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Why a Catholic Priest had to leave the church  

to find his soul 

 

Michaell B   Category: Personal issues – resolved 

How being a Catholic Priest for over 20 years forced a man to question the 

validity of the church’s beliefs which lead to a personal journey of self 

discovery, redemption and finally liberation.   

This story is for anyone that feels trapped by the weight of other’s 

expectations and where your acceptance depends on your continued 

willingness to follow other’s beliefs and values.  This story could help anyone 

from a religious or cultural background that wants to feel free.  Find out how 

one man ultimately learned it was more important to be true to himself, rather 

than to keep blindly following the rules.   

   

Figure 1 Michaell 1951    Figure 2 Michaell 1961 

 

Michaell is happy to receive letters, emails and comments through the Cant2Can website 

and via email address: utilitymb166@hotmail.com 
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Interviewer Question 1: What was the main issue that you dealt with? 

Michaell:  A major change of life career and the emotions related to that which will come up 

as the story goes on. 

Interviewer: Specifically what was that change of life experience? If we had to put a title to 

this particular one to name it what was that? 

Michaell:  Freeing myself from the bonds of the Catholic Church.   

 

Interviewer Question 2: Considering the issue, what was your family 

background and did that help or hinder you later in life? 

Michaell: Well I think for the first part of it, it was my whole Irish Catholic background.  Irish 

on my mother's side including that by the time I was born there were several cousins from 

that same side of the family, one of whom had become a priest, one had become a nun and 

another older cousin who had been a Christian teaching brother who came out from Ireland 

to Australia when he was about 17 and lived in Australia for 70 plus years. All of those 3 

were very much in the background of my family and were revered and respected. That is my 

family background that is most relevant to this question. 

This is where some of the sticking points were later when I tried to free myself from the 

church there was this whole expectation thing. On the positive side, my family's attitude, my 

parents in particular, had an attitude that was pretty healthy and pretty positive and strong. 

I got from them a determination to do what I knew I had to do later on in my life. That kind 

of helped. 

Interviewer: You were saying that people who went into the priesthood were considered to 

be 'special'.   

Michaell: They were definitely looked up to.  Further back in Ireland there were so many 

families in those days that had one, two or three members of the family who would go into 

the church.  So it wasn't surprising that there were 2, 3 or 4 odd from my mother's side of 

my family who were in the church here in Australia. 

Interviewer: So it was pretty ingrained that at least one person in the family should go into 

the priesthood? 

Michaell: It certainly was in Ireland.  I didn't realise until it happened to me that it carried 

through to Australia, but it did. Later I met plenty of guys who came from that sort of 

background.  It was considered a kind of special calling and a special blessing to the family 

so that was kind of welcomed generally from the good practising Catholics. 
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Interviewer Question 3: What did you grow up believing about yourself? 

Michaell: I was taught in school that I was a child of God and I was a child of the family and 

of the church.  I had membership in those 3 clubs.  We were taught that at school with a 

little book summarising all the teachings of the Catholic school.  “Who are you?  You are a 

child of God brought to the world to know him, love him and serve him”. 

I think the other thing that certainly was true when I was growing up was that the church 

did not encourage an individual person to feel valuable as an individual.  There was a big 

emphasis on humility: We are made by God and we are nothing and we are born into sin, 

born into the original sin of the first people, Adam and Eve and it is only by God's love that 

you can get out of that by being baptized a Catholic.  So then, in my family, because of the 

times there was a very strong message that children should be seen and not heard.   

Interviewer:  So there is this being born into original sin.  I have heard of that before and of 

course I am not Catholic and I don't know about that world.  I find it interesting and of 

course, your personal story is reflected in many people who have been through the Catholic 

Church.  I am getting this impression of guilt or perhaps even shame that you are 

automatically by default a bad person and the way to be good or at least better is through 

the Catholic Church and by doing the 'right' thing. 

Michaell: Yes, generally without getting into the special thing of becoming a member of the 

priesthood or the nunnery. Individual Catholics growing up in those days certainly and, to a 

certain extent, nowadays expect that they have to live a good life and they have to obey the 

church and obey the commandments or else they are not considered to be worthy or a child 

of God.  They have to avoid sin and if they do commit sin, they have to ask for God's 

forgiveness through the church. 

 

 

Question 4:  How was life before you decided to make this particular change?   

Michaell: 

Basically I grew up for the first 12 years of my life in 2 small River Murray towns not terribly 

far apart.  My dad had a garage business in one of them and as that grew, he moved into the 

next bigger town and set up another business and so we moved homes too.  In both of 

those towns I just simply went to the local Catholic convent school, I became in the first 

town at the age of probably 7 or 8 a mass server or “altar boy” assisting the priest in the 

Sunday or weekday mass.  When I was a bit older I would ride my bike around the town, go 
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and see my friends, bike to school, weekends, joined the Cubs at one stage. That didn't last 

very long! But I was just a typical kid in a small country town. Going to the Saturday 

afternoon movies where all the serials, cartoons, Laurel and Hardy, Bob Hope and all those 

sort of movies - that was my life. 

Interviewer:  What era was that? 

Michaell: Up until the end of 1950, just after the war.  I was born in 1938.  Towards the end 

of 1950, when I was 12, I was coming to the end of my primary education in the convent 

school and there wasn't a Catholic high school in that town so the plan was that I would go 

to the Catholic College in the city, some eighty kilometres away and become a boarder and 

finish my secondary schooling there.  And then do whatever you do after you finish 

Secondary School.  

Before the end of that year, I was fitted in the uniform of the college.  A very smart looking 

blazer, cap, and my first long trousers.  They were hanging in my cupboard, ready for me to 

get into them and go off to college at the beginning of 1951.   

