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It took many centuries for the Catholic faith to reach Australia.  In 1788 the First Fleet arrived in Sydney Cover and among its 1044 convicts there were 316 Catholics.  More Catholics arrived in following years and many of them came from Ireland.

Some members of the colonial government viewed Irish Catholics with suspicion.  They did not want Catholics to gather as a community for Mass.  For thirty years they gave no support to any Church except the Church of England.  The only exception was in 1803, when they allowed a convict priest, Father James Dixon to celebrate Mass.  This was stopped after ten months.

So for many years Catholics had no priests and no Mass.  They kept the faith alive by prayer in their families and by gathering for prayer in private homes.

In 1817 a non-convict priest, Father Jeremiah O’Flynn, sailed into Sydney Cove to minister to Australian Catholics.  Governor Macquarie was angry that the Catholics were conducting illegal worship services.  Father O’Flynn was arrested in 1818 and deported.  He left behind the Blessed Sacrament at a private home in The Rocks area of Sydney where Catholics continue to gather and pray together.

The Holy Spirit continued to work in the hearts of generous people who believed in the need for the Church to grow in Australia.
Even when there were no priests in the colony, Catholics like William Davis and James Dempsey found ways to practise their faith.  They met together in their homes for prayer services and the Rosary.  They looked after anyone who was hungry or in trouble.  When Catholics were condemned to death James Dempsey is known to have prayed with them on the scaffold before they died.
In 1820 Fr John Therry and Fr Phillip Conolly arrived in Sydney.  They were the first priests to be recognised as the official chaplains or leaders of the Catholic Church in Australia.

In 1835, John Bede Polding, a Benedictine monk and Bishop, arrived in Australia to be Australia’s first Catholic Bishop.  He organised the Church into regions called ‘dioceses’ so that is could respond more effectively to the needs of the community.  As a result of this, in 1842, he became the first Archbishop of Sydney.

Religious orders from overseas came to Australia.  The Sisters of Charity were the first to come in 1838.  They worked especially with women prisoners and orphans. 

Over time new religious orders were founded in Australia.  They started schools for young Australian Catholics and opened their hearts and homes to the poor.
The arrival of non-English speaking Catholic people to Australia in later years enabled the Australian people to open their arms in welcome and to share the wonders of our country.  The new immigrants brought with them different expressions of the Catholic faith.

God’s Holy Spirit continues to inspire the Catholic Church in Australia, guiding the Church and helping people to appreciate that there are different ways to be Catholic.
Aboriginal peoples have lived in Australia for between 40 000 to 60 000 years, long before people came from others lands.  They are a deeply spiritual people and although they come from many diverse communities and language groups, they share the same spiritual core of Aboriginal life, the Dreaming.  From the Dreaming, they learned to live in right relationship with the land, nature and each other.  We have mush to learn from Aboriginal peoples. Our Catholic faith too, can be enriched by the ways and culture of Australia’s indigenous people.

After more than 200 years in Australia, the Catholic Church is alive and active.  There are Catholic hospitals, welfare organisations, newspapers, publication and media outlets and schools.  Today 20% of students in Australia attend Catholic schools.  Catholics can be found in all walks of life.  They appreciate their gift of faith and help the Church to continue the mission of Jesus.
