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Interview for “Our Diocesan Community” 
 
[In 2010, Fr John was interviewed by the diocesan publication “Our Diocesan Community” 
which, at the time, was running a series of interviews with priests of the diocese. He 
cooperated somewhat reluctantly, because he would have preferred the publication to be less 
priest-focussed. In fact, his reservations were respected, and the interview was not published. 
It does provide, however, an overview of his life and a little opening into some personal 
details] 
 
When are where were you born?       
 
I was born in Glenhuntly in November 1933, the younger of two children.  My sister, Marg, 
was born three years previously.         
 
Where were you educated primary and secondary? 
 
The family moved to Horsham in 1939.  From Prep to Grade 8, I was with the Brigidine nuns 
there.  For my senior years I was with the Christian Brothers, firstly for one year in East St 
Kilda, and then, for the three remaining years at St Patrick’s College, Ballarat.  Mum and Dad 
had moved to Ballarat during 1946. 
 
Memories of your childhood/family/upbringing/schooling?  
 
My earliest years were in Glenhuntly where the family lived with mum’s parents.  I took it for 
granted that I was loved, and felt very secure.  The years in Horsham were innocent years.  
They were the years of the Second World War, when not many men were around.  We played 
no organised sport, but managed to entertain ourselves, climbing trees, kicking the football, 
playing cricket out in the back street. etc..  I have warm memories of the nuns and Christian 
Brothers who taught me.  The result of this all was that I became thoroughly socialised – 
eager, innocent and unquestioning. 
 
When/why did you decide to enter the seminary?  
 
It was always a possibility.  Our extended family all had a deep faith.  In my school days in 
Horsham I had a deep respect and love for Fr John Coughlin, the parish priest, who, I think as 
I look back now, took a special interest in me, too.  That possibility consolidated during my 
last years at school, and was cultivated by a couple of priests I knew and looked up to at the 
time, Frs Dan Boylan and Leo Fiscalini. 
 
In those days, the priestly calling was proposed as the best thing a boy could do with his life, 
and the greatest way to love God. 
 
Memories of seminary life?  
 
I started studying at the Regional Seminary at Werribee in 1951, straight after leaving school.  
I was only 17 years old, and had no experience of life other than of the close-knit, defensive 
and very protective Catholic world that had formed me. 
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The first time I was ever really encouraged to think for myself was in that first year at 
Werribee.  In my year-group there were a couple of older students who had studied at 
University.  They, along with one of the professors, got me reading more widely.  The Rector, 
Fr Charlie Mayne SJ, encouraged students to become interested in the lay apostolate 
movements flourishing in the Church at the time.  I am profoundly grateful for those 
influences. 
 
After two and a half years at Werribee, I was offered the opportunity to go to Rome to study 
at the College for the Propagation of the Faith, an international missionary College with 
students from over fifty countries.  It was a wonderful experience.  Already in the 50s, there 
was a ferment of new ideas abroad.  So much of what became accepted at the Vatican Council 
a few years later was already being discussed unofficially.  I was not so impressed by most of 
our professors at the University, but the new ideas fascinated me. 
 
My six years studying in Rome gave me a great sense of the wider world, and helped put 
Australia in context.  My closest friend was a Vietnamese, followed by two Indian students.  
The Rector of the College was ahead of his time while we were there, and introduced a 
regime of what he called “auto-formation”, encouraging us to take ever-greater responsibility 
for our personal formation. 
 
When and where were you ordained?  
 
I was ordained in Rome in December 1957.  My parents and my sister were present. 
 
What areas of ministry have you worked in since ordination? 
 
I have always felt a greater loyalty to the diocese as a whole than to particular parishes.  My 
priestly life has been consistently stimulating.  After three years in Swan Hill parish, I went to 
Ballarat to be live-in chaplain at St Patrick’s College through most of the 60s.  During that 
time I had opportunity to work also with leaders in the YCW, YCS, and the diocesan Adult 
Lay Apostolate.  They were wonderful, highly formative years for me.  I was also fortunate to 
have been asked to get Project Compassion launched in the diocese during the late 60s.  I 
firmly believed in the work of Australian Catholic Relief (now Caritas), and the ecumenically 
based program Action for World Development, that got under way at that time. 
   