Then came a day that I call ‘Game Change Day’.  You would be familiar with that term.  

Suddenly, from being this kid looking forward to getting out in the big world as a young 

person mixing with a whole lot of kids from everywhere.  What happened then with all of 

this ready to start, not knowing where it would take me but just going along with it, on that 

one day the priest after the Mass (that several of us altar boys were helping him with) sat us 

down rather seriously, a very grumpy type of a person but on this occasion, he was serious 

without being grumpy so we knew we hadn't done anything wrong.  He said in his Irish 

accent…of course along with my Irish background a lot of the priests in those days were 

from Ireland; they had come out to be like missionaries to help the people of Australia and 

he was one of them.  He sat us all down and said in his Irish brogue 'Boys what are you going 

to do when you leave school?'  A couple of boys said 'I am going to be a train driver like my 

Dad/uncle’.  Another one was going to be a mechanic.  Another one said ‘I am going to help 

my dad on the farm.  For some reason that took me a long time to understand over later 

years, I said something like 'I thought I might like to be a priest'.  That changed everything.  

There was no further consultation with me.  The priest must have called at my parents’ 

place the next day or that night and told them about it.  There was no sort of discussion with 

me.  The next thing that happened was that my mother had sent my college uniform back to 

the suppliers and I found myself in the city being measured up for one of those long black 

garments that priests or seminary students wear, they’re called “soutanes”. 

Instead of going to the college, at the beginning of the following year I was in the seminary.  

Of course, there was a great feeling of joy around.  Certainly, my mother, I don't know that 

my father was quite as impressed, but he didn't say much.  He thought “Well this is what 

God wants for my son”.  My mother thought this was a great privilege and a great calling.  
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That completely changed the game and I spent the next 11 years in the seminary.  I, being a 

good little Catholic boy, never really questioned it myself all through that time.  That was 

only the beginning of the challenges that came to me and that is just a marker point. 

Interviewer:  I think it is interesting that you talk about the game changing day and 

obviously something that you put out almost it sounds like as a suggestion or a maybe was 

seized upon and a mere comment.  I don't suppose he ran around any of the kids who said 

they wanted to be a train driver. 

Michaell: It was a big privilege for him to have a boy from under his care to go away and be 

a priest and the nuns in the school, some of whom were Irish too. They of course thought it 

was a great blessing for their school and it went on from there.  For some time, I had a lot of 

questions about how that had happened and felt angry and hurt and put upon but I kind of 

understand it now in the context of the times and I don't blame anyone for it and no longer 

do I blame myself for not sort of waking up to it.  There were plenty of young guys in the 

seminary who said 'No this is not for me' and they went home.  Some were told they 

weren't suitable and were sent home.  At no time during the 11 years did I ever really 

question if I was on the right track. 

Interviewer:  Except that obviously you did reach a point, where you did question it, 

because clearly you did leave the Catholic Church eventually. This brings us to the next 

question. 

 

Interviewer Question 5:  How big was the issue or that challenge in relation 

to your skills, abilities and confidence at the time? 

Michaell: That game change day and what followed for 11 years after that wasn't really a 

problem because I just got into it and obeyed the rules as crazy as they might seem in 

retrospect.  I was a good student and eventually got to go through the various stages and 

pass the various exams and get my secondary schooling sorted in the seminary then the 2 

years of scholastic philosophy, meaning church philosophy rather than Descartes, Plato or 

any of those characters.  Then 4 years of theology, catholic doctrine and moral theology.  I 

didn't exactly breeze through it, it was hard work, but I managed it okay.  I enjoyed a lot of 

aspects of the life and then in 1961 I got to the point of graduating from that place and 

became a priest.  

At the beginning of following year, 1962, I went off to work in a parish in country South 

Australia and enjoyed the work and the people and all of that stuff.  Then went on, after 4 

years, to be re-assigned, as was the usual procedure for a junior priest, into another parish 

and then went from that one into a third one and eventually into a fourth one, all over the 

space of 19 years. During those early years I was quite happy in the work.  I knew that I was 
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able to do it. I enjoyed what was expected of me and I guess I enjoyed also the kind of place 

I had in the community even though I hadn't really earned it except by just being a priest.  

Catholics in those days, and still to some extent, have a great respect for their priests and 

you don't have to really earn it too well.  Although you get on better if you are popular, I 

guess.  

So that really went on until I had been in the priesthood another 19 years after the 

seminary.  That's when the issue and challenge came up.  What happened then was that I 

was becoming increasing disillusioned with the church and the way it was going.  One of the 

factors was the lack of a positive flow-on effect from 2
nd

 Vatican Council that had actually 

been going on in the first few years that I was a priest. 

I thought this Council (of the Pope, Cardinals and all the bishops of the Church) was a great 

opportunity for the church to be dragged kicking and screaming into the 20th century, as it 

was then. It didn't happen! A lot of things spoilt that and I began to get disheartened and 

disillusioned.  Basically in the last 2 years of the time I was in the church in Adelaide I found 

out (some years later) that I was seriously “depressed”.  I felt caught in something that I 

didn't think was right for me anymore but I didn't have the courage (or the insight) at that 

stage to recognise that or to do anything about it.  So actually I went off after having done a 

couple of courses in Adelaide called Clinical Pastoral Training which are training priests and 

other religious people like nuns and clergymen to work in hospitals and to examine the work 

that they are doing with people to improve their pastoral skills.  I did a couple of sections of 

that in Adelaide and the next section I could do was in Melbourne and I went to my boss at 

the time who was an Archbishop and said ‘Look I want to go to Melbourne to do this work 

and he hummed and hawed and said you will have to help out over there in the parishes 

with your priestly work.  You can’t just go over there and do a course’.  I refused to do that.  

