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To the Plenary Council 2020 team, 

 

SUBMISSION FROM HOLY FAMILY CATHOLIC PARISH, COMO, WESTERN AUSTRALIA 

 

Scope and purpose of this submission 

Our parish has held two listening and dialogue sessions for parishioners in response to the Church’s 

call for participation in the work of the Plenary Council. 

This purpose of this submission is to convey the tenor of the key components of the dialogue as 

fairly and accurately as possible. It does not purport to exhaustively convey every opinion 

parishioners expressed. 

 

About us 

Holy Family Catholic Parish is a medium-sized parish in the suburb of Como in Perth, Western 

Australia. 

We are led by Parish Priest Father Ossie Lewis and his Assistant Priest, Father Greg Carroll. The 

Priests are supported by a part-time Pastoral Assistant, a fully operating Parish Pastoral Council and 

a part-time administration team. 

Our parish consists of the amalgamation of the former parishes of Como and nearby Kensington, 

however Catholics from other suburbs also attend our services and participate in parish activities. 



Como and Kensington are established and somewhat affluent suburbs, home to many senior citizens 

but also many families and young couples. We are a culturally and ethnically diverse parish. 

Our parish offers weekday masses from Tuesday through to Friday with three weekend masses  

together with an active social and activity calendar. We strive to make our parish a warm and 

inviting place for those who need to experience the softer side of all that Catholicism has to offer. 

Our Parish does not have an on-site school, but we are serviced by two Catholic primary schools in 

adjoining suburbs. There are a number of quality Catholic secondary schools reasonably close by. 

 

 

Procedure adopted 

A sub-committee consisting of three members of the Parish Pastoral Council was formed to engage 

parishioners with the work of the Plenary Council. 

Parishioners were invited to attend two listening and dialogue sessions, each held after a 10am 

Sunday mass. 

The first session was held on 12 August 2018. We began with an introduction to the work, aims and 

scope of the Plenary Council.  The focus was on question 1: What do you think God is asking of us in 

Australia at this time? 27 parishioners attended and formed into four smaller discussion groups. 

They were asked to spend some time silently reflecting on the question. They were then asked to 

listen to each other’s contributions. An appointed leader facilitated each group’s discussion and later 

sent their minutes of the dialogue to the author to be collated for the purposes of this submission. 

At the end of the session, a member of each small group summarised their group’s main ideas for all 

who were present. 

The second session was held on 21 October 2018. The focus was on question 2: What questions do 

you have for the Plenary Council in 2020? We followed the same introductory and information-

gathering procedure as during the first session, with 15 parishioners attending and breaking into 

three smaller groups for listening and dialogue. Unfortunately the dialogue within one of the three 

smaller groups was not minuted as a result of an oversight. The author contacted (or attempted to 

contact) each member of that smaller group and invited them to send her their contributions 

regarding question 2 for inclusion in this submission. 

Attendees at both sessions were informed of the Parish’s intention to make a collective submission 

based on the dialogue heard, but they were also strongly encouraged to focus on making individual 

submissions online. 

 

 

 

 



Response to question 1: What do you think God is asking of us in Australia at this time? 

 

The question itself 

We appreciate the broad nature of the question itself. It invites us to be candid and it gives us hope 

that the Bishops of Australia are genuinely interested in consulting everyday Catholics about the 

future of our Church. We see this as an exciting time. We are mindful, however, that the question 

asks us to discern between our own desires and what we believe God’s desires to be. 

 

Adapting to modern societal attitudes and mores 

We feel that God is asking us to live the Word in a more pragmatic and modern way than ever 

before. 

Many of us feel that God is trying to encourage us to keep up with the times as society relaxes its 

attitudes and mores around social media usage, the status of women, workplace behaviours, same 

sex marriage and sexual behaviours. We feel that God is asking us to accept the truth and replace 

the language of condemnation with the language of acceptance and compassion. We feel that God is 

asking the church to replace its rigid thinking with views that authentically help people to cope with 

the struggles in their lives. 

