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GEORGE CARDINAL PELL 

Bishop Peter J. Elliott 

I met Fr George Pell when both of us went up to Oxford in late 1967. He 
had recently been ordained in Rome but his mentor, Bishop O’Collins of 
Ballarat, sent him on to Oxford for doctoral studies. I was “reading 
theology” in preparation for Anglican ministry.  George loved all things 
English and was fascinated by Anglicanism, but when I told him I wanted 
to become a Catholic, he stood by me. He acted as my sponsor in June 
1968, when I was reconciled to the Church. 

He continued research and I returned to Melbourne to enter Corpus 
Christi seminary. He became assistant priest at Swan Hill and went on to 
direct teacher training in Ballarat. He was rector of the seminary in 
Melbourne which he rejuvenated. He became an Auxiliary Bishop just 
before I went to work in the Vatican so I saw him regularly as he came 
through Rome. After visiting Cambodia he was deeply distressed by the 
atrocities of the Khmer Rouge. We rejected Marxism and were friends of 
Bob Santamaria. 

One criticism needs to be cleared away. He passed on to me his 
enthusiasm for the Second Vatican Council, which he witnessed 
unfolding in Rome. To say he was “pre-Vatican II” is absurd. He valued 
traditions but was under no illusions about the Church needing to “open 
her windows”, as Pope St  John XXIII put it.  

Unlike me, he was no stickler for intricate details of liturgy – “I never 
know where to put my hands”. Yet he carried himself with dignity in 
public. Among friends he shared a broad Australian sense of humour. But 
he disliked gossip, intrigue and careerism. He rejected flattery. When I 
told him that Pope Francis (in my only conversation with him) had 
repeatedly affirmed that Cardinal Pell is ”molto onesto” (very honest), he 
just shrugged and changed the topic of conversation.  

However, he was loyal to all the Popes he served, whether or not he 
agreed with everything they did or said. Even when he was framed by his 
enemies and their allies in Victoria, he never complained, as I noted when 
I visited him in prison not long before he was acquitted by the High 
Court. As his diaries reveal, he deepened his spirituality in prison.  



Was he compassionate and tolerant? Yes. While holding firmly to 
Catholic moral teachings, as Archbishop of Sydney, he consoled victims 
of AIDS in hospital. But was he a “bully”? No, more like a tough football 
coach who expected much. Yet he was no micro manager. He trusted his 
colleagues when we worked in projects which showed his amazing vision 
and imagination. He never feared spending money. In the early stage of 
directing his religious education text-book project, he ticked me off for 
“only spending one and six”, so I spent big and the books soon appeared 
with good effects.  

Note his old-fashioned reference to money. While closely following 
current events, he was not technically minded. When I lived with him at 
the archbishop’s house in Melbourne, he could not type and I tried, in 
vain, to teach him how to use the tele-commander. But his library showed 
that he had a deep knowledge of British constitutional law. We disagreed 
over “the republic” but I respected his position in favour of an elected 
President. 

Others may pay tribute to his mark on the Australian Church, 
undoubtedly a great leader. I prefer to recall George Pell as the gifted man 
I knew. Human, urbane, holy but not pious, a Christian gentleman who 
followed Christ as a faithful disciple. 



Translated into Italian, published in Rome on the day of  
the papal funeral Mass January 14th 2023. 

CARDINAL GEORGE PELL 

Bishop Peter J. Elliott 

1) Could you tell us an anecdote which occurred during the Oxford 
Period, 1967-1969? 

Father George Pell and myself were irritated by the Slant group for 
“Catholic-Marxist dialogue”, active in Oxford and consisting mainly of 
Dominicans and Leftist laypeople. From our knowledge of political 
science and Communism, we knew that there can never be “dialogue” 
with Marxists, only dialectic, which they must always win. One evening, 
we attended a Slant meeting in a college chapel (I wore a red tie), and we 
stirred them up with provocative questions. At the time, it was great fun, 
but they later called us “the big Australian bastard and the little Australian 
bastard”.  

2) When you were secretary to Bishop John A Kelly, you knew that 
Father Pell would be appointed as rector of Corpus Christi 
Seminary in Melbourne in 1984. Why was Pell chosen? How did 
he perform in that role? 

The Melbourne seminary was not in a good state, as Bishop Kelly told 
the other bishops and he could describe the problems. Distressed 
orthodox students came to the bishop’s house in the evening and I sent 
them to his study to reveal the state of the seminary. Father Pell had a 
record of being a strong principal who revitalized the teacher-training 
college in Ballarat, so he was chosen. Strangely, I broke the news to him, 
by hints, while staying in his presbytery in Bungaree. He was a good 
rector but only for two years because he was appointed a bishop in 1987  
  

3) Can you tell us about Pell’s pastoral work with Aids patients? 
Somebody wanted to describe him as a Prince. 

