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The Prime Minister took the only course open to her in agreeing to a Royal Commission into child 
sexual abuse in our country. There has been more than enough media coverage to convince any 
fair-minded person of the terrible damage done through the abuse of children. 
Over the past 20 years I have listened to people who have suffered such abuse, sometimes many 
years ago, and every time I hear a heartrending story I see another facet of the horror of this 
criminal behaviour. 
The loss of childhood innocence, the secrecy which means little ones carry a burden they can 
share with no one, the misguided sense of guilt they often carry for many years, blaming 
themselves for what someone else has done to them, their shame before God; all of which may be 
compounded at times when they do try to unburden their troubled souls and find they are not 
believed or understood. 
Some experience failed marriages; speaking to such people it becomes clear that sexuality, which 
is meant to be God's joyous gift, has been a source of confusion and hurt because of their 
destructive childhood experiences. Every person's experience will be different, but I believe the 
present publicity, painful though it be, will give more people the opportunity to unburden 
themselves and thus take the first steps towards finding healing and peace. 
Whatever form the Royal Commission takes, opportunity will be given to those who have suffered 
abuse to be heard and taken seriously, in such a way that not only will their own individual case be 
dealt with, but systems can be put in place to afford children greater protection in the future. 
I welcome the fact that the Royal Commission's scope will be wider than the confines of the 
Catholic Church. The abuse of children is a much wider issue. At the same time, I believe it 
important that Catholics as a church face up to the particular factors that have contributed to 
sexual abuse among the ranks of clergy and religious. 
The work that has already been done in Australia to address the problem should be acknowledged. 
Since 1996, the documents Towards Healing, which outlines the principles and procedures in 
responding to complaints of abuse , and Integrity in Ministry, which provides guidelines for 
behaviour, and other measures have attempted to provide justice and healing for all involved. 
People such as Sister Angela Ryan and Bishops Geoffrey Robinson, William Morris, Peter Connors 
and Philip Wilson have been at the forefront of such reform. 
Most people, including Catholics, would accept that the Church has been overly negative in its 
teaching on sexuality. Many Church pronouncements have caused me to question how an all-male 
celibate voice can realistically enunciate such teaching in a manner which is able to be understood 
by the whole human family. 
Unless women and married people are made part of the governance of the Church, there 
will continue to be a lack of balance and reality in its teaching, especially around sexuality. I 
include homosexuality in that critique. 
These are painful times to be a Catholic, but if we are humble enough to admit that at times we 
have got it wrong, sometimes horribly wrong, then there is the opportunity to make reparation 
and to do all we can to ensure the same mistakes are not repeated. 
Opening the Second Vatican Council 50 years ago, Pope John XXIII called on those within the 
Church to 'read the signs of the times' so as to bring the light of the Gospel on to every aspect 
of the life of the Church. My hope is that the Royal Commission can become for the Catholic 
Church a true instrument of grace and healing. 
Bishop Pat Power recently retired as Auxiliary Bishop of Canberra-Goulburn. 



 
No lowly scapegoats in 'necessary' Royal Commission 
Eureka Street article; MOIRA RAYNER NOVEMBER 12, 2012 
 