I said 'No I want to give myself totally to this 3 month course to be followed by another 3 

month course and to make sure that I get the benefit out of it’. 

I really believed deep down at that stage that I wasn't a good enough priest and that was 

why I was having all these feelings and being upset with the church.   

Interviewer: What gave you the impression that you weren't a good enough priest 

Michaell? 

Michaell: Well because I just didn't feel I was doing enough.  By this time I was working as a 

chaplain in a psychiatric hospital. I had asked to do that and I had insisted on being free to 

do that away from some of the other duties that were not exactly boring me but I knew I 

couldn't keep doing it the way the church wanted me to.  I thought this was something that 

needs to be done for people with psychiatric illnesses. 

I had an aunt who had been in a psychiatric hospital and I knew her, both when she was well 

and when she wasn't well. I knew it was the same person inside her whether she was well or 
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unwell. I felt I had some skill and I had already done some counselling training with the 

church education office.  I knew I had some skills to listen to people and to do some 

counselling. So that's when I got into the psychiatric hospital job that was like out of the 

frying pan into the fire because, not only did the church not really understand what I was 

doing - this was all very foreign to them in the mid-sixties, but the psychiatric industry didn't 

understand what I was doing either. They all were trained in Freudian stuff.  Here was a 

Minister of Religion who thought that the spiritual could be part of psychiatric care but they 

thought it was all just about scientific western medicine and so on.  I think that was where 

things came unstuck for me. That's when I started to realise that I wasn't being as effective 

as I wanted to be and I thought it was just because I wasn't a good enough priest or wasn't 

doing it well enough. 

So, to answer your question briefly, I decided I had to do a course to make me better at it.  

This was the 3 month course that was part of a 12 month programme that I never actually 

finished.   

Because what came up in the meantime was I did the first 3 months in Melbourne under 

protest from the Archbishop that I insisted on doing it my way. He eventually let me go, he 

didn't have much choice.  What happened then was- there was a very skilful woman running 

this course who had done training in America in this whole work.  She had actually been a 

nun herself but she left for her own good reasons and she had come back to a Catholic 

hospital in Melbourne and she was running these courses there for people like me, priests, 

nuns or brothers, to improve their skills in pastoral care.  After she had got to know me a bit 

and there had been group discussions about our work and how we felt about life and the 

church and things like that I said in one of the groups one day (and I had also had a few 

personal individual chats to her)   ‘I have an idea that I have been depressed’ and she said ‘I 

think you have been depressed for the last 2 years’.  She knew my story. Suddenly it hit me 

like a bolt out of the blue that she was right.  I had been working in the psychiatric hospital 

where I saw depressed and suicidal people all the time but I had never really applied it to 

myself, the symptoms that I was feeling.  So I decided then and there that I had to take 

leave from the church to sort myself out, fully expecting that I would sort myself out and go 

back finish the course off and go back to Adelaide and continue being a priest.   

Time went on and I didn't feel like going back but then I told the Archbishop that I wasn't 

coming back, I needed to take a break and he was most upset because ‘you joined 

priesthood for life and that is your commitment’. He didn't have any choice eventually.  In 

the meantime, I went job searching and that's where the next stage of things happened.   

That is in answer to the issue or challenge and getting to that point of quitting the church 

and then dealing with the emotions that came up after that. 
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Interviewer:  It is obviously one thing taking a break from the church as you said you fully 

expected to go back to the church after some period of taking time out and just re-

evaluating probably your life.   

Interviewer: How old were you then Michaell?    

Michaell:  I was 42 years of age. 

Interviewer: So you had spent the previous 30 years in the Catholic Church and were a 

priest for just under 20 years.  For a long period of time, at least two-thirds you quite 

enjoyed it.   

On a personal level you were starting to have feelings that you should somehow be able to 

do more or be more effective in the particular field that you branched into which was the 

psychiatric care which is a very specialised area and obviously you had an interest in it 

because of your auntie.  Then you went to this course and the lady said I think you have 

been depressed for the last little while.  Was this depression caused by the culmination of a 

number of issues coming up with you feeling a little bit that you weren't all that you could 

be as far as the church was concerned and that you had done a lot of the traditional priest 

type of roles for a long time and I think I heard you say you were a little bit, perhaps bored 

isn't quite the word, but that you had done that for a very long time the same thing over 

and over by the sound of things.  Is that correct Michaell? 

Michaell: I probably wouldn't use that word bored either.  ‘Frustrated’, more than anything, 

by the efforts I was making. I knew from my first few years that I was an effective person 

with people.  I knew I related well to people that I was popular and that people looked for 

my support but when I found that the way the church expected me to advise people.  It was 

around issues like birth control, sexuality and stuff like that I was expected to toe the party 

line and tell them they couldn't use birth control even though in those days the Catholic 

families still had large numbers.  There were a couple of families I knew that had 10 children 

but technically speaking they couldn't use birth control.  They were some of my frustrations. 

Interviewer:  It is just to understand what was going on to prompt this move.  It is not an 

easy move to do, you had been doing it for 30 years and you don't just click your fingers and 

it happens.  I just wanted to understand a little bit more, what was going on and it helps, at 

least in my mind, to fill in the gaps a little bit.  When you did take time out and you realised 

you needed that time to evaluate.  What happened directly after you took that break - was 

it some months? 

Michaell: Yes it was some months and the fact that I got a job fairly quickly because I knew I 

couldn't depend upon the church to keep paying me if I wasn't working.  I was also well 

aware that I had never at any stage tried to get any university qualifications so I was pretty 

well unqualified to do anything. That's when I looked for and got a job.  I suppose that 



9 

 

started to move me into a direction that I hadn't expected.  I mixed with a lot of people who 

didn't have the same restrictions and I drank a bit of alcohol and started having a good time. 