On the other hand, others feel that the Church should not compromise in its teachings or be afraid 

to put forth its values. They are mindful that our country is becoming more secular and that there is 

social pressure to accept that. This view has an added dimension in that there seems to be an 

expectation that society will accept the influence of non-Christian practices as we become 

increasingly multicultural. We need to do what we can to ensure we do not lose the Christian 

foundations of our nation. 

 

Women in the church 

Although women have some say in leadership matters, in truth their influence is minimal and we are 

led almost exclusively by men. 

Many of us believe that God wants to see women being ordained as priests. At the very least, 

women should be allowed to serve on the altar in all sorts of other roles, including delivering 

homilies. Women need to be visibly represented in leadership positions within parishes, Church 

offices and organisations. A properly resourced structure needs to be created for placing women 

into leadership positions more often. 

These views were strongly and widely held among session participants. 

 

 



Leadership and structure 

We feel that God is calling upon us to acknowledge that our leaders, both lay and clergy, are not 

perfect. At the same time, God urges us not to reject them in a wholesale way. 

There is a need to break down the clericalism that currently exists where the entirely male clergy has 

most of the authority and makes most of the decisions. The clergy needs to view itself as being at 

the service of the people like Christ showed himself to be. 

There is a need for a more open leadership with greater consultation with the laity and the members 

of the clergy who practise at the grassroots. 

The Church needs to adapt its internal governance structures so that changes to policies and 

procedures can happen quickly and effectively. 

Lay people’s skills and expertise should be celebrated and put to better use in parish operations. 

Better structures need to be put in place to support parish priests. Each parish should have a 

properly recruited manager or administrator with a centrally paid salary to help parishes integrate 

with the rest of society in the way they operate. Women should be encouraged to apply for these 

positions. 

 

Financial transparency 

There is a need for transparency and accountability in the way Church and parish finances are 

handled. Catholics should be informed about all monies raised and given details of all expenditure. 

 

Rebuilding public trust 

We feel that God is asking us to be mindful of the way other Catholics and secular society view the 

Church. Our leaders need to be more co-operative with civil law enforcement authorities. They 

should not close ranks to protect priests who have committed crimes. 

Australian courts often remind themselves that: “the law should both be fair and be seen to be fair”. 

Likewise, the Church should immerse itself in the idea of both being good and being seen to be good 

in the way it conducts its affairs. This is the cornerstone of rebuilding public trust. 

 

Bringing people back to the church 

We feel that parishes should be supported to undertake grassroots activities that will attract people, 

for example children’s activities and adult faith education. 

God is calling on us to create opportunities for Catholics to develop closer bonds with each other. 

There is a need to develop Small Christian Communities where parishioners can come together on a 

regular basis to share their faith, pray together, support one another, reach out to the needy and 



develop their spirituality. There is a real need for people to be involved at this deeper level and have 

fulfilling experiences in parish life. 

There also is a lack of drawcards for Catholics aged in their 30s and 40s who are past the youth 

catchment but are not yet of a senior standing in the church community. These people are often 

busy working and raising families, so God is calling on us to be creative and make changes that will 

make Church participation attractive and realistic for them, for example family-friendly mass times 

which are less likely to clash with children’s weekend sport commitments. 

God is calling on us to realise that although the Catholic education system is thriving, there is a 

disconnect between demand for places in Catholic schools and active Church involvement. God is 

asking us to examine the real reasons why so many people who identify as Catholic keep away from 

the Church, and do more work at a grassroots level to bring them back. 

 

Youth engagement 

Many of us feel that the Church needs to re-brand itself and become more attractive to the 15-30 

year old demographic. Candidly put, many young Catholics find mass to be too long and boring. To 

them, the need to feel engaged outweighs traditional thinking about why the liturgy cannot change. 

