A Reflection on Two Questions of Our Day

I began working on this article early this summer as a couple of issues developed that made the news.  I thought I would to try to give an overall perspective to two questions that arose during the summer.  During the past several months they have been debated in the news or on talk shows (neither of which, I believe, can ever give us a full presentation of either side). I do not propose that my reflections are the last word either.  The questions I formulated are:

1 - Do we deny Communion to Catholic politicians who support Abortion?

2 - Is abortion the ultimate “Litmus” test that should be used to vote for a candidate especially Catholic Politicians?   

1 - Do we deny Communion to Catholic Politicians who support abortion?

The issue of whether to deny communion to politicians who support abortion or not was raised by a few bishops in our country who felt that this was an appropriate way to send a message to Catholic politicians regarding their position on abortion with their own diocese. They did this prior to the Bishop’s meeting in Denver, Colorado in June.  At this meeting this type of action was discussed among the bishops.  During the discussion they realized that very few bishops actually supported such an action.  Many of the bishops reflected the opinion that the church should not deny Communion - Why? - No one can judge a person’s heart at that moment - only God.  The “Table of the Lord” is not a place for confrontation.  It is a place where each of us comes to be filled with the gift of God - Jesus -.  We should come with open hearts, with sincere repentance for grave wrong doing, with a desire to go forth and do good for others. I believe the majority of the bishops realize how easily using the denial of communion for one thing could lead to a call to deny communion for other reasons.  The Eucharist is not something to be used to prove a point one way or the other.

Actually The Magnificat Messenger article ended here and readers were invited to log on to the website to read the rest of the article that follows

Question 2 - Is abortion the ultimate “Litmus” test that should be used to vote for a candidate especially Catholic Politicians?   

The overwhelming response of our bishops again is that abortion is not the ONLY ultimate test for candidates.  For Catholic politicians however the issue of abortion is to be seen as a faith challenge to them.

Several years ago, as he was contemplating running for President, Governor Mario Cuomo of New York gave a speech that has been come known as the Notre Dame speech (it was given on the Notre Dame Campus).  In this speech he attempted to explain his position as a Catholic and a politician. To his credit he spoke of several issues, not just abortion.  About the only thing remember from his speech which was taken by many politicians and developed into a key phrase that you hear from many Catholic politicians is, “I am personally opposed to abortion, but I will uphold the laws.”

On first hearing, this reasoning might seem like a good middle ground. It is not.  What many of these Catholic politicians fail to realize is that being a politician does not excuse them from being an active Catholic.  Being an active Catholic, in whatever profession one chooses, means that you are to bring our Catholic values such as a respect for life, seeking justice for the oppression, seeking to address a wrong, a concern for the poor and seek to change things.

If Catholic politicians say they are “personally opposed to abortion”, then I believe they, like each one of us, have an obligation to seek to influence the hearts and minds of the people they serve.  If the politicians change hearts then, the people themselves will raise their voices and call for a change in abortion laws.  They will call for just and equitable solutions to problems of homelessness, poverty, hunger and other issues that face our country.  I have never fully believed that the mere changing of laws on abortion will correct the problem. We are called to teach others how important and fundamental the issue life is for all people, not just for us who are Catholics.  

As recently as this June at their summer retreat meeting, the United States Catholic Bishops, discussed this issued and re-stated this same position that those who seek to be involved in any type of political or community life, cannot just set aside their “personal value beliefs” but should use their influence to bring these values.  The reasoning behind this, of course, is that if they really believe in these values as good they would have to seek let these values known to others and seek to change the minds and hearts of others.

Changing the minds and hearts of others requires much prayer, a fundamental understanding of our own position and a willingness to share that in a loving and non-confrontational way.  Some might think that this will be difficult.  It will be.  It will be even more difficult if we make the issue of abortion our sole Catholic issue. The Catholic teaching on life is much more encompassing.

In another speech given within a similar context as that of Mario Como’s, Cardinal Joseph Bernadin of Chicago (now deceased) was the chairperson of the United States Bishop’s Committee on Life. In a 1983 address, an address that has become known as the “Seamless Garment” speech, he outlined how we need to approach the issues of life.  Cardinal Bernadin spoke of life as a garment without a seam. 

In a commentary on the day Cardinal Bernadin died (Nov 14, 1996), Eugene Kennedy, a catholic psychologist reflected on this speech on the “News Hour”.  He said…” Cardinal Bernardin introduced devotion of a consistent ethic of life. Some people do refer to it as the seamless garment. Because he wanted to identify in the life that he lived so fully that became itself symbolic of being pro-life. He wanted to identify the fact that if you are going to be pro-life, then you could not think of life as a cause in only one dimension; that you had to see that there was a connection between every one of those instances in which life might be threatened or be put at risk, and you had to make up your mind and face your conscience on all of these and not merely on one. Abortion, of course, was the principal one, as he well recognized, but he saw others about which he hoped that Catholics and others would, indeed, search their own consciences, including capital punishment, food programs, and so forth. He did not hold all these as having the same moral valence, but he did feel that if we were going to look at life and be moral at all, we had to be consistent and not selective in the issues…”

All life is precious from conception to death.  The human person is to be accorded the dignity that God gave them from the first moments of their life.