I even broke the pattern a bit by starting to date women which technically speaking I wasn't 

really free to do if I was just taking leave from the church.  I guess I started to realise 'hey 

there is a different world out there and maybe I am meant to find out about it’'. 

Interviewer: How soon after you decided to take the break did you get the job? 

Michaell: Pretty soon because I knew the money wasn't going to keep going and I had rent 

and food to pay for.  I was lucky that I applied for a youth worker job and it was in the days 

that they had the youth community support service (C.Y.S.S.) where the government had 

funded a lot of centres around Australia.  Places where young people could get support and 

counselling and help with job applications and I went along and applied for this job.  

Because of my experience as a youth worker as a younger priest I was considered suitable 

and they decided to take me on.  Then of course things unfolded fairly quickly after that.  

That would have probably been only a week or two or three after I told the Archbishop that 

I wanted to take leave.  In the meantime the co-ordinator of the course helped me identify 

the depression, and helped me to see a psychiatrist who was a colleague of the course 

organiser and was familiar with the whole church thing and helped me sort of do some 

relaxation exercises and just talk about things a bit more and that kind of encouraged me 

further to think about ‘what have I been doing to myself by living this life that doesn't feel 

quite right anymore?’ 

 

Interviewer Question 6: During that process of you, leaving the church, what 

would you say your lowest point was? 

Michaell: Probably the sense of rejection that I got from the Archbishop when I wrote to 

him and told him I had been helped to realise I had been depressed and just felt I really 

needed to take a break and said something like ‘I want you to know that, although this is a 

major step to take a break for a while, I feel very much at peace in my own mind.  I obtained 

the right advice and I am doing the right thing in my own mind anyway’.  He wrote back a 

very stern letter that said he didn't think I could possibly be at peace in my own mind. I was 

very disappointed in his reply--- I felt totally unacknowledged as an adult. I felt by the age of 

42 if I don't know now what I feel in my own mind and what I have been through and what I 

need to do then when do I?  I actually cut off my contact with him at that point and it was 

many years later, luckily before he died, that we did exchange letters and by that time we 

had forgiven each other.  He had to forgive me for not coming back to the church and I had 

to forgive him for what I felt was rejection.  That was a pretty low point but then thinking 

about it now, it may have been different, I guess if he had been more understanding but 

because it was such an unacceptable response from him, I more easily got into feeling guilty 

about it all or guilty about taking time for myself, even if it was so necessary and about the 
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shame of ‘okay you are committed for life to this job and okay you may be having a few 

doubts or whatever but you can't just quit like that’.  That all sort of came out of that 

emotional stage and I was probably still depressed.  I suppose I went into survival mode at 

that point so I had to get a job to support myself and I kept up with my counselling sessions 

and that was an interesting period of time. 

 

Interviewer Question 7: What stopped you from giving up and kept you 

moving forward? 

Michaell: I think a deep down belief in myself and a trust in common sense.  My common 

sense had been telling me for years that the church wasn't making sense about the way it 

was dealing with people and with me and with life and married couples and the whole 

sexuality thing including the fact that I was expected to be celibate. And all from starting out 

as a 12 year old who didn't know what sex was.  It just didn't make sense and somehow I 

realised that I wasn't as dedicated to my faith in the church and in that set of beliefs about 

God.  I wasn't as committed to it as I thought I was or should have been and so I started to 

think in a much more practical, common sense sort of way. 

I am not getting paid by the church anymore so I need to find another way of living.  I can't 

live in the flat that the hospital was providing whilst I was doing the course.  I have got to 

find somewhere to live that I can afford and find a way to pay for my car and transport to 

and from work.  I had lived a quite a privileged life since I had gone to the seminary and 

came out the other end.  Money wasn't great in the church but you had your keep taken 

care of and your job was secure.  So I just had to get practical and start taking care of 

myself. 

 

Interviewer:  So it sounds like what kept you going were just the practicalities of life and as 

you said of survival mode.  Well I either give up to some extent or take one step after 

another and find a job, find something I can do and deal with simple, specific, concrete 

steps. 

Michaell:  Also I think that my attitude that I described at the beginning, that I was brought 

up not to think very highly of myself, to be humble and I was a child of God and I should do 

what God and the church and my family thinks I should.  That was wearing pretty thin by the 

time I got to be 36/37/38 years of age and the answers that the church had come up with 

were not satisfying me personally as well as not satisfying a lot of the people that I knew.  I 

thought there has got to be better answers and maybe by being more selfish and just taking 

time out for myself and going with the flow, I am going to come up with better answers than 

the church had come up with. 
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Interviewer: I think that leads into question 8: What were the personal 

difficulties you had to confront in order to succeed or deal with the situation 

and achieve a better quality of life? 

Michaell: Fear is one, lack of self belief, lack of  confidence, anger and hurt about the way I 

had been treated not only during my past few years in the church but anger about the way I 

was being cast loose.  Some of the things I later found out were that where I had a room in 

one of the church houses or “presbytery”  in Adelaide when I left to do this course expecting 

that all my stuff would be kind of there when I returned.  I found later that all my stuff had 

been moved out because the room was needed.  I don't quite know what they did with it as 

I didn't follow up with it as I was disappointed 

I found out three years later the room hadn't been used by anyone. The idea seemed to be 

to send a message to me that I was no longer acceptable.  I found things like that made me 

quite angry and hurt.  I think to some extent for a number of years I felt like a victim of the 

church.  I hope I have overcome that over the last number of years, writing about some of 

these years and talking about them with people.  They were some of the personal 

difficulties I had to face.  I also felt some embarrassment talking to people who didn't know 

much about the church or its way of dealing with people.  I didn't tell people much about 

my background and then I sort of got into having to tell everybody.  That was a pretty 

interesting reaction too. 