Parishes should offer shorter, simpler masses to cater for younger people who have competing 

interests and demands on their time. Some older parishioners still enjoy the traditional mass 

experience, but many of us feel that God is calling on us to offer a variety of different presentation 

styles in recognition of the diverse needs and tastes of Australians today. 

Young people can find it difficult to defend their faith when challenged due to a lack of skills or 

knowledge. Youth groups should organise workshops to help young people build their skills and be 

armed with strategies to better practise their faith. 

 

Catholic education 

Our Catholic schools are well positioned to encourage young people to pray more often and see the 

ritual celebration of Catholic feast days as a comfort, however the way religion is taught in Catholic 

schools can have the effect of making teenagers turn away from Catholicism. 

Our experience is that the approach of religious educators can be somewhat dichotomous in that 

Catholicism is either forced on teenagers, triggering rebellion, or it is taught so liberally that it stops 

being true to what it is supposed to be. 

God is asking us to be mindful that the way we treat teenagers during religion classes will affect their 

faith and attitudes towards Catholicism later in life. We therefore need to deal with the challenge of 

teenage questioning with warmth and information. 

Some of us feel that God is asking us to educators to deliver religious education in a way that 

intrinsically motivates teenagers to become involved Catholics. 



Married clergy 

Many of us feel that God is calling on us to open our minds to having women priests, and almost all 

of us feel that God would like to see existing priests being allowed to marry and have children. 

We also feel that God would be happy to see men who are already married be ordained. This would 

attract suitable men with experience in family life into the clergy and help bring the Church into the 

modern world. Historically, the Church did allow married men to be ordained, but it changed the 

rules to suit its own needs at the time. We are now of the view the Church should change the rules 

again. We see not doing so as detrimental to the Church. 

These views were also widely and strongly held among session participants. 

 

Human reproduction and sexuality 

Many of us feel that God is calling on the Church to relax its traditional and rigid approach to sexual 

morality, so that we can open our arms much wider to those who feel rejected by the current 

teachings. The church should be a place of comfort, acceptance and relaxation in this world that 

spins faster and faster. 

Some of us feel that God is calling on the Church to let childless couples use reproductive 

technologies such as IVF to adequately recognise the deep trauma childlessness causes. 

Some of us also feel that God is also calling on the church to allow people to space their children 

using contraception (including permanent methods such as vasectomy once families are complete) 

in this time of climate change and overpopulation. 

 

A steadfast but welcoming church 

God is calling on us to navigate the tension between being steadfast in some of our teachings on one 

hand, but being a welcoming and inclusive Church on the other. 

Some of us feel that the Church should not compromise on its teachings or principles in an 

increasingly secular world. They feel that we are called upon to explain and educate the public on 

the rationales behind our stances on issues such as abortion, euthanasia and same sex marriage. 

Others feel that the teachings need to be relaxed so that the Church becomes more inclusive and 

welcoming of those who genuinely face hardship complying with the rules. Those who hold this view 

feel that the Church needs to better exemplify God’s love and acceptance of people and the true 

struggles they face. 

 

 

 



How we worship 

Some of us feel that God is calling on us to offer more than one way to worship beyond the 

traditional Sunday mass so that those who do not find mass engaging can participate in other ways. 

Ideas include community prayer sessions and bible study groups. 

Many of us feel that the clergy should be trained to give homilies which are more uplifting, inspiring 

and engaging. 

Some of us feel that God is calling on us to put our faith into practice by doing things such as visiting 

the sick to meet their social, psychological and spiritual needs and that more emphasis needs to be 

placed on similar grassroots activities. 

 

Media 

The media often focuses on the Church’s wrongdoings. Some of this is justified but many 

exaggerations and omissions are left unchecked by Church authorities. 

We overwhelmingly feel that God is calling on the Church to set up a well-resourced professional 

media branch to counter this fake news promptly and effectively. Our Church needs a more public 

face. We need a team to interact with the media and present our church in a more balanced and 

positive light. 

