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LAST Monday the front page of The Australian featured a large photograph of an angry bishop. Some
commentators in the blogosphere saw it as yet another media beat-up designed to depict the Catholic
Church in an unflattering light.

To my mind, it demonstrated a grasp of the battle lines in the culture wars that has eluded the rest of Australia's
broadsheets.

The bishop in question was the outgoing Bishop of Toowoomba, William Morris. He is one of three men who
have been relieved of their dioceses by the Vatican in the past few months.

The others were the bishops of Pointe-Noire in Congo-Brazzaville and Orvieto-Todi in Italy. But while they were
removed for financial mismanagement in one case and misbehaviour in the other, Morris's ouster was on doctrinal
grounds.

Bishops are in some respects akin to sovereigns in their dioceses and, while it has the authority to remove them,
the Holy See is usually very slow to do so, preferring discreet solutions such as early retirement.

The three forced departures in seven months have no precedent in recent years and suggest an increasing
preparedness to intervene on the part of the Pope and his new prefect for the Congregation of Bishops, Cardinal
Marc Ouellet. The previous prefect, Cardinal Giovanni Battista Re, was an uber-liberal.

The Catholic archbishop of Brisbane, John Bathersby, who will be retiring in 11 weeks, professed himself at a
loss to understand the decision. He told the ABC: " I just wish it hadn't happened and I don't know why it
happened and I would very much like to know."

Perhaps I can enlighten him.

Morris issued an Advent pastoral letter in 2006 that canvassed various options to make up for the lack of priestly
vocations in his diocese.

Some were uncontroversial. Others, including the ordination of married or single women and recognising the
validity of Anglican, Lutheran and Uniting Church clergy, were heretical.
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He has since then maintained what he likes to call a dialogue on these non-options.

As anyone with the rudiments of a theological education would know, the Catholic Church resolved the question
of women priests in 1994, with the Pope ruling that it had no power to ordain women in Ordinatio Sacerdotalis.
The Congregation of the Doctrine of the Faith in 1995 described that decision as unchangeably settled and "to be
held definitively as belonging to the deposit of faith".

On the issue of recognising the orders of Protestant clergy, Pope Leo XIII declared Anglican orders "absolutely
null and utterly void" back in 1896 in Apostolicae Curae. That decision was reaffirmed by the CDF in 1998 as an
infallible pronouncement to which Catholics must give "firm and definitive assent". The Lutherans in Australia
and the Uniting Church don't have bishops or anything remotely like ordination in the Apostolic Succession, so
recognising their orders is, theologically speaking, inconceivable.

As a bishop, Morris was obliged to teach what the church teaches, rather than using his position to sow error and
confusion among his flock. His removal must have come as an almighty shock to him and his brother bishops in
Queensland because they've been getting away with flouting some of Rome's rulings with impunity since the
1970s.

Given that Morris has had five years of what he again likes to call dialogue with no less than three Vatican
congregations and the Pope, with plenty of opportunities to change his tune, why has he persisted in error when
he was so clearly in the wrong? There are several schools of thought.

The first argues the bishop just isn't very bright.

Its spokesman, Frank Brennan SJ, says: "Bill Morris never pretended to be an academic theologian. He was and is
a sensible, considerate, pastoral priest and bishop of a country diocese."

The second, aired on high-profile sites such as Rorate Caeli and Father John Zuhlsdorf's blog and local sites such
as Vexilla Regis, is that Morris may have had health problems. The third view, which most agree is at least a
significant element, is stubbornness. Morris is one of those liberal-authoritarians who like to assert that within
their own jurisdiction they are as powerful as the Pope.

The (ultra-liberal) National Council of Priests encouraged this delusion with a press release last week. "We are
concerned about an element within the Church whose restorationist ideology wants to repress freedom of
expression within the Roman Catholic Church and who deny the legitimate magisterial authority of the local
bishop within the Church."

However, the fact of the matter is that individual bishops have no authority to make independent decisions about
questions of doctrine, but rather a collegial role with the other bishops under the leadership of the Pope.

And, again despite the NCP press release, the Pope is not merely the first among equals. According to Canon
331, "by virtue of his office he possesses supreme, full, immediate and universal ordinary power, which he is
always able to exercise freely".

Morris's removal sends a clear message to bishops, in Australia and around the world. The Holy See's patience is
not, as it long seemed, limitless.

As with the Orvieto-Todi case, the fact that this intervention happened in a first-world country suggests
delinquents in the European and American hierarchies can take a lot less for granted than before. As well, requests
from the Vatican for bishops' resignations are more likely to succeed during the rest of Pope Benedict's reign
because he has just demonstrated that he's prepared to use his powers.

Morris has become a cause celebre in the US thanks to an editorial in The National Catholic Recorder. More of
the same can be expected from The Tablet, the English Catholic journal and other liberal websites. No doubt
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some members of the Swiss and Dutch bishops' conferences will be once again canvassing the option of schism,
de facto or actual.

What are the likely repercussions for the Australian Catholic Church?

Morris's departure will further fortify the position of Cardinal George Pell and the more traditionally minded
bishops.

The more realistic, liberal bishops are going to have to kiss goodbye to any lingering fantasies they clung to in the
90s of ordaining nuns, or at least keep them to themselves.

As well, the next two years will see an unusually high number of empty sees, as a cohort reaches the age of 75
and retirement.

Three of them are north of the Tweed and it looks increasingly likely that the Vatican will be choosing outsiders
rather than locals to fill the vacancies. Mark Coleridge, now Archbishop of Canberra-Goulburn, will probably be
translated to Brisbane.
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