Interviewer:  It sounds a very autocratic, very institutional organisation at least in that 

period of time. 

 

Michaell:  Yes it was. 

Interviewer:   Somewhat almost militaristic in its approach to things as though if you toe our 

line everything is fine and we will look after you.  But if you don't, we are going to make life 

very tough for you. 

Michaell: True, yes. 

Interviewer: I can only imagine how difficult that would be for anyone to cope with, 

especially if they are not really trained or had much experience at anything else.  

 

Question 9: So how specifically did you deal with these difficulties, these 

personal difficulties that you just mentioned? 
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Michaell: First of all there was the counselling that I got and the support from a couple of 

people back then, also getting a new job and a new life opened up a lot of doors.  They were 

much younger people that I worked with.  They were in their late twenties, early thirties.  

They were social workers, they were youth workers, they were very aware sort of people 

and very supportive and there was a real camaraderie which I hadn't always found in the 

church.  So we had Friday drinks after work and we would go places together occasionally 

on the weekend and we had camps for the kids.    

I was very much included in everything and even though I was older, I felt liked and 

respected and that was a big boost to me.  So I guess I dealt with things by getting on with 

life in the real world and that went on for some 12 months or more.  It was quite a 

challenging job because a lot of the young people in the centre, (we ran a drop in centre for 

unemployed kids and there was a lot of aggro around) and they were very angry at the time 

and there was a lot of dependency issues and there was a lot of violence going on and we 

had to try to be some support and give them some sort of training.  I guess I was also pretty 

angry at the time so I got to work out some of my anger on some of their anger which 

wasn't always a good mix.  But we got through and then eventually the way things went I 

decided I had enough of that work and need something easier.  So I heard about a course 

that was in social welfare so that I could at least get qualified for something else beyond my 

previous experience.  

I applied for that but they didn't have enough people to run the course so I thought I don't 

think much is happening here in Melbourne. I had dated a few women but nothing much 

had happened.  So I had been reading an alternative magazine for some time called 'Grass 

Roots' and it is still going.  It is for people into self sufficiency for growing their own veggies 

and living more independently from town and city life.  I thought it looked interesting and 

thought I would go and see what other people were doing with their lives.  So I got a tent 

and put a few things in my little VW Golf and left Melbourne and drove around a couple of 

places in Victoria where I had already made contact with some of these people. I stayed 

with families and couples that generally were living out of town on a property or an acreage 

but they were sort of into self sufficiency so they had part-time jobs but they were trying to 

grow their own food, were educating their own kids.  I really enjoyed that and did that for 9 

months around the Eastern states.  I was going to go around the whole of Australia but got 

as far as Brisbane and settled in there for a while and got a job.  Then I went up North and 

looked around there but my little car wouldn't take me into the very rugged country so I 

thought 'No I will go back to Brisbane and spend a while there'. 

In the meantime, I had been contacting a couple of ladies through the 'Grass Roots' 

magazine more for romantic reasons than self sufficiency stuff and one of them and I 

seemed to get on particularly well.  She came from the Blue Mountains in New South Wales 

and I was based in Brisbane.  One day I got a letter from her and I thought it is interesting 
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we know each other addresses but we don't know each other's phone numbers.  As it 

happened, she had in fact put her phone number on the top of that particular letter and I 

gave her a call.  We got on particularly well just chatting on the phone so we had a few more 

conversations and decided it was worth meeting before I came back down to Sydney.  She 

said she had friends half way between Sydney and Brisbane and suggested meeting half 

way.  So we met on the coast and got on extremely well.  She had five children but on this 

occasion had left them behind so we would have the opportunity to get to meet each other 

first.  We got on so well over the day or two so we decided because her five kids were very 

much part of her family (she was separated and divorced) that it would be good if I met 

them sooner rather than later.  So I said 'okay' and went back to Brisbane, sorted a few 

things out there and flew down to Sydney.  I went and stayed with the family for a few days 

and met all the kids.  I got on beautifully well with them and got on even better with the 

mother so I went back to Brisbane feeling like I had found a home again for the first time 

since I left home at the age of 12 to go to the seminary.  They all came down to see me off 

at the railway station.  I was a bit teary and they were a bit teary.  It was quite a buzz.  I 

went back to Brisbane and closed up shop there and moved in with her and the family in the 

Blue Mountains.  We were together for some time and I knew that she didn't feel 

comfortable with just living together and she had actually been the wife of a protestant 

minister who had had a few affairs and she needed a bit of security.  Yet I really thought it 

wasn't a good thing for me to just walk straight into marriage. 

One day I woke up and thought 'why not?' so we got married at a civil ceremony and that 

was my first marriage.  That was in 1982 and I was 44 years of age then.  I proceeded to 

enjoy family life very much and I had some savings that my father had invested for me.  My 

father had died by this time.  I had some money and it took a while to get a job but I did 

eventually start up a practice in counselling and hypnotherapy at the bottom of the Blue 

Mountains. My wife had been a single Mum for a few years by then, I don’t know what 

financial support the children’s father was giving but she had continued with her nursing 

work. I wanted to play my part in the family finances. 

I did get some income from the business after a while but in the meantime I used a lot of my 

savings to be the 'good father' that I thought I should be so there were piano lessons, ballet 

lessons and two or three trolley loads of food every week because there were so many kids 

and I pretty well over a period of 2 years went through most of the money that my father 

had passed on to me. I thought it was the right thing to do.  After 15 months of marriage, 

the marriage fell apart and I decided that it wasn't working for either of us and, in 

retrospect, I know that both she and I had got married because we were lonely and that 

wasn't a good enough reason. 

