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I thank the organizers for the invitation to speak today.  We spent a lot of time 

trying to work out what I’d actually talk about!  So my hope is that there is something 

that I have to say today, during my two talks, that you can find useful. 

A bit of background about myself.  I was born in 1975, and grew up on the 

southside of Brisbane.  I went to Catholic schooling right through.  The thought of 

being a priest was with me in some way from early on, because I can remember telling 

at some point in later primary school that I either wanted to be a teacher or a priest.  I 

became involved in parish things as I was growing up, particularly in music: singing 

in the choir, playing the organ, and eventually assisting with co-ordinating music.  I 

got to know various priests over the course of this time, and there was something 

about their life that made me feel called to follow.  I entered the then Pius XII 

Seminary at Banyo twenty years ago this year, in 1993.  I did a parish pastoral 

placement in Boonah parish and my final year of formation was spent at Inala parish, 

during which I was ordained a deacon and sent to Booval parish.  I was ordained a 

priest on September 14, 2000, the Feast of the Triumph of the Holy Cross.  After 

priestly ordination I continued at Booval and then went to Burleigh Heads. 

My “career” took a little detour at the end of 2000 when I felt called to test a 

vocation to the Cistercian monks at Tarrawarra Abbey in Melbourne.  I spent nine 
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months with the Cistercians there, before returning to Brisbane.  I’ll always be 

grateful to Archbishop Bathersby for allowing me to do that, because my monastic 

sojourn was a wonderful experience, and part of the monastery lives in my heart.  

Having spent nine months “in the womb” of the monastery and then returning to 

diocesan ministry I call myself, somewhat tongue-in-cheek, a “born again diocesan 

priest!” 

After returning to Brisbane from the monastery I did postings at St Stephen’s 

Cathedral, then at Noosa and Sunnybank before becoming Parish Priest of St Mary’s, 

Coomera, on the Gold Coast.  I was just getting warmed up there (I’d been there two 

years) when my mobile phone rang one Tuesday afternoon and it was Father Peter 

Meneely on the line, asking if I would make an appointment to go and see the 

Archbishop.  Of course my mind started thinking, “I haven’t done anything wrong … 

I think!”  After the pause, Fr Meneely said, “Oh, don’t worry, there’s nothing wrong.  

The Archbishop wants to you to go and do some further studies.”  So that led to my 

departure for Ottawa, Canada, at the beginning of September 2010 to do a licentiate in 

Canon Law, which I completed December last. 

So I’ve now been home for eight months, and it’s been a busy time settling into 

my new jobs, which are five days a week in the Marriage Tribunal in Brisbane, and 

one day a week in the parish of Browns Plains where I live. 

I must admit that I never had any particular interest in Canon Law before, 

beyond knowing the essential things I had to know.  But I must also admit that my 
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studies have introduced me to what I find a quite interesting aspect of the Church’s 

life, and I’m pleased that I can serve the Church in this way. 

Canon Law, ultimately, is something which serves the mission of the Church.  

If you think about it, we live our lives within the context of norms of one kind or 

another.  Some are customs: there are certain things we do because we live in a 

particular place, in a particular culture.  Other norms are more explicit.  If we drive on 

the roads then we drive according to the road rules.  Even just now, right at this 

moment, we’re all acting according to accepted norms: I’m speaking as I’ve been 

asked to do, you are sitting listening.  Chaos would ensue if someone else decided 

right now that they were going to be the speaker;  or if everyone decided that they’d 

just have their own conversations. 

One of the services that Canon Law renders the Church is by providing a 

framework that assists the good ordering of the Church;  by providing structures and 

the like that allow all members of the Church to do what they are meant to be doing, 

including exercising their rights and fulfilling their obligations.  Canon Law also 

serves the Church by providing remedies for when there is a breakdown in the 

following of the Church’s norms, and helping to restore order. 

Canon Law follows Theology 

An important thing to remember is that Canon Law follows the Church’s belief 

and theology, that is to say, it comes after.  We say that theology is faith seeking 

understanding.  Well it has been said that Canon Law is faith seeking action.  One of 

the things I like about Canon Law is that it’s about practical things.  The business of 
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Canon Law is to help individuals and groups within the Church to do what they are 

meant to be doing. 