For a while I lectured part-time at Aquinas Teachers’ College, and, after six years as pastor of 
Beaufort parish, became full-time chaplain to Ballarat’s tertiary students in the second half of 
the 70s, a job that I found difficult.  The world had changed, and we had not come to terms 
with what was happening.  While still living in Ballarat, I was for a time the Liaison Priest for 
Charismatic Renewal, and also kept an interest in Marriage Encounter. After a stint as pastor 
at Redan and then at Wycheproof, I was offered the opportunity to work full-time with the 
On-going Education of Clergy, dividing my time between the diocese and the national scene.  
I put this period down as the most fruitful time of my life – a time to sort myself out better 
and to share my convictions with brother priests around the nation. 
 
In the mid to late 90s, while pastor of Warracknabeal, I also chaired the Diocesan Pastoral 
Planning Taskforce, as the diocese began to look to the future in the light of the rapidly 
changing local world and Church. The task still awaits us. 
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In 1998 I was invited to work as a member of the Parish Pastoral Team in Mildura.  The idea 
of alternative ministry, particularly team ministry, attracted me powerfully.  The five years I 
spent in Sunraysia were good.  Unfortunately, I had some problems with my heart, and felt it 
advisable to move somewhere with less stress, so I became assistant priest in Horsham for the 
next six years.  During that time, I began writing my commentaries on the Gospels, with a 
view to making the Gospels accessible particularly to the laity of the diocese.   
 
Two years ago, after I had passed the age of 75, I decided to retire from direct parish ministry 
and to look at alternative ways to be of service.  I would like to support the local faith 
communities around the diocese that have chosen to continue gathering to listen to the Word 
and to worship despite the increasingly frequent absence of their priest.  At the gracious 
invitation of Fr Paddy Mugavin (with whom I had worked closely in the Ministry Team in 
Mildura), I have taken up residence as a guest in the presbytery here in Hamilton, along with 
Sr Margaret Carmody, a key member of the parish Pastoral team. 
 
What have been the highlights of your ministry to date?  
 
With few exceptions, my whole life has been moving from one exciting and fulfilling 
involvement to another.  There have been so many highlights that I would find it hard to 
prioritise them. 
 
What challenges have you faced in your ministry and how have these been 
overcome (if at all)? 
 
The biggest challenge has been myself – the challenge to mature, to let go of my instinct to 
control, and to grow ever closer to God and to people.  The celibate life-style has not been 
without its problems, but I have tried to embrace it realistically.  To grow in love chastely in a 
celibate lifestyle is always a work in progress.  I have struggled at times.  Yet I believe I have 
been called to priesthood and have richly enjoyed its ever-renewing freshness. 
 
Over the years a few of my closest priest friends have left the priesthood, and one or two have 
died.  There is a sadness and grief surrounding that – and a degree of anger at the 
intransigence of the Church, as well.  A couple of times, I felt the urge to marry and to leave 
the priesthood; but I knew, deeper down, that, by doing so, I would not be true to my 
authentic self. 
 
I feel a deep sadness that the Church pulled back from many of the opportunities opened up 
by the Vatican Council.  I still instinctively feel anger towards many in positions of power in 
the Church.  I am tempted to scapegoat them at times, forgetting that there is ample 
opportunity for me to work wholeheartedly for the Kingdom without needing to worry about 
them. 
 
I have always tried to keep close to God.  At last, God seems to be persuading me to let God 
love me in my imperfections and without expectations.  I have been lucky to have had wise 
Spiritual Directors, as well as close friends, men and women, with whom I have been able to 
share honestly and deeply. 
 
What are your personal hopes for the future? 
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To keep on discovering God; to share the excitement of my discoveries with others; to help 
others draw closer to God. 
 
What are your personal hopes for the future of the Church in Australia? 
 
I know that our numbers are fewer, but I keep being encouraged by the faith, wisdom and 
commitment of so many lay people whom I meet scattered around the diocese.  I would love 
to be available more to encourage and to walk with them, particularly the leaders among 
them. 
 
Who has been the most influential person in your life? 
 
Who knows?  I have been so blessed to encounter the right persons at the right times, that it 
would be invidious to mention any ones particularly. 
 
What was the last book you read or movie you saw? 
 
There is an English theologian, James Allison, whom I find stimulating and nourishing at the 
moment, even if hard to understand at times. 
 
Your favourite travel destination?  
 
The Flinders Ranges in South Australia. 
 
What hobbies/pastimes are important to you?  
 
None, really.  There are too many other fascinating things calling me at the moment, that 
some might call work but that I find life-giving. 
  
Anything else about yourself? 
 
Surely that’s enough!  