A Royal Commission is or should be a rare sight. A Royal Commission is a short-term, 
immensely powerful 'star chamber' set up by the executive. They should be few, because 
governments shouldn't be allowed to force people to give evidence, possibly incriminate 
themselves and be exposed to public obloquy, without compelling reason. 
There is such reason, and the blood has been crying out for justice for far too long. Adult 
survivors of sex crimes against them as children, by men who presented as the 
personification of God, have seen their assailants protected by the institutions they 
worked in. They and their advocates were finally backed up, surprisingly by police. It takes 
the force to confront the misuse of force. 
It started with the Victorian Police Commissioner's submission to the feeble Parliamentary 
inquiry established by Premier Baillieu this year. He was scathing about the local Catholic 
Church's obstruction of police investigations and its staggeringly complete failure to 
report known paedophile priests. 
Then Peter Fox, a senior Newcastle police officer, went public and, in his own words, 
'threw away' his career by demanding a Royal Commission into these cover-ups. When he 
was, instead, handed an inquiry into the response to reported sex crimes in his own 
district, the ensuing public disgust became politically necessary to assuage. 
It was the quickest and most effective campaign I have ever seen, and bore fruit 
yesterday when the Prime Minister announced a Commission into institutional responses to 
sex crimes against children in their care. 
Peter Fox has already been vilified as 'unstable', as it is ever the case for a whistleblower. 
He was a brave and decent man on last night's ABC 7.30 Report. So was Frank Brennan, 
the 'meddlesome priest', who told the ABC later that evening that responsibility for the 
repulsed investigations and the wretched decision-making that put the interests of the 
institution ahead of the love of God, goes high. Very high. There can be no lowly 
scapegoats here. 
This inquiry will be different. It must, because it would be another crime to indulge in 
titillating tales of torture, rape and beatings, and community outrage against 'beasts' who 
do these things. The beasts include ourselves. 
This investigation will be into the machinations of the institutions which represent the 
obligation of the state to protect children from exploitation and torture, and to facilitate 
their recovery. This duty is best set out in the Convention on the Rights of the Child, but 
that has only been with us since 1990, when Australia ratified it. 
But it is also into the wretched writhing of bodies who set themselves up in the name of 
God and religion and the eternal, who claim privileges in every day life, and who we trusted. 
Whom children trusted. Who betrayed them. 
I have worked my entire professional life for the right of every child to be heard, treated 
as a human being of innate worth and dignity, and taken seriously. I have appeared in 
courts, written papers, books and set up a commission for children's rights. 
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So it is not lightly that I say that our lack of care has taken away childhoods. Adult 
survivors have had their souls stolen, and every insulting excuse (it was only after Vatican 
II; we didn't know; a man is entitled to be presumed innocent; a child can't be believed; we 
sent him away for treatment; we didn't know then what we know now) reminds them daily 
about the ultimate betrayal of trust. 
This Commission must find a way to institutionalise the right of every child to be heard. It 
isn't about punishing the predators. We have to change, deeply. We must learn to listen to 
every child, as a moral equal. 
One of the informing moments of my career came from the survivors of a family which had 
finally disclosed that an authoritarian, imposing father had beaten and raped every one of 
his children under the very eye of their mother, who 'noticed' when he introduced his 
latest sexual partner, her eldest daughter's best friend, into the bed — and came to me. 
I interviewed every one of those children, and told her what they told me. In my presence 
and in theirs, she swore she didn't know: that it had always happened while she was 
working to support the family, usually on night shifts. In my presence two of those 
children said, 'But we told you, Mum.' She didn't hear. Even then, she didn't hear. 
This is not to be an inquiry into the monsters who, like that father, take advantage of the 
needy and vulnerable. I expect it to reveal more than we might like about why men and 
women just don't hear what children say or inquire into what they might say, who don't 
notice patterns of behaviour  in popular or powerful men, and turn a blind eye to the 
demonisation of the children who go 'wild'. 
I expect it to challenge some, at least, of the many men and women who, in their ordinary 
work and routine, deny the probability or truth of children's stories, of managers and 
pastors who choose to defer and refer responsibility to others and who wash their hands 
of the results of others' failure to achieve justice; who choose, in committees and after 
conferences with counsel, to decline to participate in investigations; and who may even be 
naive enough to accompany a paedophile to court: who escort from their desks those who 
try to act effectively about reporting and protecting the abuse of children's rights; who 
take comfort in their insurers' advice, and protect the reputations and safety deposit 
boxes of their respectable institutions. 
It will take years — the Irish commission took ten — and millions, and will destroy some 
reputations and lives and ambitions: and it may not be fair. It will not target just the 
Catholic Church. 
This is a direct call, to reassess the status of children. Compensating damaged adults and 
listening to them now is not enough. It sends a warning to all those comfortable people who 
believe in their own virtue. You should not be comfortable. Your sacred space has been 
defiled. Your institutions designed to protect children instead have given comfort and 
protection to their rapists and bullies. 
May there be hope for the boys and girls who are being groomed and frightened today and 
tonight. May this Commission's work tie a millstone around the necks of those who have 
hurt these little ones, by not loving and respecting their rights. May we see a sea change. 
Moira Rayner is a barrister and writer. 