We need to use a combination of traditional forms of media and social media to our advantage and 

distribute God’s message effectively into society. We need to enter a new era and embrace the way 

social media can reach into people’s hearts. Good quality official Church websites should be created 

and advertised to distribute reliable information and inspire participation. 

We realise that these sorts of concerted media efforts consume resources, but we feel that God 

would consider it to be a worthy evangelical cause. 

At the same time, some of us feel that God is calling on us to teach people how to discern for 

themselves what is true and what is false in the media. 

 

Conclusions 

Our dialogue was consistently to the following effect: 

1. We feel that God is calling on us to bring Catholics back to the Church by being more 

engaging and meeting their true underlying needs. 

2. Many, but not all, of us feel that God is calling on the Church to become more inclusive in its 

position on married clergy, the standing of women and sexual morality. 

3. We feel that God is calling on the Church to adopt a more consultative and less clerical 

leadership structure. 

4. We feel that God is calling on us to better use the media to his advantage. 



Response to question 2: What questions do you have about the future of the Church for the 

Plenary Council to consider in 2020? 

 

The question itself 

We see little substantive difference between questions 1 and 2 in that both questions call upon us to 

consider the changes we would like to see in the way the Church operates in Australia. 

Much of the discussion in response to question 2 reflected the sentiments already expressed in 

response to question 1. 

 

How meaningful is the Plenary Council’s resolve to change? 

The Church is steeped in tradition. All our lives we have been witness to an extremely slow pace of 

change within the Church. Are the Bishops of Australia now serious about changing things within a 

meaningful time frame? 

Many of us see a need for doctrinal changes which fall outside the scope of the plenary. For 

example, marriage annulment needs to become more accessible. More reproductive technologies 

(including IVF) need to be allowed in order to alleviate the deep suffering of childless couples and 

would-be grandparents. Abortions should be allowed in cases where the pregnancy creates a 

significant risk to the mother’s health. 

Can the Bishops of Australia really influence change around these issues in Rome? 

As the plenary is limited to Australia and many of our practices in this country have some basis in 

doctrine, would Vatican approval be needed to bring about meaningful change? 

 

Can ordinary Catholics have more influence over doctrinal change? 

We perceive that the Pope needs the support of the Cardinals in order to create doctrinal change. At 

the same time, many of us feel that the Cardinals are too conservative and will not co-operate. 

Ordinary Catholics need to have more influence over doctrine. After all, we are the ones expected to 

tolerate the rules whether we feel they are conducive to our wellbeing or not. Is there support 

among Church leaders for giving more power to the people in settling matters of doctrine? 

 

Will the Church give women more involvement and influence in the Church? 

We feel that women need to occupy very senior leadership positions within the Church to ensure 

that there is a gender-balanced perspective in the formation of rules and practices. 

 



How will the Church improve attendance rates? 

This question speaks for itself. 

 

What is the plan for re-building public trust in the Church? 

Is there a plan for making the Church’s good works known to counterbalance some of the negative 

publicity we are receiving? 

Can we establish a properly funded media team to assist with this and present a Christian 

worldview? 

 

Can the mass become more user-friendly? 

Is there scope for the mass to become less repetitive and more interactive, for example by priests 

taking questions after the homily, either from the floor or from a drop-box in each parish? 

 

How is the Church going to bring young people back? 

We need to make participating in church life something that young people look forward to. Is there a 

plan for this? 

Other Christian denominations seem to succeed by training young people to take on more 

responsibilities within their church communities. 

 

Will the Church focus more on connecting Catholics at a grassroots level, for example by fostering 

Small Christian Communities? 

Small Christian Communities (similar to prayer groups) play an important role in our parish’s cultural 

fabric. Many of our parishioners enjoy having a group of like-minded Catholics to bond and pray with 

in a social environment outside the four walls of the Church. They find that this increases their sense 

of commitment to the parish, strengthens their sense of Catholic identity and brings them closer to 

God. 

