
 

Let me start by stating that I fully understand the importance and imperative of a need for action in 
response to the horrific revelations of child abuse we have seen come to light in the last twenty years. 
The devastating reality of abuse simply cannot, nor should it ever, be ignored. This is possibly the 
social issue of our time. But it is that; a social issue that affects us as a society, and I am concerned 
that of the five groups recommended for mandatory reporting in the Amendment Bill, religious 
ministers are the only group which have been singled out. I would like to know why this is? Do 
Christians present a more pressing concern than any other group in society? Is there actually any 
legitimate reason for this singling out; one which would impinge religious practice and undermine 
religious freedom? It does seem that those who have put forward the recommendation for mandatory 
reporting have failed to understand the reality and practice of Confession within the Church, as well 
as being guilty of overlooking the possibility of cooperative action which could lead to those who are 
most vulnerable in our society being most protected, in favour of an immediate and rushed response 
which has not been thoroughly researched. This simplistic oversight could have dire and far reaching 
ramifications for our society, undermining one of our key freedoms - the freedom of worship and 
religious practice - and inhibiting the realisation of real justice and healing.  
 
So firstly let me address the misunderstanding of the reality and practice of confession. It is my 
concern that those who have put forward this amendment have no actual understanding of confession 
and may possibly be  thinking of it only in judicial, courtroom terms. Confession is not primarily 
judicial, but remedial. What I mean by that is that confession isn’t primarily about admitting a crime 
and being judged; confession is primarily about healing.  
 
For those who have been abused or affected by the trauma of abuse, confession offers a safe and 
secure place where they can meet with God for healing, comfort, and reparation. It’s where a victim's 
privacy is respected, in fact more than that is paramount, so that they are able to speak, and heal, at 
their own pace. It is a place where peace can come to replace years of hurt. The confessional seal 
protects that space and that reality. To lose this would be a travesty that would cause so, so many 
people to be left alone, without hope or healing. Group share sessions may make great movie scenes 
and fantastic fodder for a middle class concerned with its expanding waistline, but they do not, trust 
me, do anything to help the hurt and the needy who are burdened with a shame they don’t deserve 
and should never have; they don’t provide a place for the middle aged man who has carried the 
weight of another’s sin and needs the time and space to heal and find freedom. He finds this space in 
the safety of confession, protected by the confessional seal, with the help of a good and wise priest.  
 
But further to this I want to argue that confession is also healing for those who might one day have the 
potential to abuse others. In this sense it isn’t just individually healing, but socially. Imagine with me 
for a second the person who starts on a pathway toward abusing others; and it is always a pathway. 
Imagine he has, early on along that pathway, a place of privacy and hope to deal with something 
shameful with honesty and humility, to find healing for something that is not yet abusive but could lead 
to a desire to harm others. People aren’t born abusers; imagine if there was something that could help 
rescue those people who find themselves on this path. For people like this confession is healing and 
salvation, just as it would be for their potential victims. What I am saying here is that prevention is 
better than cure; and the confessional seal provides a preventative measure.  
 
Of course proving this with a strict empirical evidence based approach is an impossibility, but things of 
this nature are. Can I prove with statistics that confession has such a healing effect that it might 
prevent abusers from abusing? Well, no, not in so many words, because if it is working, we wouldn’t 
know. We could look and see if the number of abusers among those who have access to confession 
falls over time, or is lower to the numbers of those who don’t. This would be indicative, but not 
comprehensive. The question is more is confession, protected by the seal, part of a possible good, a 
prevention, and would mandatory reporting undermine that detrimentally. To the first, I think we need 
conclusive, unassailable evidence the it is not to break the seal; and to the second I think it is beyond 
doubt that it would do so.  
 
 
 
 Which is a point we should consider, that rather than undermining the practice of the Church, society 
should be working with the Church to solve this social issue, if not definitively following her lead.  



 
Now I know that you could say that recent history points to priestly abuses, and priests confess, 
therefore confessors are “getting away with it” and that must be because they think they can get off 
lightly through confession. I would respond that that is a leap of logic which doesn’t hold up and 
doesn’t understand the practice of confession - something that could be overcome simply by 
consulting those who know best, namely our priests. Besides which, I could just as easily argue that 
the problem of abuse has risen, over scale historical observations, with the decline in the practice and 
public consciousness of the sacrament of confession. That in fact, if you look historically it would 
seem that confession could claim to have a massively healing effect on society. But history isn’t our 
strong point right now, is it? We prefer preconceived narratives and prejudiced reactions - such as this 
one being put forward in the Amendment Bill.  
 
Now what I definitely would claim is that the Catholic Church has greater safeguarding measures than 
any other institution; better than sports clubs, better than schools, better than anyone else in our 
society, probably the world. If you look beyond the media stories you will see that in response to the 
horrors of child abuse, the Church has become one of the leading lights in safeguarding. She has 
become almost impeccable, doing all that could and should be done and more to protect the 
vulnerable. Under three consecutive pontiffs the Church has reformed her procedures and become an 
institution which I would entrust my own children to without hesitation. This is true, not just here, but 
on a global scale. The reason, I would argue, we are so aware of abuse in the Church is because she 
is doing such a good job of dealing with it; whilst elsewhere stories are still trickling slowly out, 
individuals are blamed whilst institutions are overlooked, and those who have been abused are only 
just finding their voice - see Australian Gymnastics or British Football for prime examples. The Church 
is leading the way on safe guarding, and the rest of society should be looking to them and asking for 
their help, because abuse is not just a church problem, it’s a social one. And I put it to you that 
confession is an opportunity to bring healing that would help to solve that problem, and the sanctity of 
the confessional seal is of paramount importance to that healing. 
 
I am afraid that this amendment seems to fail to see some pretty obvious issues within its own 
recommendations. The Catholic Church in Australia doesn’t actually have the power to enact the 
breaking of the Confessional seal, (that is power reserved for Rome and Rome alone). Further, this 
action would undermine a fundamental tenet of western civilisation, the freedom of religious practice. 
However, much more damning than this is its failure to see the obvious answer in bringing about 
actual healing and constructing actual safe guards for those who are actually vulnerable — the need 
to work together rather than to tear down trust and destroy healthy practices. If that were to be 
considered, the Catholic Church in Australia would be consulted on how we can best build a safer 
society, rather than undermined and attacked by those who are unable to understand her practice, by 
those who are too prejudiced to see the healing that their recommendations are taking away from 
those who need it most.  
 
I understand the need for mandatory reporting, and the purpose behind it. I only wish that those who 

had written this recommendation understood the Confessional Seal. There is still time for that. 




