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Going through his papers recently I found a large envelope filled with prayer cards. 
Some writing on the envelope indicated that they had come from Cardinal Pell’s 
breviary, the three-volume book of the liturgical hours which he prayed every day. 
Because of the small number of books he was allowed in prison, he could only have 
one volume of the breviary with him at a time. Depending on the season that was all 
he needed, but as he notes in his Prison Journal, sometimes he had to make do with 
the wrong volume for a while until its replacement crawled through the prison’s 
processes. In prison of course, anything slipped between the pages of an in-coming 
book is contraband, so the prayer cards had to come out. 

Even jumbled together in the envelope, an illuminating little study could be done 
on the prayer cards George Pell kept in his breviary. It would be more illuminating 
still if they had been left to us in situ, amidst the psalms and readings and days where 
he had placed them to remember someone. 

* Michael Casey is PM Glynn Chair in Policy and Religion at Australian Catholic University in 
Sydney. From 1997-2014 he was private secretary to Cardinal Pell.
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For as Tess Livingstone shows in this important biography, it was people rather 
than ideas that played the greater part in shaping him. An immensely learned man 
who took ideas seriously and was seriously interested in them, when asked about 
the most important influences on him he would talk about people, not ideas.

A figure he would always mention – and one whose prayer card from 1976 I 
found near the top of the pile that fell out of the envelope – was the Christian Brother 
Bill O’Malley. Br O’Malley was one of the Cardinal’s Latin and French teachers 
at St Patrick’s College Ballarat, and the legendary coach of the school’s champion 
first eighteen AFL team, in which the Cardinal played as ruckman for four years. 
Livingstone notes an observation that Archbishop Anthony Fisher made in his homily 
for the Cardinal’s funeral in 2023, about how the artwork in the chapel of Domus 
Australia (the Australian pilgrim house in Rome established by him and several other 
Australian bishops in 2011) allows us “to peer into the soul of George Pell”. Br O’Malley 
is there, his portrait included in one of the side altars as a way of acknowledging the 
contribution the Christian Brothers made to the Church in Australia. 

Another major influence from his Ballarat days, also remembered in a painting 
in one of the side chapels of Domus Australia – as the face of St Brigid, no less – is 
Mercy Sister Clare Forbes. In the early 1970s they worked closely together to save the 
struggling Catholic teachers college in Ballarat, now known as the Aquinas campus 
of Australian Catholic University. Sr Clare was principal of the college. Realising that 
Aquinas would be better placed with an Oxford D.Phil as its head, she stepped aside 
so that then-Father Pell could take on this role, and assumed the role of his deputy. Her 
selflessness in doing this made a lasting impression on the Cardinal. Livingstone says 
they formed a formidable partnership in their work for Aquinas. He described her as 
one of his closest friends. At her funeral he said, “words cannot express how much I 
owe her as friend and supporter, tactical adviser and spiritual mentor”.

The distinguished Australian soldier and engineer Sir Bernard Callinan was 
another important mentor. Among his many significant contributions Callinan led 
Australian commandos in a guerilla campaign against the Japanese in Timor after 
they overran the island in 1942, earning the Military Cross. The Cardinal enjoyed 
recalling Sir Bernard telling him that he would have been too big to be any good as 
a commando. 

They worked together on Aquinas College in the 1970s also, and in the Institute of 
Catholic Education in the earlier 1980s, (while Cardinal Pell was principal of the body 
incorporating the three Catholic teachers colleges of Victoria), lobbying government 
for recurrent and capital funding. The Cardinal often spoke of how much he learned 
from Callinan, including the importance of not backing people into a corner. 

The respect and friendship between them ran deep. The Cardinal would later 
say that he had learnt his “trade” from Sir Bernard; and in farewelling the Cardinal 
when he departed from Aquinas and the Institute of Catholic Education to take up 
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his appointment as rector of Corpus Christi College in Melbourne, Callinan said he 
felt as though he had lost his right arm. 

Bishop Sir James Collins, the Cardinal’s first bishop in Ballarat, and the bishop 
who sent him to Rome and Oxford for studies, was an important early influence. 
The Cardinal would sometimes pass on to me a little bit of advice he had himself 
received at one stage or another from Jimmy, as he would call him affectionately 
(“Jimmy told me: ‘Always use that title’”, he told me after I received my doctorate). 
Livingstone quotes the Cardinal’s acknowledgement of Bishop O’Collins as “a father 
and friend, source of strength and confidence and practical wisdom”. Friendship, 
strength, confidence, and practical wisdom (especially in matters of leadership), 
were common features among the influential people in his life. 

The greatest source of these gifts, however, was his family. His father George 
Arthur was Anglican, not particularly religious, and ambitious for his children. 
Livingstone recounts how he told a family friend that young George may as well have 
been “a bloody dill” if all he was going to do was become a priest, but acknowledged 
that it was probably not dills that the Church wanted. A man used to setting his own 
path, he was prepared to let his children do the same. “I suppose it was only many 
years later that I realised just how broad-minded, how magnanimous, that was”, the 
Cardinal recalled. 

His mother Lil (Margaret Lilian née Burke) was (in the Cardinal’s words) “one 
of seven sisters in a family of twelve; all of them capable and strong women, well 
used to command, decades before any feminist movement”. She was proud of her 
children and passed on to them the strong faith of the Burkes from western Ireland. 
The three children, George, Margaret and David, were fast friends, devoted to 
each other and their family, and fiercely loyal. In his moving homily at Margaret’s 
funeral (included as an appendix in the biography), preached only a little more than 
a year before his own death, the Cardinal described his sister as “my best friend”. 
Since his death, David’s has been a powerful voice in defence of his brother’s life 
and legacy. 