 

Can the Church focus more on spirituality and less on people following its moral rules? 

Many of us consider that the Church’s focus should be on helping people to strengthen their 

relationships with God rather than on encouraging them to follow the Church’s rules around 

morality. 

There are times when we feel God does not expect us to follow the rules. People’s lives are complex. 

Sometimes it is counterproductive to our spiritual development if the rules are too burdensome and 



rigid. The rules would be better regarded as guidelines. The overarching message needs to be about 

God’s love for us rather than condemnation. 

We feel that the Church needs to become more integrated with the outside world. It needs to accept 

that people operate differently and have different priorities than they did in the past. Accordingly, 

the church needs to take a more inclusive and less judgmental approach, largely through doctrinal 

reform. 

 

How will the Church encourage people to ponder the fundamental underpinnings of Catholicism 

into the future? 

In the coming years, how will the Church encourage public discourse about basic religious questions, 

for example whether or not there is a god and how we can meet our responsibilities towards those 

with insufficient means? 

Is there a plan for the Church to reach out to people via traditional media (eg television) and/or 

social media in a persistent, modern and well-resourced way? Will the media be used to spark 

interest in biblical theology? 

Ongoing substantial media coverage may cost a lot of money. Do the Bishops consider this to be a 

worthwhile expense? 

  

Where can Catholics access reliable information about the Church’s teachings? 

There are many articles on the internet which deal with subjects such as abortion, euthanasia and 

marriage equality but there needs to be an official source of information (eg a website) guiding 

Catholics as to what the Church’s teachings are and why. 

 

What are the latest developments in the Church’s dialogue with the leaders of other religions? 

Christians and people of other beliefs can work together to build a world that reflects the best of our 

religious heritages where religion is a source of peace and collaboration. 

 

What roles are Catholics allowed to play in the rites of other religions? 

Some Catholics belong to multi-religious families. They may be invited to participate in the rites of 

other religions in circumstances where refusal may offend. For example, they may be offered food 

which was used in a religious ritual. What does the Church teach in these circumstances? 

 

 



Why doesn’t the Church accept married clergy? 

Many Catholics believe the rules in this regard are man-made and not based on Canon Law. 

Many other religions which allow priests to marry have found them able to perform their roles well. 

We feel that married priests would bring valuable and realistic family experiences to their roles. 

Some of us feel that it is not right to exclude married Catholics from the priesthood and yet allow 

married Anglican priests to become Catholic priests. 

 

Why doesn’t the Church allow divorce and can this change? 

There are a variety of reasons why marriages fail. The Church is and should be pro-marriage, but we 

also need to genuinely support those whose marriages have failed. This extends to giving them our 

blessing as they move on and find new partners to marry in their quest to be happy. In some cases 

the Church’s blessing is crucial to the person’s ability to enjoy a satisfying life. 

 

Why has the church retained its power to excommunicate Catholics in this day and age? 

Although rarely used, the Church still has the power to excommunicate Catholics. Most Catholics 

consider excommunication to be incompatible with Christ’s teachings about love and forgiveness. 

 

Conclusions 

Some of our key questions can be summarised as follows: 

1. Is it realistic to expect that the plenary will generate meaningful change considering that our 

practices in Australia are largely informed by Catholic doctrine which the Bishops are not 

empowered to change? 

2. Many of us would like to see the Church allow women priests, women leaders, married 

clergy, IVF and divorce/annulment on request. Are these realistic areas for reform? 

3. How can we draw people back to the Church? How can we become a more loving, 

connected and inclusive Church? 

4. How can we use the media (both traditional and modern) to better project Catholicism into 

the community? 

 

Claire Noonan 

Parish Pastoral Councillor 

Holy Family Catholic Parish 

45 Thelma Street, Como, Western Australia  6152 