So that was the next stage of things that I got unmarried and just went on with my 

professional counselling, hypnotherapy in the same general area but cut myself right off 
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from her and the children.  (There were very good reasons for taking that line of action that 

I won’t go into here. It will be in my memoir) That was another turning point. 

Interviewer:  By now, you have left the priesthood, been married and I suppose the idea of 

going back to the priesthood would be almost non-existent. 

Michaell: Except that before this marriage when I had been travelling in outback New South 

Wales, part of this trip around, I had a couple of panic attacks which were probably the only 

time I remember really asking myself 'have I done the right thing here'.  By coincidence, I 

was in a little town in far western New South Wales late one night staying in a little hotel 

which I did in between staying with families.  I would stay in hotels and kind of get some 

mind space back again.  Late at night, I woke up in a panic about what I had done and was it 

right that I wasn't going back.  The only person I could think to call was a local priest but it 

turned out he was away on a retreat.  There was a message on the phone saying to ring the 

sisters at the Convent and they would help you if they can.  So, after calling them, at about 

9.30/10 o'clock at night I went around to the local convent and got, for a change, an 

extremely helpful and understanding nun who just listened to me pour out all this stuff 

about what I had done, what I should have done. That kind of fixed me up and I just got in 

the car the next day and headed off.  Apart from that, I really had little anxiety about 

whether it was the right thing to do or not.  Then the marriage came after that and then on 

from there. 

Interviewer:  I think you said you were 44 and now I presumed divorced Michael? 

Michaell: We separated and at that stage a couple of years later I got a letter to say that she 

had taken out divorce proceedings and asking me to pay for those proceedings.  I simply 

sent a letter through a lawyer to say I had no intention of doing that.  She said ‘we tried to 

find you and we couldn't find you’.  I told her about three different ways she could have 

found me, including through the hypnotherapy society that she knew I belonged to in 

Sydney.  I just said no way was I going to pay for the whole thing and that I would pay half of 

the costs, which I then did and that was that.  I didn't have any further contact with her. 

Interviewer:  Just going back to recap Michaell.  

Interviewer: I know you went through a long period of discontent with the church.  A couple 

of years I think you said.  Was there a point where you thought right there is a particular 

time or incident that really helped you do that.  One that helped you move on from that 

immediate point of the decision.  Was your decision made when you sent that letter asking 

for a break and then the Archbishop sent you back that non-sympathetic response? 

Michaell:  Yes I think that was major.  I realised that my original thought was ‘yes I will take 

a break and get myself sorted’.  I thought do I want to go back under that system again 

where people don't understand how difficult it has been and how much I wanted to do the 



15 

 

right thing?  I think there was some sort of light that went on then that I don't think this is 

going to work anymore for me so let's just keep going in the direction I am heading.  I never 

did anything formally about leaving the church.  I mean, strictly speaking, a priest is 

admitted for life to the church and is expected to go through a process that if he wants to 

leave for whatever reason to apply to the pope to be given what is a dispensation to return 

to being a layman again.  I put that off for some years anyway.  In the meantime I did some 

processes through hypnotherapy to free me up from the obligations I felt.  It was 22 years 

ago after I met Khryssoula (my current partner) that I did actually go and get that process in 

order.  I guess it was 6-8 years after I left the church that I made it right from their point of 

view.  That was when I formally asked for a “clearance”.  

 

Interviewer:  Question 10: So would you say that the turning point that really 

helped you with the whole process was getting that job fairly easily as a 

youth worker?  

Interviewer:  I know you didn't stay with the organisation for a number of reasons.  Was 

that quite helpful at the time Michaell to help bridge the gap between considering leaving 

the church and actually leaving the church and doing something else? 

Michaell: I suppose it was because I got the job relatively easily.  If I hadn't got the job, I 

would have been pretty stuck.  At that stage, I would have lived off the money that my 

father gave me or else I would have to think seriously okay I might have to go cap in hand 

back to the church and say look I need to take a bit more leave and would you support me 

during that time.  I didn't have to do that because this job came up and I guess I started to 

find that I enjoyed being free from the expectations of the church and, although in that job 

there were plenty of expectations that I have to live up to, it was quite different from the 

extreme discipline I had been brought up with in the seminary and the priesthood.  

A real bonus was that now I allowed myself to enjoy living a life in the real world, the world 

that I had been removed from, shielded from and warned against in seminary and even into 

priest days. For example I went to my first ever rock concert, drank alcohol (not always in 

moderation), went snow skiing for my first time, dated women- “wine, women and song”. 

Interviewer: 'Why warned against it'. 

Michaell: It could lead you into temptation and evil.  Of course if you are suppose to be 

celibate for the rest of your life then you have to be extremely careful about women.   

Interviewer:  It is amazing when you are not part of it to consider that it even exists but of 

course it still exists today and people grow up believing all kinds of things and I am the last 

person I wouldn't want to make anyone's beliefs wrong.  I guess this process of what I used 
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to perhaps believe and then I think well this process of awakening to some other kind of 

belief or perhaps just simply non-believing is an interesting process for anybody to go 

through.   

Michaell:  Yes, that's right.  I had also been I guess from a younger time associated in 

catholic school, in the seminary and in the church with only really mixing with Catholic 

people.  One of the things that I found right from the time just before I left Adelaide I 

started to do some courses in group work and psychology and stuff like that and most of the 

people in the group weren't catholic and I found they were “quite nice people”.  So that kind 

of helped to break down some of the barriers and that then went on into the youth-worker 

job where I don't think any of the people were Catholics but they were good people and 

were trying to make a better world.  It was a bit of an eye opener in some ways and I liked it 

because it showed that the stupid ideas of the church weren't the full story.  There was 

more to this real world than I had been told.  