 We can perhaps see how Canon Law follows Church doctrine if we look at our 

more recent manifestations of the Church’s law.  On January 25, 1969, Pope John XIII 

called for three things.  He said: “We propose to call a Diocesan Synod for Rome, and 

an Ecumenical Council for the Universal Church. […] They will lead to the desired 

and long awaited modernization of the Code of Canon Law, which is expected to 

accompany and to crown these two efforts in the practical application of the rules of 

ecclesiastical discipline, applications the Spirit of the Lord will surely suggest to Us as 

We proceed. The coming promulgation of the Code of Oriental Law foreshadows 

these events” (JOHN XXIII, allocution to the Roman Cardinals, 25 January 1959).  So 

we can see, right from the moment that the Council that became Vatican II was called, 

that whatever happened at the Council would lead to the “modernization” of the Code 

of Canon Law (the previous one having been promulgated in 1917).  As things turned 

out, it was some years after 1965 – the close of Vatican II – that the new Code of 

Canon Law for the Latin Church would see the light of day: 1983.  And then seven 

years later in 1990 the Code of Canons for the Eastern Catholic Churches was 

promulgated. 

 Blessed John Paul II stated that “the revised Code of Canon Law embodies the 

directives and the true spirit of the Second Vatican Council.”1  He also believed that 

                                                             

1 JOHN PAUL II, “The Role of Canon Lawyers in the Life of the Church: Pope’s Message to Congress 
Meeting in Ottawa, Canada,” in L’Osservatore Romano, Weekly Edition in English, 3 September 1984, p. 7. 
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“the new Code is the last major document called for by the Council.”2 Throughout the 

apostolic constitution Sacrae disciplinae leges by which John Paul II promulgated the 

new Code, he goes to great lengths to show the correspondence of the new Code with 

the teachings of Vatican II. He states that the “new Code could be understood as a 

great effort to translate this same conciliar doctrine and ecclesiology into canonical 

language.”3  With the promulgation of the Code for the Eastern Churches John Paul II 

believed, and stated, that “the updating of the entire discipline of the Catholic Church, 

begun by Vatican Council II, has been concluded, and God is to be thanked for this.”4 

 So, in summary, these thoughts show that one of the goals of Canon Law is to 

see that the theology of Church – what it believes and teaches – is given practical 

experession in the structures and relationships within the Church, as outlined in the 

Church’s law. 

The creative usefulness of Canon Law 

 As I’ve mentioned already, we have norms in life because it helps us achieve 

our purposes.  Without some level of norms, either customary or articulated, we’d 

have a mess!  Another aspect of the service that Canon Law offers to the Church is 

that it can provide a structured response to unique pastoral questions, and a way to 

deal with aspects of life within the Church. 

                                                             

2 Ibid. 
 
3 SDL, p. xxx. 
 
4 JOHN PAUL II, allocution to the Synod of Bishops on the new Code of Canons of the Eastern Churches, 

25 October 1990, in AAS, 83 (1991), pp. 486-493, English translation in L’Osservatore Romano, Weekly 
Edition in English, 5 November 1990, n. 4, p. 1. 
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 As an example of this, I’d like to point to two things that Pope Benedict XVI 

did.  I believe that these examples show the creativity of Pope Benedict, and the way 

the law can be used as a means of responding to current issues, and moving forward. 

 Ever since Vatican II and the reforms of the Roman Liturgy that followed, and 

particularly since the excommunications of Archbishop Lefebvre and those he illicitly 

consecrated as bishops, the issue of the Old Mass had become neuralgic in the life of 

the Church.  There was a certain uncertainty about the indults that were possible to 

allow the licit/lawful celebration of the Old Mass.  Different bishops were more open 

to it than others.  My impression was always that a cloud hung over communities 

attached to the older forms of the Liturgy.  With the promulgation in 2007 of 

Summorum Pontifcum, Pope Benedict took away any uncertainty about the place of 

the older forms of the Liturgy.  He creatively stated that we were to understand that 

there are two forms of the Liturgy in the one Roman Rite: the ordinary and the 

extraordinary form.  He gave all priests the permission to celebrate both forms, no 

longer needing any special permission to do so.   

Of course, Pope Benedict was certainly hoping to realise a reconciliation with 

the Society of St Pius X.  This hasn’t come about.  Yet, we’d have to see the fruit that 

people now have a freedom of choice as to whether they participate in either form of 

the Liturgy;  priests who are competent may now provide for those who seek the older 

forms, without any trouble.  And, what I see as being part of the original plan of 

Benedict XVI, was that the two forms of the Liturgy would “mutually enrich” each 

other, thereby applying to the Sacred Liturgy Our Lord’s words, that the good steward 

brings out of his treasury things both old and new.  Both forms of the Liturgy have 
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strengths, and we can benefit from these strengths so as to more fruitfully give glory 

to God.  It’s not an either / or situation, but rather a both / and.  Very interestingly, we 

see that young people in particular are finding in the older forms of the Liturgy 

something which is appealing to them, and something that is drawing them deeper into 

the Faith.  This is surely a good thing! 