He had rejected gay demonstrations at High Mass at St Patrick’s cathedral 
Melbourne, when activists came up for Communion wearing rainbow 



sashes, because the Eucharist should not be exploited for political 
demonstrations. Therefore, when he became Archbishop of Sydney in 
2001 he arrived with a reputation of being “anti-gay”. At a press 
interview, he was asked what he thought of the Sydney Gay Mardi Gras. 
“Well I don’t think we will be putting a float in it” he replied, and the 
journalists laughed. That did not prevent a histrionic street demonstration 
when he was enthroned in St Mary’s cathedral, an incident I witnessed. 
But the cardinal was a compassionate man with a genuine sympathy for 
the victims of AIDS, and he did not judge them. He visited them to 
comfort and console and he encouraged Catholic healthcare to provide 
expert care for them. 

As for him being a “Prince”. In public, he bore himself with princely 
dignity. But working with priests and teachers and relaxing among his 
family and friends, he was down to earth, never aloof. And he had a good 
Australian sense of humor. 

4)   In his homilies, from an early age, he said “truth cannot happen 
without suffering”. Did he expect these hard times for Catholics 
also in Western nation? 

When I lived with him in the Melbourne archbishop’s house (1997-2001), 
that theme came up in discussions. I was pessimistic about the rise of 
secularism in Australia and in the wider West. He was more optimistic, 
arguing that people are still basically religious. He was well-versed in the 
Vatican II teaching on the human person, in Gaudium et Spes. On the 
other hand, some of his heroes were cardinals who suffered under 
Communism: Mindszenty, Wojinski and Stepanic. He was a friend and 
supporter of Cardinal Zen, of Hong Kong, and he welcomed him to dine 
in his apartment after the funeral of Pope Benedict. 

5) He knew he had many enemies, both in Australia and in Rome: was 
he afraid of them. 

George Pell was not afraid of anyone. But he was aware that some people 
feared him, so when he became Archbishop of Melbourne, he took the 
words of Our Lord as his motto: “Be not afraid”. That also expressed his 
vision of a courageous Church, rooted in tradition but not afraid to go 
forward, to innovate and break new ground. 



6) What hurt him most and what gave him more pleasure during his 
trial and imprisonment. 

He was hurt by the biased processes of law, by the lies and calumny 
hurled at him. Yet he did not show this hurt or slide into self-pity, as I 
noted when I visited him in prison. He was pleased by the unstinting 
support of his family and friends, and the expert legal advice that finally 
led to the favorable decision of the High Court. The chance to deepen his 
life of prayer consoled him in prison, as his published diaries reveal. 

7)  What dud Pell represent for the Australian Church? 

Leadership. 

8) Have you ever discussed death with him? How would he like to be 
remembered? 

I cannot recall discussing death with him, but he was very concerned that 
we teach children and young people about the realities of judgement, 
heaven, hell and purgatory, in the religious education texts, To Know, 
Worship and Love, that I edited for him. 

He would like to be remembered as a pastor who did his duty for God and 
among God’s People. “Duty” was one of his favorite words. 
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THE PELL EFFECT 

Bishop Peter J. Elliott 

After the sudden death of Cardinal George Pell, the adulation and 
denigration have settled down. Friends and foes agree that he had an 
impact on the Church and society, indeed challenging people of faith to 
rise above earthly sufferings and limitations. Therefore, at this stage 
studying his legacy might better be called appreciating “The Pell Effect”.  

The Challenge of the Secularists 

When I lived with him in the archbishop’s house (1997-2001), as two 
historians, we discussed modern secularization. Is it a threat or an 
invitation?  I was pessimistic about the rise of secularism in Australia and 
the West and its destructive effect on religion and on families.  He was 
more optimistic, arguing that people, especially Australians, are still 
basically religious.  

We were both well-versed in the Vatican II teaching on the nature, 
freedom and dignity of the human person, cf. Gaudium et Spes, chapter 1. 
Inspired by Bob Santamaria, we both valued democratic society and 
parliamentary government. Therefore part of the Pell Effect is the 
challenge always to be alert to threats to our freedom, whether sliding 
towards totalitarianism or by conforming to that ”fascism of the mind”, 
political correctness. He knew that religion is the true guardian of 
freedom, so he calmly faced the new atheism in his debate with Professor 
Dawkins, inviting us to engage directly with atheism not to retreat to 
some safe corner. 

He had a great concern for persecuted Christians, intensified during his 
work for Caritas and his support for Aid to the Church in Need. Among 
his heroes were cardinals who suffered under Communism: Mindszenty 
in Hungary, Wyszyniski in Poland and Stepanic in Croatia. He was a 
friend and supporter of Cardinal Zen of Hong Kong, who dined in his 
apartment after the funeral of Pope Benedict.  