The political philosopher Kenneth Minogue noted that there is a good reason 
why totalitarian regimes target family and religion for particular destruction: when 
they work as they should, they are unrivalled in their capacity to produce strong, 
capable and resilient individuals. In the Pell family, the combination of faith, prayer, 
hard work, a good sense of humour, abiding love and steadfast dedication to each 
other, gave this in spades to David, Margaret and George. 

It is a strength of this biography that Livingstone gives the space to introducing 
readers to some of the people who were most influential in the Cardinal’s life. 
Many biographies do this to some extent, of course, but Livingstone has a sharp 
eye for what helps us to understand the man, and a nice way of letting the stories or 
recollections speak for themselves. 
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She is good at outlining other important influences on the Cardinal, intellectual 
influences but also examples of leadership and witness. Archbishop Mannix, for 
example, was an important model of public leadership for him as he grew up, 
although he only met him once as a seminarian before departing for Rome. His 
family had a portrait of Mannix in the home. 

The family were also admirers of Bob Santamaria. The two men became good 
friends when the Cardinal came to Melbourne as rector of the seminary. They shared 
many interests and concerns and could disagree about economics and politics. The 
Cardinal esteemed highly the analysis Santamaria would provide of a problem. The 
argument would be over “what is to be done”. His intelligence, energy and capacity 
for strategy and organisation were among the many qualities which led the Cardinal 
to describe Santamaria as “the greatest layman the Catholic Church has produced 
in Australia”. 

The persecuted bishops of communism, including Cardinal Francis Xavier 
Nguyên Vǎn Thuân – who also has a beautiful portrait in the chapel of Domus 
Australia – were a particular touchstone for Cardinal Pell. John Paul II’s leadership 
and teaching was undoubtedly a powerful inspiration. He thought Benedict XVI 
taught beautifully and with great wisdom, but was deeply disappointed by his 
resignation. He backed Francis in the reforms he commenced of Vatican finances, 
and remained loyal to him despite the way they were derailed and profound 
disagreements over other things.

Another strength of the book is the summaries Livingstone provides of some of 
the Cardinal’s more significant published writings, beginning with the pamphlets he 
wrote on Catholic education as a priest in Ballarat, continuing through major essays, 
addresses, pastoral letters and homilies (including the great homily he delivered for 
the beginning of World Youth Day in Sydney in 2008). Important articles from 
his thirteen years as a weekly columnist for Sydney’s Sunday Telegraph are also 
covered. He did not speak in code, and all his writings make clear not only his 
concerns or proposals, but also where he is coming from. 

He commanded an enormous range of sources, ranging across theology, 
Church documents and the social teaching, the Church Fathers and Scripture – the 
Gospels and St Paul, naturally, but figures such as Elijah and Job were particular 
favourites also – to history, political theory, science, sociology and empirical 
studies. Livingstone points to his capacious curiosity about people and ideas and 
what was happening. At different times he read the Harry Potter novels and listened 
to Eminem’s rap music to find out what all the fuss was about. 

The most important influence shaping his life, however, was the Lord. It was this 
relationship which was decisive. As he once told a group of priests, “Like you, I love 
Christ and I love the Church”. It is a declaration the needs to be taken seriously if 
people want to understand what made him run. It is not an ideological commitment. 
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It is in fact what the plain words tell us it is: a declaration of love. His love for Christ 
was not the love of an idea but the love of a person. He reflected this love to others 
in his kindness, generosity and loyalty, which is why he is so loved by so many. 

Livingstone gives us a glimpse into his relationship with the Lord when she 
quotes him explaining “the very considerable relief” he felt in prayer, while dealing 
with everything he had on his plate as an archbishop. He was always encouraging 
people to pray or to keep praying, whether ministering to prisoners or helping 
people struggling with their faith or circumstances. Prayer was the thing for him. 
There is no relationship with anyone if you do not talk. In one sense, if you do not 
talk to someone, it is as if they do not exist. The same applies to God.

Reading this large biography – over 500 pages – really does bring home what 
an extraordinary life his was. He did so much! Many of the episodes in his life 
merit book-length treatments in themselves. Obvious examples are the police 
sting operation in Victoria which jailed him so unjustly (Fr. Frank Brennan, Keith 
Windschuttle and Gerard Henderson have already made contributions for the ages 
here), and the frustrated efforts to reform the Vatican finances. Long books could be 
written simply about his time as archbishop in Melbourne and Sydney respectively. 
Livingstone also has a fascinating chapter on his work as chair of Caritas Australia, 
encompassing his travels and his work to ensure that donations went where they 
should. It is almost the basis of a book in itself. Not usually a diarist, the Cardinal 
kept extensive diaries of his travels across the decades. Livingstone was able to 
draw on them in writing this biography. As she has pointed out in a different place, 
there is at least another book to be written on these diaries.

The life of her subject was so full that it is no criticism to say that Tess 
Livingstone’s biography of Cardinal Pell has only touched the surface. No doubt 
she could have written a much longer book, and she has chosen wisely to keep it to 
a length that makes it manageable for the wide range of people who want to read it. 
She writes in the clear, crisp style that distinguishes the best journalists to provide 
a highly readable and many-sided picture of the most important churchman in 
Australian history. There is certainly more to say, but Tess Livingstone’s biography 
will be the indispensable starting point for anyone who wants to build on the work 
that she has begun. 
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