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Catholic organisations in the Archdiocese of Melbourne make a substantial contribution to the community in the areas of health, social services and education.

This Gospel-inspired contribution is wide-ranging and diverse. It is dynamic. And it builds strongly on the work of previous generations; on the traditions and charisms of religious congregations; the innovations of earlier leaders; and the teachings and commitment of the Church over the years.

This contribution is, in the main, a practical one – hospitals, schools and agencies are busy places. Time to reflect on the work that is undertaken is important, but hard to find. This was why Bishop Christopher Prowse invited leaders from each of these fields to join a group of bishops, leaders of religious congregations and pastoral leaders to the Thomas Carr Centre in East Melbourne on 3 March 2009 to consider opportunities and challenges that arise in strengthening Catholic identity in these areas of the Church’s mission.

In opening the seminar, Bishop Prowse characterised the session as an opportunity, in our busy lives, “to learn from each other, to see where the challenges are coming from and what directions and possibilities open up for us in the Melbourne Archdiocese in the years ahead”. The objective, he said, was to make evangelisation and the Catholic presence in health, education and social services in the Archdiocese of Melbourne even more prominent in the years ahead.

This was the first of three seminars on this topic that Bishop Prowse has convened for March. As the first in the series, it focussed on the theoretical underpinnings of Catholic identity – as Sr Catherine McCahill put it, on “building the scaffolding” to enable later consideration of practical and specific issues. The first three presentations at the seminar introduced the concept of Catholic identity from three perspectives: theological, biblical and philosophical.

Bishop Tim Costelloe commenced consideration of what it is that defines a Catholic identity. Professional excellence was important, but not the whole story. A Catholic institution should focus on pastoral care, but so do many other bodies. ‘Gospel values’ are important – tolerance, inclusiveness, compassion, generosity, forgiveness, reconciliation – but, again, you don’t have to be a Catholic agency to identify with these truly human values.

Beyond these features, Catholicity is about a “fundamental perspective about the nature of God, and the nature of the relationship into which human beings are invited by God”. Jesus came that people might have life, and have it in abundance (John 10:10): an agency is Catholic, therefore, if it is seeking, “in the name of Jesus and through the presence and power of Jesus, to enhance people’s experience of life”.

Sr Catherine McCahill SGS presented a scriptural perspective. In our identity we build on the story of God and His people, the revelation of the encounter between God and humanity that the Bible presents. We build on the Biblical reality of exile and return, fidelity and betrayal, and of renewed hope.

We are people of the person of Jesus Christ, the mediator, the sum of all creation, the Word made flesh among us. And we come together in our covenant community to go out to others: in a spirit of stewardship, not possessiveness; we value all creation, and especially the human person; we trust in God’s fidelity; and we seek out “the least of my sisters and brothers”.

From a philosophical perspective, Fr Shane Mackinlay, lecturer in Philosophy at Catholic Theological College, stressed the insight that “Catholic faith is open to reason, relies on reason, and expects to be able to present its beliefs in a reasoned and reasonable way”. Reason contributes to our understanding of our faith, and also to our insight into God’s revelation and order.

This, Fr Mackinlay argued, means that arguments drawing on faith and revelation can be presented in a way that is open to reason, and that makes a contribution to public debate and public life – faith and reason complement one another.

It was rich fare. And discussion led in many directions.

Salesian provincial and renowned author and scripture scholar Fr Frank Moloney drew wide support with his contention that it is the pascal mystery, the salvific suffering, death and resurrection of Jesus, that is at the heart of Catholic identity.

Several speakers reflected on the nature of Catholic identity in an agency that has a pluralist workforce and that seeks to serve those in need – differences can be creative; leadership is crucial. Fr Joe Caddy, chief executive of Centacare Catholic Family Services, explained that it is part of our identity as Catholics that ours is a mission of service to all, our identity throws us into the world. But to be that light that shines for all, we need to know where we are coming from.

Professor Gabrielle McMullen, pro-vice-chancellor (academic) at the Australian Catholic University, summarised the seminar, and responded to the discussion. Among other things, she too picked up the theme that the works of health, social services and education are central to the Church itself: “For the Church, charity is not a kind of welfare activity which could equally well be left to others, but is a part of her nature, an indispensable expression of her very being” (Pope Benedict XVI, God is Love n.25).

Professor McMullen’s final reflection was that we need constant renewal as we, as the Church, bring Christ to the here and now.

The seminar sought to be part of such renewal. Early feedback was positive: the issues were important, the presentations insightful, the dialogue interesting and robust. All felt that there was much more that could have been said – the session was but a beginning.

The next seminar will focus on current issues that arise in agencies in the three sectors in carrying out their Gospel mission, and the third will focus on practical responses to strengthen the identity and mission of this work. These will enable follow-up to many of the issues raised in the first seminar, and the dialogue should progressively deepen.

It is planned to publish the key inputs and summaries from the series to make the material available to a broader audience, in the health, welfare and education fields, and in the community generally. 
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