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Threat to seal of confession

The Catholic Archbishop of Canberra and Goulburn Christopher
Prowse has expressed shock over the passage of a new child
protection law which seeks to force priests to break the seal of
confession in cases where child abuse is disclosed.

However, the new law does not provide an exemption for disclo-
sures made in the sacrament of confession, a move that has been
criticised as an overreach.

The new law comes into effect on 1 July, but the provision
relating to the confessional won’t apply until 31 March, 2019 to
give Church authorities time to discuss with the Government how
it will work.

If no solution is found, the ACT will become the country’s only
jurisdiction where priests can be convicted for maintaining the
seal of confession.

“I'm extremely disappointed that [the bill] was augmented to
include intervention into the sacrament of confession without
any consultation with the archdiocese,” Archbishop Prowse said.

“To have the Church’s sacramental life intruded upon is quite
extraordinary given the democratic country we live in.

“I’'m quite in shock about that.

“The way we are moving is towards a fundamental infringement
on basic human rights of religious expression and freedom.”

“| believe that is it not an ‘either-or’ situation of ensuring child
safety or the integrity of the sacrament.

“It’s ‘both-and’ child safety and the integrity of the sacrament.

“All of us have got to work these areas out together in a respectful
tone of mutual dialogue.”

The archbishop said he has been in touch with canon lawyers for
advice on the issue and would also speak with the Apostolic
Nuncio, Pope Francis’ representative in Australia.

In an opinion article for The Canberra Times, Archbishop Prowse
said the requirement to break the seal of confession would
neither help to prevent abuse or efforts to improve the safety of
children in Catholic institutions.

Apart from the fact that child abusers do not confess their crimes,
such legislation would also threaten Catholic’s religious freedom
and put it out of step with other jurisdictions, he wrote.

“Sadly, breaking the seal of confession won’t prevent abuse and
it won’t help our ongoing efforts to improve the safety of children
in Catholic institutions.”

continued next week - Church’s counterargument
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