“Be not Afraid”. 



Another Pell Effect emerges through his capacity to face life with 
courage. I believe this began with his love of sport, particularly rowing, 
cricket and above all football.  

This Australian Rules ruck man (partly converted to Rugby) was not 
afraid of any one. Barreling down the field in seminary days, another 
student rebuked him, “George how can you talk about the love of God 
when you are such a bastard in footie?” His gruff reply: “Don’t bring 
religion into sport.” 

However, as he entered priesthood and worked in various pastoral 
appointments, he became aware that some people were afraid of “big 
George”. This explains why, as the new Archbishop of Melbourne, he 
took the words of Our Lord as his motto: “Be not afraid!” At the same 
time the motto expressed his vision of a courageous Church, God’s 
People united in orthodoxy and living tradition but not afraid to go 
forward, to innovate and break new ground, to “launch out into the deep”, 
as St John Paul II put it. But in relating to people, he never lost the skills 
learnt in the family pub, able to talk to anyone, to move freely from small 
talk to lofty matters, and always with a sense of humour   

The Trials 

Another element in the Pell Effect emerged during his persecution, a call 
to persevere in times of trial and testing. And he knew what that involved. 

The vehemence of aggressive interrogation at commissions and the 
narrative of his trial lift the lid off a concealed cesspool:  .Anti-
Catholicism in Australia. He endured biased legal processes in Victoria, 
with lies and calumny hurled at him because he was a Catholic bishop. 
He had to listen to pernicious absurdities, that the Church is to blame for 
pedophilia, or the bigoted suggestion that he lived in a palace when his 
only abode in Rome consisted of two rooms in Domus Australia! Finally, 
he was put on trial for an impossible obscene allegation. 

An effect of his own persecution was also to expose the collapse of basic 
principles of Law in society, such as the presumption of innocence and 
“beyond reasonable doubt”. In Victoria, we witnessed the breakdown of 
the separation between the executive and judicial arms and the apparent 
entanglement of some police in a political conspiracy. But it all   may be 
traced back to the Vatican. Having served  in the Roman Curia for ten 
years, I may know something about what can happen there. 



When Pope Francis called him to the Vatican to clean up the money, he 
was immediately in danger, as his sister Margaret perceived. He was not 
welcome. At the time, a retired Italian official who worked in the 
Secretariat of State, ranted in my face, “Your Pell does not understand our 
way of doing things!” He soon became the cardinal who knew too much 
about “our way of doing things”.  So he had to go. Then unfolded the 
saga of his being framed, tried and jailed. 

Yet he did not slide into self-pity or bitterness. He enjoyed the unstinting 
support of his family and friends, and the respect of his guards, as I noted 
when I visited him in prison. He welcomed expert legal advice that 
finally led to the favorable decision of the High Court. Above all, in 
prison the chance to deepen his life of prayer consoled him, as his 
published diaries reveal. Here the Pell Effect becomes a spiritual example 
for all of us to follow, a reminder that, in suffering, what counts is union 
with God. 

The Abuse Issue 

The most controversial area of the Pell Effect focuses around the issue of 
the abuse of children in the Church, Here he did make mistakes, for 
example in the mishandled Ellis case in Sydney. Yet it is incongruous that 
he of all bishops would become the scapegoat for other people’s sins, 
because he was the pioneer of listening, redress, care and support for 
victims. His Melbourne Response was set in place soon after he became 
archbishop in 1996.  

It was not a perfect response but it meant something at a time when other 
bishops did little. Understandably, they seemed frozen in the face of an 
evil they could not comprehend. Then the national redress scheme 
Towards Healing was widely adopted, but it was the Pell approach that 
paved the way for a better pastoral approach to the suffering and hurt of 
victims. That should never be forgotten. 

Education 

The Pell Effect is obvious when we turn to the field of the education of 
children and young people. At all levels his inspiration was another hero, 
Archbishop Daniel Mannix. 

This massive dimension of the Pell Effect invites a book that would have 
to cover his concrete achievements. It might begin with his successful 
renewal of Aquinas College for teacher training in Ballarat. This was 



followed by the task of revitalizing Corpus Christi College, seminary of 
the Province of Victoria and the Archdiocese of Hobart. 

While his seminary work was cut short when he was ordained Auxiliary 
Bishop in 1987, he returned to it once he became Archbishop of 
Melbourne. He relocated the seminary in Carlton with a new rector, Msgr 
Aldo Rebeschini, former secretary to Cardinal Knox.  Msgr Charles 
Portelli set up a magnificent gothic chapel as the prayerful heart of a 
compact campus. More importantly, the formation of future priests was 
now in line with the provisions of the Second Vatican Council. At the 
same time, working with the other Bishops, he revitalized theological 
education for seminarians. The Catholic Theological College was built in 
an elegant modern style on the site of the cathedral college and it was 
open to anyone who sought theological education. 