We have new movements within the Church for whom celebrating the Liturgy 

in either form is perfectly acceptable.  Such a situation even just ten years ago is 

unimaginable! 

Another example of Pope Benedict XVI’s creativity in using the Church’s law 

was his pastoral response to groups of former Anglicans who wished to enter into full 

communion with the Catholic Church.  And so, in 2009, through his apostolic 

constitution Anglicanorum coetibus, Pope Benedict provide the legal framework for 

communities of former Anglicans to come into full communion with the Catholic 

Church, whilst both retaining the existence of their specific communities and also 

retaining some of their specific Anglican patrimony.  Just as he saw that the Sacred 

Liturgy could be enriched by old and new, Pope Benedict saw that the life of the 

Church could be enriched if former Anglicans, coming into full communion, could 

bring with them elements of the tradition that they had maintained and developed 

through the centuries since the unfortunate break in communion. 

The Formation of New Religious Communities 

 Another example of the assistance that Canon Law can provide is from my own 

experience during the time of my studies in Ottawa.  Whilst I was there I was blessed 
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to get to know a group of women who are in the process of founding a new religious 

institute.  They are known as the Queenship of Mary Community, and they’re based in 

Ottawa.  Interestingly, the Code of Canon Law does not have any norms that lay out 

the procedure to be followed in the founding of a religious institute.  In one sense, that 

stands to reason.  The founding of a religious institute is truly a work of the Holy 

Spirit, who blows where He will.  It’s an example of the charismatic dimension of the 

Church, in contrast to the hierarchical dimension.  Despite this, the lack of legal norms 

makes it quite a messy, and at times frustrating, experience. 

 And so, a new group that is forming itself into a religious institute has to begin 

it’s life using the canonical norms for Associations of the Christian Faithful.  They 

therefore need help in drawing up their Statutes, and it’s by presentation of Statutes 

that the new group can seek recognition from the local bishop.  And so, as well as 

enjoying the friendship and prayerful support of the Sisters, myself and another fellow 

student in particular, were able to provide “Canon Law support” to the Sisters as they 

did the necessary things to advance the status of their community. 

 Interestingly, since I’ve been back, one of the things I’ve done a lot of is 

helping different associations with their Statutes, which guide and govern the running 

of their groups.  Another association I assisted with their statutes – the Mary of the 

Angelus Association, based in Lismore – received recognition recently as a Private 

Association of the Faithful by Bishop Jarrett, of Lismore.  So that’s a nice aspect of 

my work to help these groups advance their cause, and take their place in the life of 

the Church, local and universal. 
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Millstone or cornerstone 

 I was at dinner with a family who are friends of mine earlier in the week, and I 

mentioned that my first talk today had been given the title, “Canon Law: Millstone or 

Cornerstone.”  A lively discussion ensued because the husband recalled a mission trip 

to India he had undertaken, and being shown a millstone in action.  When I hear of a 

millstone I immediately think of the words of Luke’s Gospel (17:1-3):  “1[Jesus] said 

to His disciples, "It is inevitable that stumbling blocks come, but woe to him through 

whom they come! 2"It would be better for him if a millstone were hung around his 

neck and he were thrown into the sea, than that he would cause one of these little ones 

to stumble. 3"Be on your guard!”  Well, on Monday night my friend pointed out to me 

how important millstones are, and he recounted seeing a millstone action in India: you 

need the millstone to grind the grain to make flour: no millstone, no flour, no bread!  

So we’re not just to think of millstones as being negative things!  They are important 

and necessary things too! 

 As I thought about this image I think it probably fits to Canon Law ... and I say 

this a little bit tongue in cheek – but there’s always a bit of truth in jest: thinking of the 

positive millstone image: you have to be crushed in order to find life ... or, you have to 

submit to the law in order to find freedom.   

 So, whatever about millstones, I believe that Canon Law is not something that 

helps you to be drowned in the sea!  Neither is it the cornerstone ... Jesus Christ is the 

one and only cornerstone of our faith.  Canon Law renders a service in the Church, a 

service directed towards good order amongst all the members of the Church, and that 
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assists each person to do what they are meant to be doing as they live out their 

baptism and their particular calling from God. 