Interviewer:  And it sounds like it was a surprise to find there were good people who 

weren't necessarily Catholics in the community.   

Michaell:  Yes, that's right.   

 

Interviewer Question 11: What personal decisions did you make to help you 

achieve your new direction or attitude to life?  I am curious what they might 

be.  

Michaell: There was a personal decision and it happened some time before I moved to 

Melbourne that I would do what made sense to me even if it didn't fit with the church.  So, 

like a lot of priests, I now understand when the difficulties of birth control came to their 

attention because people back in the sixties would come to confession and say that they 

had been using birth control.  The official line would have been that this is a sin and you 

must stop doing it.  But the practicality for a lot of us was people have got to follow their 

own conscience and do what they think is right.  There is no way I could tell people who had 

several children and had lack of financial ability and lack of health in some cases and I would 

just take the practical point of view which was people should follow their own consciences.  

And I did that myself.  That was a personal decision I remember making while I was still 

active in the church.  If it doesn't make sense to me, I don't want to do it.  That was probably 

a bit dishonest in a way because I was probably still appearing to be a regular priest in the 

church although I wasn't necessarily living that way. 

Interviewer: It sounds like the personal decision was that you wanted to have your own 

ability to make them rather than have decisions forced upon you.  Particularly as they no 

longer fitted with you and your sense of integrity and eventually that meant you could no 
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longer compromise yourself by simply restating some of the churches organisational 

directives that you didn't believe were right.  Is that true?   

Michaell: Yes, that is a good summary.  I think probably one of the things I did try and do, 

before I gave up, was to speak out at meetings of priests and in conversations with the 

archbishop because I had various meetings with him over a period of time and I tried to 

speak my mind.  I don't think I did it terribly well and I thought about it later and I knew 

there were plenty of people who made more of a fuss about some of these things that 

should have been happening and weren't happening but I did try to take some mini 

opportunities of speaking up publicly and representing other people's opinions at meetings 

too.  I also pushed a few boundaries like, for example, I grew a beard which was against the 

rules. Then while I was still in Melbourne and before I actually took the leave and was still 

on the books as a priest I got my ears pierced one day and that was a pretty big one. 

Interviewer: You were living on the edge there Michaell. 

Michaell:  Ha! Ha! Yes I was living on the edge a bit there, yes.   

Interviewer:  So at one level there is a little bit of the rebel coming out and wanting to 

assert yourself and not just toe this institutional line shall we say. 

Michaell:  That's right 

 

Interviewer: Question 12: Who or what were the people, influences, books, 

courses, or events that were important in helping you along the way?  I know 

you have already mentioned the counselling and some of the courses that 

you have done and of course that magazine seemed to be helpful too didn't it 

Michaell. 

 

Michaell:  Yes that’s right and there was a counsellor I had when I was going to do the group 

work at the psychology course at the University in Adelaide in 1972.  The counsellor that 

was part of our course was a chap called John Mac.  He was the psychology lecturer as well 

and I went and saw him for quite a few sessions because he also was a private counsellor. 

He wasn't a Catholic and that was good because he had a whole refreshing attitude to how I 

should be or could be dealing with life.  He was one person who really gave me a lot of 

encouragement to start thinking for myself and I think it was also after my Dad died in 1972 

that I had a few issues to work through and he helped me with some of those.  Then the 

next major counsellor was this former nun in Melbourne whose name was Marlene. The 

travelling around, like you said, the magazine where I got these contacts from. That was 

major in giving me some point of reference to get in the car and go from this place to that 
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place and people were expecting me to call in.  It gave me some sort of purpose I suppose.  

It wasn't like I just got in the car and drove and so travelling and doing that and living with 

and talking with self-sufficient people gave me a whole aspect of life that I hadn't found in 

my family, in my seminary days or in catholic parishes.  These were people who were being 

independent, who did have certain beliefs about how life was meant to be, to be healthier, 

to be happier and it was very refreshing.  

Then when I did settle into Sydney life again in the Blue Mountains, both during my 

marriage and after, there were a couple of counsellors, a husband and wife team - called Jill 

and Denis.  They were hypnotherapists and past lives therapists and they had both been 

Catholics.  She had actually been a nun that I knew in Adelaide but not very well and I had 

picked her out of the Yellow Pages without knowing who it was.  So that was one of those 

synchronicitous events.  She and her partner, Denis, turned out to be extraordinarily 

supportive because they understood some of the stuff I had been through.   They gave me a 

lot of free treatments which I wouldn't have been able to afford otherwise.  They gave me 

an immense amount of support and encouragement.  They also tried to help my wife and 

the children to deal with some of their issues but it didn't quite work, due I suppose to 

mother and children not being ready to let go of old ways that were not working for them.  

Then when I separated from my wife, they, Jill and Denis, were very supportive in helping 

me get over the challenges of that separation.  They suggested at that stage that I go and do 

a hypnotherapy course and that they would train me in some of the stuff they were doing 

for free.  That's when I got set up as a hypnotherapist/past lives therapist in outer Sydney.  

They were the people particularly that helped enormously.  From there I started on some 

other (self-development) courses.  A lady called Gita Bellin.   I remember doing one of her 

courses which she and her then husband (Walter) ran quite early on.  These were some of 

the people who were very important to helping and supporting me in getting started along 

the way. 

 

Interviewer Question 13: What setbacks did you face in terms of leaving the 

priesthood and then how did you deal with them? 

