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 Mary Mackillop: Australia’s First Canonized Saint 
 
 I am going to be in Rome next week for a symposium sponsored by the Pontifical  

Council of Justice and Peace on “ Caritas in Veritate: Through American Eyes.”  The 

organizers of the symposium contacted me awhile back asking if I wanted, on this 

occasion, to attend a canonization mass at Saint Peter’s. Having never attended a 

canonization, I initially said, yes. Learning that some six saints were going to be 

canonized, however, I began to get cold feet and thought of backing out on that, likely 
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long drawn out, mass, until I discovered that one of the saints being canonized is Saint 

Mary Mackillop, Australia’s first canonized saint.  

 It happens that I am something of a fan of Mary. I had visited, several times, in 

2005 and 2007, when I was teaching in Australia, a museum dedicated to her life where 

she is now buried off Mount Street in North Sydney. Last year, during the massive World 

Day of  Youth rally in Sydney, Pope Benedict also went to visit and pray at that shrine of 

Mary’s. I was intrigued that Mary had been briefly excommunicated by Bishop Lawrence 

Sheil of Adelaide. Wow, I thought, that would be cool: a once excommunicated saint!  At 

the time of my visits to her shrine, the notices stated that Sheil excommunicated her for 

her insubordination and disobedience, when the bishop tried to force upon her a change 

in the rule of the sisters’ congregation Mary founded, The Sisters of Saint Joseph of the 

Sacred Heart. It was common enough, even in the United States, in the nineteenth century 

( perhaps, still today!), for bishops to meddle in sisters’ congregations, often trying to 

keep them under their local control and not allow them to become pontifically recognized 

congregations  beyond the bishop’s own more narrow local sway. 

 Sheil, an irascible Irishman, known for his fondness for drink and a bit erratic, 

was also fairly sick when he excommunicated Mary in 1870. A few months later, on his 

death-bed, Sheil rescinded the excommunication. A later investigation showed that 

Sheil’s excommunication was not according to canon law and found Mary innocent.  On 

the occasion of MacKillop’s canonization, the current archbishop of Adelaide, Philip 

Wilson, publicly apologized for his predecessor’s actions. MacKillop had a brother, 

Donald, who was a Jesuit who worked with Aborigines in the Northern Territory of 

Australia. She also worked closely  with another Jesuit, Father  Julian T. Woods, in 
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founding her order. It turns out that Jesuit friends of MacKillop did not accept the validity 

of Sheil’s excommunication and continued to give her communion. 

 I was reminded of MacKillop’s excommunication this past spring when Bishop 

Thomas Olmstead of Phoenix excommunicated Sister Mary McBride, a hospital Sister of 

Mercy, because she allowed ( as part of a Catholic hospital’s ethics committee) a version 

of what she claimed was an indirect abortion to save a mother’s life ( in a tragic situation 

where, if that had not been done, neither the mother nor the child would have lived). 

Whatever the moral correctness of Sister McBride’s actions, she did not act from malice 

or directly’ procure’ an abortion, necessary for the canonical censure of 

excommunication. Writing to The Tablet,  the distinguished canon lawyer, Ladislas Orsy 

S.J. said that the Phoenix bishop’s excommunication was, in fact, ‘ null and void’ in 

canon law. 

 But more recent revelations about MacKillop also make her canonization 

resonant with current church issues. It seems that some of the sisters of MacKillop’s 

order, stationed in Adelaide, became aware that an Irish priest, Father Keating, stationed 

in Kapanda, South Australia, was guilty of sexual abuse of youngsters. They reported 

their findings to MacKillop ( who, at that time, was living in Brisbane).  She passed them 

on to her friend and co-founder, Father Woods, who, on her information, took action. 

The, then, Vicar General of Adelaide removed Father Keating from Kapanda and sent 

him packing, back to Ireland ( where, God only knows, he may have sown further seeds 

of sinful destruction on young people!). A few years later, a close Irish friend of Keating, 

Father Charles Horan, became the acting Vicar General for the diocese of Adelaide to the 

now fairly ailing Bishop Sheil.  Horan had it in his craw to get even to the Sisters of Saint 
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Joseph of the Sacred Heart and Mackillop for their whistle-blowing on his friend. He 

convinced Bishop Sheil to move toward the, rather abrupt, excommunication of Mary.  

Mackillop who was the Mother General of the Josephite Sisters ( known fondly in 

Australia as ‘ the brown Joeys’—Joey, of course, also being an affectionate name for 

baby kangaroos in their mother’s pouch) was forcefully removed as mother general in 

1880 by another Australian bishop. The, then, archbishop Moran of  Sydney said of her 

successor, Mother Bernard, “ She is one who will obey me and heed my commands”. 

When  Mother Bernard Walsh ( who was a great, great Aunt of Father Gerald O’ Collins 

S.J. who spoke at Saint Ignatius Parish on Oct. 3, 2010) died , Mackillop was, once again, 

elected Mother General, a position she held until her death in 1909. 

 There are other notable reasons for MacKillop’s canonization. She 

spearheaded a remarkable system of schools for the poor or in isolated outback and 

country areas. She founded orphanages. During her years in Adelaide, she frequented the 

Adelaide Gaol ( we spell it jail!) to bring comfort and help to prisoners. On one occasion, 

a notorious murderer, Hugh Fagan, who had been condemned to die on the gallows, 

attacked and assaulted his jailor and a priest who had come to bring him the last 

sacraments and hear his confession. Fagan was then shackled in chains. MacKillop and 

another sister went to visit him. Mary began to cry when she saw his plight. This softened 

Fagan up, so he did allow a priest to hear his confession and received communion. Mary 

even offered to accompany him up the scaffold at his hanging. The authorities, however, 

did not allow her to do so.  

 On the occasion of MacKillop’s canonization, we also need to recognize 

how often nuns’ work and their Catholic schools have won support from non-Catholic 
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admirers. In some of her darkest hours of uncertainty about her congregation’s very 

future, a Presbyterian, Dr. Benson Barr Smith, came to her support and gave financial 

aide. His widow put up the money for the shrine to Mary in North Sydney. A Jewish 

friend, Emmanuel Solomon, also rallied to her support. 

  On Oct. 17, a fairly solemn pilgrimage will take place from Mary’s original 

home, near Melbourne, to Melbourne Cathedral. I suspect that I will hear a lot of 

references to ‘ mate’ in the crowds which surround me in Saint Peter’s. But, surely, I will 

be celebrating a saint to believe in, for her time and for ours.  A number of places in 

Australia bears Mackillop’s name. There is a commemorative one dollar coin in her 

honor.  But most lovely is a rose named after her. I include a picture of the Mary 

Mackillop rose here as a way of praying that, like Saint Therese of Lisieux, Mary 

MacKillop may shower roses on prisoners, on victims of sex abuse, on the poor. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

MARY MACKILLOP ROSE ( scroll down) 
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