church that has relegated women 
to be second class for 2000 years. In recent years, I’ve found the Church’s attitude to 
the role of women to be untenable and frankly, insulting; especially post the child 
abuse scandals across the world. In civil life, discrimination against women in 2020 is 
now mostly prohibited by law; and society expects equality for women in all walks of 
life; and we, expect it too from the Catholic Church”.   
 
I recently read a paper produced by an Australian Theologian; Associate Professor 
Mary Coloe published in November 2019. Mary highlights that the theological 
argument about the role/status of women has its roots in Greek philosophy; …. from 
Aristotle (384–322 BC). His understanding of the conception of human life was that a 
woman is the passive recipient of the male seed and the carrier of life; but she 
contributed nothing to that life’s origin. From this ‘wrong biology’ came a conclusion 
that women were deficient and that only the male was the true and complete sex; 
females were but a deviation.  
 



This view that women were physically deficient and inferior, may have been a factor 
in treating women as inferior over 2000 years.  As late as the 19th century, the view 
persisted that only the male contributed to the creation of human life, the woman 
provided the womb; ‘a receptacle’ to incubate and nourish life. It was not until 1827 
that Karl Ernst Von Baer identified and described the female ovum using a 
microscope. This discovery proved, for the first time; that a woman was also an 
active participant in human procreation; and therefore, could not be considered an 
inferior biological specimen of the human race. It’s extraordinary that this was only 
discovered in 1827; at that time, we knew more about electricity and the solar 
system than we did about the creation of human life. The key point here is that the 
perception of women’s natural inferiority to men emerged from Greek philosophy 
and was based on false biological fact and consequently led to false theology.” 
 
Women make up more than 50% of Catholic congregations; I can’t see why they 
would remain so if the Catholic Church considers them to be unworthy of taking a 
‘full’ place in the Church and I think it will be the ‘death knell’ of the Church if it 
continues to deny them equality. 
 

5) Item 8 is about Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, and I whole heartedly 
support any moves in this direction; I think it would be quite simple for every parish 
to get involved in this by having an annual recognition day and celebration with local 
indigenous communities so that we can learn from them. 
 

6) Item  9 is about trying to involve young people in the Church, I know my own parish 
is trying to start up a Youth group with very little success. I don’t think I’m equipped 
to comment usefully. 
 

7) Finally, the last item in the thematic paper is about building a better community – 
That means ‘Outreach! In my parish we have three outreach programs, one to 
Refugees, one to older and isolated people and the local St Vincent de Paul chapter. 
All do excellent work but there aren’t too many volunteers from the Church 
community, we’ve discovered that Catholics are good at looking after their own; but 
not keen on helping those outside their Church.  

 
 
In conclusion, this paper raises a number of well-worn issues that confront the modern 
Catholic Church, but sadly raises no solutions; Catholics are seeking radical change by the 
Church as evidences by the many submissions from the laity to the writing groups. 
 
The Plenary Council might consider ways to encourage parishioners to open up to the wider 
world – and spread the Kingdom of God to all. 
 