Accept the challenge and look at all issues that we face as a country in light of our call as Catholics to respect all life and seek to work to improve the quality and dignity of all life from the unborn to the aged. 

If you have any comments sent them to jgoode@olmchurch.org
The Following are three commentaries on this issue centering on Cardinal Bernadin’s remarks:

I think it fair to say that the Seamless Garment gave the American bishops’ approval to the case being made at the time by “pro-choice” Catholic politicians such as Mario Cuomo, Ted Kennedy and Geraldine Ferraro. These politicians were able to stand before Catholic voters and insist that they were Catholics in good standing, even though they opposed the Church on the abortion question, because they were “with the Church” on capital punishment, civil rights issues, government poverty programs and the size of the military budget. They were able to conjure up the appearance of a moral equivalence between themselves and their pro-life Republican opponents by arguing that their opponents were “against the Church” on military matters, capital punishment and domestic spending.  James Kirkpatrick, The Edge

====================================================

EUGENE KENNEDY: Well, Cardinal Bernardin introduced devotion of a consistent ethic of life. Some people do refer to it as the seamless garment. Because he wanted to identify in the life that he lived so fully that became itself symbolic of being pro-life. He wanted to identify the fact that if you are going to be pro-life, then you could not think of life as a cause in only one dimension; that you had to see that there was a connection between every one of those instances in which life might be threatened or be put at risk, and you had to make up your mind and face your conscience on all of these and not merely on one. Abortion, of course, was the principal one, as he well recognized, but he saw others about which he hoped that Catholics and others would, indeed, search their own consciences, including capital punishment, food programs, and so forth. He did not hold all these as having the same moral valence, but he did feel that if we were going to look at life and be moral at all, we had to be consistent and not selective in the issues…”  which, in fact, symbolize that. Nov 14, 1996 date of Cardinal Bernadin’s death…On line news hour discussion

=============================================================

In 1983 Bernardin entitled his first major address on abortion "A Consistent Ethic of Life: An American-Catholic Dialogue."

	Towards a Public Theology On Abortion

Richard McCormick (1981: 490) described the American bishops' response to the 1973 Roe decision as "the strongest, and in this sense, most radical episcopal statement I have ever encountered." The bishops denounced the decision as "entirely contrary to the fundamental principles of morality" and called for a constitutional amendment reversing Roe.(11) Bernardin's 1983 address was, paradoxically, both more restrained and more radical than the bishops' initial Roe reaction: more restrained because Bernardin explicitly sought dialogue which meant an open-endedness about final outcomes; more radical in that he linked opposing abortion with the active promotion of non-violence and an expanding notion of human dignity. Using the standards of elective politics, Bernardin's consistent ethic appeared utopian to right-to-life activists.


	But Bernardin developed the consistent ethic as an "applied utopianism." An "applied utopianism" acknowledges both high ideals and political realities. Bernardin's applied utopianism - far from being escapist or ineffectual required a concrete and dialogic approach to one's moral opponents. "In the public policy exchange," Bernardin said, "substance and style are closely related. The issues of war, abortion, and capital punishment are emotional and often divisive questions. As we seek to shape and share a vision of a consistent ethic of life, I suggest a style governed by the following rule: We should maintain and clearly articulate our religious convictions but also maintain our civil courtesy. We should be vigorous in stating a case and attentive in hearing another's case; we shall test everyone's logic but not question his or her motives."

Bernardin's consistent ethic approach to abortion challenged both movements but began with opponents of legal abortion. "If one contends, as we do, that the right of every fetus to be born should be protected by civil law and supported by civil consensus, then our moral, political, and economic responsibilities do not stop at the moment of birth. Those who defend the right to life of the weakest among us must be equally visible in support of the quality of life of the powerless among us: the old and the young, the hungry and the homeless, the undocumented immigrant and the unemployed worker. Such a quality of life posture translates into specific political and economic positions on tax policy, employment generation, welfare policy, nutrition and feeding programs, and health care. Consistency means we cannot have it both ways. We cannot urge a compassionate society and vigorous public policy to protect the rights of the unborn and then argue that compassion and significant public programs on behalf of the needy undermine the moral fiber of the society or are beyond the proper scope of governmental responsibility."

The consistent ethic made morally suspect any but a very tactical connection with those economic ideologies whose proponents argue, in Bernardin's disapproving words, that "compassion and significant public programs on behalf of the needy undermine the moral fiber of the society or are beyond the proper scope of governmental responsibility" (Fuechtmann 1988: 9).

As it challenged the "right," the consistent ethic as radically challenged the "left." Bernardin explained that the Bishops' opposition to nuclear war is based on the same premise as their opposition to abortion: Besides the more general "attitude of respect for life," the "more explicit connection is based on the principle which prohibits the directly intended taking of innocent human life. The principle is at the heart of Catholic teaching on abortion; it is because the fetus is judged to be both human and not an aggressor that Catholic teaching concludes that direct attack on fetal life is always wrong. This is also why we insist that legal protection be given to the unborn. The same principle yields the most stringent, binding, and radical conclusion of the pastoral letter (The Challenge of Peace): that directly intended attacks on civilian centers are always wrong . . . even if our cities had been hit first. . . . The principle which structures both cases, war and abortion, needs to be upheld in both cases. It cannot be successfully sustained on one count and simultaneously eroded in a similar situation."
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