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Australia’s Catholic bishops have marked the 75th anniversary of a landmark immigration
letter, urging what they describe as continued support for new arrivals. Their statement
comes amid record migration numbers, growing cultural change, and rising debate over

national identity.

The Bishops’ Commission for Evangelization, Laity, and Ministry released its anniversary
letter, Under the Southern Cross: A Journey of Faith and Unity, on Aug. 21. It commemorates
the 1950 document On Immigration, which encouraged Catholics to extend “great

generosity” toward displaced Europeans after World War Il.

Back then, Australia’s intake focused largely on war refugees from Europe. Today, the
country is absorbing unprecedented numbers from Asia, the Middle East, and beyond.
According to official Australian Bureau of Statistics data, 667,000 arrivals entered in 2023—
24 alone, with China, the Philippines, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, Afghanistan, Iraq, and Myanmar

among the leading sources.

Australia now counts 8.2 million residents born overseas, about one in three people.
Catholics, once forming nearly a quarter of the population, have declined to 20% as of the
2021 Census, totaling 5,075,907. Even within the Catholic community, cultural and
linguistic divisions are more pronounced, with Mass celebrated in 42 languages ranging

from Viethnamese to Arabic.



The bishops’ letter praises migration as a source of vitality, but it acknowledges that not all
experiences have been positive. It warns of prejudice and divisions, noting that “conflicts

from abroad spill into our own nation,” fueling unrest and community tension.

Archbishop Christopher Prowse, head of the bishops’ commission, argued that migrants
have made “an enormous contribution” to the country and called for ongoing support. Yet
many Australians remain concerned about the pressures rapid immigration places on

housing, infrastructure, wages, and cultural cohesion.

While Church leaders highlight what they see as spiritual benefits, the broader reality
reflects a country under strain. The National Center for Pastoral Research reports declining
Catholic participation even as foreign-born numbers rise. Integration has not always been
seamless, with some communities experiencing bias while others face criticism for failing to

assimilate.

Critics warn that large-scale migration risks deepening divides. Tensions have already
surfaced in suburbs where new arrivals cluster, creating parallel communities and testing

Australia’s long-standing emphasis on social harmony.

The bishops’ statement grounds its appeal in Scripture, citing Matthew 25:40 about caring
for “the least” and invoking past papal messages on hospitality. But their stance arrives at a
moment when many Australians question whether open-ended migration remains

sustainable or fair to citizens already struggling with cost-of-living pressures.

Adding to the complexity is the Catholic Church’s own transformation. Sydney Archbishop
Anthony Fisher recently described a “second spring” of faith, citing a record 384 adult
converts at Easter 2025, many from Chinese and Indonesian backgrounds. While the
bishops celebrate this diversity, the broader Catholic population continues to shrink, raising

questions about long-term stability and the Church’s ability to remain a unifying institution.

The bishops’ renewed push underscores a long-running tension: balancing compassion
with the realities of integration. Their call to welcome migrants echoes a historical vision of
Australia as a “sanctuary,” yet the challenges of modern mass migration are far more
complex. With arrivals at historic highs, public skepticism growing, and faith communities in
transition, the debate over immigration is set to remain one of Australia’s most pressing

cultural questions.