 

Michaell: The disillusionment with the church, the institutional church, not the people so 

much, but the institution that didn't come up to the speed that I thought it should have.  

After that major church council then the depression that affected me personally.  They were 

the major setbacks.  The way I dealt with them was really “abandoning ship” I suppose.  The 

fact that I took time out and then that extended into just leaving not only the priesthood, 

because I left the church really.  I haven't practised as a Catholic since 1985? 
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Interviewer: It is interesting that you never mention spirituality in this as being a source of 

comfort or anything. 

Michaell: It was more survival that had me, more having to survive what I had escaped 

from.  

Interviewer: Again those pragmatic practical steps and that was how you dealt with them. 

Of course one of the other ways is that you had the support of some very nice people and 

skilled people who were really helpful to you along the way.  That is crucial at a time like 

that for anybody. 

Michaell:  They weren't much into talking about spirituality except there was a lot of love in 

what they were doing and I knew they were very spiritual people. I knew they also liked me, 

three of them out of the four anyway, had pretty well rejected the idea of the church that I 

had been trying to get away from too.  While we might have talked about spiritual things, it 

was very non-organisational - a belief in a higher power or a belief in love or whatever.   

Interviewer:  I have met some ex-Catholic nuns.  I did a course in Queensland and they 

didn't use the word 'God', they substituted with the world 'love' and because they knew the 

word 'God' for a lot of people is a trigger word anyway.   

 

Interviewer:  Question 14: How did you maintain your motivation in spite of 

the difficulties you faced?   

Michaell:  I think it was just sheer determination.  And a belief in myself and a belief that 

there had to be a better way than I had been told there was.  That if I didn't continue to 

accept the Church's attitude that I had to find a better way of doing things that worked 

better for me.  There is a certain amount of stubbornness in there that came out a few 

times in my earlier life.  

In the seminary for instance I remember one occasion, which I have often thought about, 

where the head of the seminary, the rector, he thought part of his job in training young men 

for the priesthood was when you got to know them a bit was to really test them out to see if 

they really had what it took. One of the ways he did this with me was to kind of bully me in 

his history class by starting out every history class for what seemed like weeks by saying 

'what did we do last time'?  I would be expected, and I was the only one he picked on for 

some time, to outline the whole previous week's history lesson.  At that stage I didn't like 

history that much but I kind of got stubborn about it and I decided to beat him at his own 

game.  So I would really study up my history and I eventually, just through sheer 

stubbornness, convinced him that I was made of the right stuff.  I have often thought about 

that since and I thought, if I wasn't so stubborn, I might have decided ‘well bugger this I am 
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out of here’.  I don't like being bullied and pushed and pulled. There are enough problems 

without being picked upon and of course there were a lot of guys who did leave, if they 

were put under much pressure.  At times I thought maybe that is what I should have done 

but my stubbornness and determination didn't allow me to, so hence the story unfolding as 

it has now.  

Interviewer: So your stubbornness and your motivation worked for you and perhaps it has 

also created a little bit of difficulty sometimes you could say and many people could relate 

to that bit.  (Laughing) 

 

Interviewer Question 15: So what new personal characteristics do you think 

you learned or that were strengthened because of this experience and how 

did you learn them? 

Michaell: Well I think I have learned over the years to have a belief in a higher power that 

goes deeper than just a system of beliefs that I was handed by the church or my parents but 

you know a real ability to try and nut out what there is that makes sense behind human life 

and Universal Energy and Love.  I don't think I really have got it sorted but I still have a belief 

that the power of love is what runs things for us human beings. 

I guess what I found with Khryssoula is a loving relationship that has now extended into 25 

years, probably this year, and even though I have known a few women before her, it wasn't 

the same as it has been with her right from the beginning; so I think that is the major 

experience.  Plus, I would have to add that my stubbornness and determination to find what 

makes sense in my life has carried me through too and probably has strengthened (more 

and more). 

 

Interviewer:  Is it like following your own heart if you will or your own sense of being true to 

yourself. 

Michaell: Yes my own sense of right and wrong and what's going to work for me just by 

hard experience. 

 

Interviewer: Question 16: How do you feel now? 

Michaell: Very glad that I left the church.  I still feel like there is more for me to know and 

understand about what makes sense in my life or whether there is some purpose that I still 

have to complete but that is basically that I am glad that I left the church, no matter what I 
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had to go through to do that and no matter what I have gone through since.  It was 

definitely the right thing to do. 

 

Interviewer:  Question 17: What is the single piece of advice you could give 

someone facing a similar challenge? 

Michaell:  I think simply for a person to get themselves to a point of trusting their own good 

sense and their own goodness and their own value as a person, then to trust where that 

takes them.  That might take them into all sorts of new adventures or it might just keep 

them in something that they had not been sure about for a while but they have got to trust 

themselves and to know that they have within them enough knowledge and intelligence and 

love to be the best person they can be.   

Interviewer:  That sounds very nice Michaell.   

 

Question 18: Is there anything else that you would like to say that might help 

someone going through a similar experience. 

Michaell: No I don't think so at this stage.  I think your questions and the whole interview 

for me has been very timely because part of the reason I am able to talk about it relatively 

briefly today is that I have spent a lot of years trying to write it up and found a lot of these 

points of view are covered in different ways but when your questions are so clear it is much 

easier for me now to talk about it and that is a good feeling. 

Interviewer: That's terrific.   I am glad that this can be a win/win situation.  I really like the 

idea of that. 

Michaell: I think so too.   

 

Ends 

------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

Michaell is happy to receive letters, emails and comments through the Cant2Can website 

and via email address: utilitymb166@hotmail.com 

 