His relations with the Australian Catholic University were not always 
good. But once he became the Archbishop of Melbourne, he consolidated 
its campuses into a central St Patrick’s Campus, near the cathedral.  As 
Archbishop of Sydney he enjoyed a better relationship with ACU and he 
greatly valued his friendship with Prof Greg Craven. 

When he went to Sydney, he secured a campus site for the University of 
Notre Dame. He believed this was the time to  bring it beyond Fremantle 
and to enter into a healthy competition with ACU. This has been a 
successful project. 

From the time of its inception, he supported Campion College, as its 
founder, Karl Schmude attests. He was already a friend of the John XXIII 
Fellowship, which became the Campion Fellowship, inspiring the 
foundation of a liberal arts Catholic college, located in the Diocese of 
Parramatta. Again, we see his trust in lay initiatives, and his respect for 
the intellect in the wider Catholic traditions, Eastern and Western. The 
English martyr St Edmund Campion was another of his heroes. 

However, he also founded the Melbourne Session of the John Paul 
Institute for Marriage and Family, derived  from the mother institute in 
the Lateran University Rome, where I completed my doctorate. This was 
the jewel in the crown. I was privileged to be director of the institute in 
its last years when, to his horror, it was closed. And nothing has replaced 
it. 
  
He was also aware of the educative value of pilgrimages to Rome so he 
established  Domus Australia in the shell of an abandoned religious house 



and gave free rein (and ample funds) to Msgr Charles Portelli to restore 
and enrich its noble church. At last, thanks to the Pell Effect, Australians 
have their own centre in Rome. Pope Benedict was pleased to come and  
open Domus Australia. 

Religious Education 

His work for education began at a personal level with his rapport with 
children and young people, or “youngsters” as he called them. He 
enjoyed engaging children in lively Confirmation catechesis, as witnessed 
by Bishop Tony Ireland. He engaged in a lively debate with my twelve-
year-old niece over Queen Elizabeth I. Her little brother chimed in with a 
negative comment on Mary Tudor. He enjoyed every minute of it. He 
wanted children to be articulate and informed, and this applied 
particularly to religious education. 

Well before George Pell became a bishop he wrote a pamphlet about the 
Post-Vatican II collapse of religious education, Bread, Stones or Fairy 
Floss. He called for more substantial “bread”, rejected cold old stones, 
and wrote off the fairy floss of the dominant “life situation” catechetics. 
He had to wait until he was Archbishop of Melbourne to achieve what 
may well be a lasting element in the Pell Effect.  

In 1997 he called me back from Vatican service to edit thirteen text books 
for primary and secondary schools, in a series entitled To Know, Worship 
and Love. Not without controversy, the books appeared and were 
mandated in Melbourne and several other diocese. They came with him to 
Sydney and became a joint project, much improved by Sydney expertise. 
Now they are on-line, hence in use in many schools around Australia. 

He insisted that the texts should also impart Catholic culture and be 
beautiful, hence including many works of art. He was already open to 
what was later called the “catechesis of beauty, affirmed by Pope 
Benedict and endorsed by Pope Francis. 

His appreciation of beauty began with music, inspired by his violinist 
sister, Margaret. He valued the visual arts, evident in the water garden at 
St Patrick’s cathedral Melbourne, in the chapel in the Melbourne 
seminary, in the church of Domus Australia, and, in a more austere style, 
in the chapel of the St Benedict Retreat Center he established near 
Sydney. I would be less certain of his concept for the new altar he 
installed in St Mary’s cathedral, but we avoided that topic. 



Loyalty and Leadership 

Cardinal Pell expected loyalty from the many women and men who 
worked with him and he sought to be loyal himself, even when it became 
difficult. Therefore, while he has rightly criticized “synodality”, I doubt 
whether he authored a “secret document” challenging Pope Francis.  He 
never discussed Pope Francis with me. He was deeply loyal to the 
papacy.  

During a Mass he celebrated at World Youth Day in Sydney in 2008, he 
told the young people that, “Nine hundred years ago before there was a 
king in England, there was a Pope in Rome.” Some have interpreted those 
teaching words as Irish nationalism, not so. While George Pell was a 
republican, he was also an Anglophile who deeply admired Queen 
Elizabeth II for her loyalty to God and her people.  

How then are we to sum up all these complex dimensions that combine in 
the Pell Effect? One word seems to encapsulate what the cardinal meant 
to the Church in Australia - Leadership. So his sudden passing to eternal 
life challenges us, both in the Church and in society. Where now is such 
leadership? 