 
Why the Church should thank the media 
Eureka Street article; MICHAEL MCVEIGH NOVEMBER 14, 2012 
 
The Royal Commission into child sexual abuse can only be a good thing for the 
Catholic Church. It is a chance to account for the betrayal and crimes of priests 
and other church representatives who committed acts of abuse against the 
vulnerable, and for the careless, even callous way in which many church officials 
responded to complaints against their own. This will be a long overdue first step in 
moving forward. 
However, while victims have been calling for a Royal Commission for a long time, 
and while the bishops have welcomed it, the fact that it has taken government 
intervention for a proper account of the crisis to take place represents in part a 
failure of the Church's response. 
The Church's defenders point to the policies and procedures put in place to 
protect children, the establishment of the National Committee for Professional 
Standards, and the Towards Healing processes for providing compensation and 
support for victims unwilling to make complaints against abusers through the legal 
system. 
Most abuse cases today are from more than 20 years ago, indicating a change in 
Church practice and in cultural attitudes, providing better protection for young 
people. The Church's current procedures are part of a laudable move towards a 
response centred on the needs of victims, and a greater awareness of the problem 
in general. 
But its response has fallen short in other areas. 
When Church authorities first got together to address the issue of abuse by 
clergy at the beginning of the 1990s, they developed a nine-point plan. One of the 
points was to research whether or not there were particular issues in the culture 
of the Church that might contribute to people abusing. 
Yet more than 20 years later, we're yet to see a serious study of these issues that 
has grown out of the lessons learned. Nor have we been given an adequate account 
of the number of abuse cases the various dioceses and religious orders have dealt 
with through their formal processes, or the nature and distribution of the cases. 
While changes have been made in the processes for selecting and forming priests 
and religious, and while there is a greater awareness of the nature of abuse and 
paedophilia, we're yet to see a serious institutional effort to explore whether the 
Church's approaches to sexuality, power and authority, allowed a climate of abuse 
to occur. Independent contributions such as that of Bishop Geoffrey Robinson have 
been marginalised and largely ignored. 
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In addition, while there have been apologies to victims — including the 2008 
apology from Pope Benedict XVI at World Youth Day, and various efforts by 
bishops and congregational leaders — the Church is yet to find a structure where 
true reconciliation can take place. 
The Pope's 2008 apology in many ways echoed Pope John Paul II's speech to 
Indigenous people in 1986. That speech proved to be the beginning of an era of 
reconciliation between Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people and the rest 
of the Church. 
It saw the establishment of the National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
Catholic Council, the creation of an Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Sunday 
on the liturgical calendar, and a greater awareness and acceptance of Indigenous 
culture and peoples in Catholic schools, parishes and other institutions. 
The 2008 apology saw no such follow-up for victims of abuse. What formal 
recognition is made each year for the victims of abuse by clergy? Where are the 
Catholic bodies for these victims? Where are the priests and religious dedicated 
to ministering to them and advocating for them both within the Church and in 
broader society? 
In terms of its ability to continue to minister to the Australian people with any 
integrity, this crisis is the biggest to face the Church. As well as providing 
protocols for complaints against clergy to be heard, the bishops needed to be 
leaders in publicly recognising the issue and providing spaces for victims to have 
their voices heard. The fact that we're still talking about this issue today shows 
that the Church has failed to do this adequately. 
Cardinal George Pell argued this week that the Church has been unfairly vilified by 
the media. But the media has done the Church a favour in bringing this issue to 
light and campaigning for a more compassionate response to victims. The Church 
through inaction has lost its moral authority when it comes to this issue. Until it 
can provide a proper account of its misdeeds and point to real commitments to 
victims, the attacks will justifiably continue. 
 
Michael McVeigh is editor of Australian Catholics.  
 


