CHARLES E. F. MILLARD

26 FENWICK AVENUE

FENWICK, CT 06475

 








                                                                                              Feast of St. Ignatius 
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An Open Letter to the Holy Cross College Community

 

Renege on my parade.

 

The conventional wisdom is that I write "more in sorrow than in anger."  The fact is I write with a large dollop of sorrow and an equal one of anger.

 

I am sorrowed that as I enter my 50th reunion year I am blind-sided by, and must respond to a July 2003 letter from the President of Holy Cross (relevant text copied below) to thousands of recipients, which is replete with inaccuracies and misstatements and which singles me out for untruthful commentary.

 

I am angered that Fr. McFarland agreed in a phone call to send a letter from me (which I would provide) to the recipients of his letter, only to call me back two hours later and renege on that commitment.   Thus, I am forced to e-mail as my only reply vehicle and I will not reach potentially thousands of his list.

 

Most importantly, I am sorrowed and angered for the unborn.  This is about them, not Fr. McFarland nor Millard or Matthews. It is about the unborn. 

 

I think it would be inappropriate for me to engage in a "duel of letters" with Fr. McFarland.  Therefore, I will not try to correct the multiple inaccuracies and mistaken statements.  Suffice it to say I consider it solipsistic persiflage. 
 

But I must correct 2 glaring misunderstandings which Chairman Collins and President. McFarland have advanced: there was no attempt made by the administration to discuss compromise language with me, nor any discussion of the merits of my concerns with the Chairman.  

 

More to the point, with respect to Chris Matthews, abortion,  and the awarding of an honorary degree, I direct your attention to the written testimony of two third parties:

 

First, the statement of Bishop Daniel P. Reilly of Worcester explaining why, for the first time, he will not attend1 Holy Cross commencement.  May 21, 2003
 


After much discussion, consultation and prayer, I have determined that I will not attend the Commencement Exercises at the College of the Holy Cross on May 23.  It is my responsibility as the Bishop of Worcester to teach and preach the Church's position that all human life be respected and protected absolutely from the moment of conception.  Holy Cross will confer an honorary degree on a Catholic person who publicly espouses the view that, in some cases, people have a right to terminate a life in the womb.  I cannot let my presence imply support for anything less than the protection of life at all its stages.

 


I would like to add that in making this decision, I am not questioning the fidelity of the College of the Holy Cross to its mission as a Catholic College or its dedication to the mission of the Catholic Church.

 


I make this decision with a heavy heart, as I would have preferred to offer my congratulations and best wishes personally to the members to the Class of 2003 as they embark on their life journeys.  May they know that their best interests will remain in my prayers.  I also offer my prayers and best wishes to the entire college community which is a great asset to the Diocese of Worcester and to the wider Church. 

 

[1] Note that Bishop James C. Timlin of the Diocese of Scranton, PA similarly refused to attend commencement at the University of Scranton for the self-same reason:  Chris Matthews was awarded and honorary degree. 

 

 

Second, the statement of Rev. Richard John Neuhaus concerning Fr. McFarland's defense of Chris Matthews. April 17, 2003
 

"I am deeply puzzled by the statement of Fr. McFarland that Mr. Chris Matthews' public position on abortion is "allowable in Catholic thought." The authoritative teaching of the Catholic Church - many times reiterated by the Holy Father and offices of the Magisterium, and recently affirmed by the Society of Jesus in the U.S. - is that just government unequivocally requires the legal protection of the unborn. Catholics may legitimately disagree on how best to advance the goal of every unborn child protected in law and welcomed in life, but there is no "allowable" disagreement with that goal. On the basis of his public statements, it seems clear that Mr. Matthews dissents from the authoritative teaching of the Catholic Church with respect to the legal protection of unborn human beings. If that is the case, he should not be honored as an exemplary Catholic layman by an institution that intends to be credibly Catholic."
 

 

 

Please share this letter with other interested Holy Cross parties by email or hard copy. 

 

 

Charles E.F. Millard '54, LHD '99

Holy Cross Trustee Chairman 1977-1982

Phone: (860) 388-0816

Email: oxygent@webtv.net

Fax (860) 388-0815  

 

Jesus, Mary and Joseph, I love you very much. I beg you to spare the life of the unborn child that I have spiritually adopted who is in danger of abortion.

              
 

 

Excerpt from July 2003 Letter  of Fr. Michael McFarland, S.J. Office of the President, College of the Holy Cross  


 

Dear Friends: 

 

Rain on Our Parade
 

Commencement in May seemed a fitting end to a difficult (at times) academic year: rain fell, temperatures dropped and controversy swirled: ................................................
 

 

Our Commencement speaker, Chris Matthews '67, political commentator and host of Hardball, also gave a rousing speech, urging the graduates to get involved, to "get in the game," as he put it.  His presence and his talk were received enthusiastically by the graduates and their families, but some alumni and external groups objected to his selection. We chose Mr. Matthews to receive an honorary degree and give the commencement address because we know he would give a memorable speech, because he is a prominent alumnus who has been a loyal and distinguished supporter of Holy Cross and the Catholic Church, and especially because he has used his high-profile position in the media to bring some of the most difficult moral issues in our society into the political arena  in a thoughtful and principled way.  It was the last point that caused the problem.  Still, there was very little comment when the choice of Mr. Matthews was announced in early March.
 

In the weeks before Commencement a very public protest, that graduated from letters, emails and phone calls to paid advertisements in newspapers, was mounted against Mr. Matthews, unfairly and inaccurately characterizing him as "pro-abortion" and against Holy Cross for honoring him.  The Bishop of Worcester, Daniel Reilly, announced two days before Commencement that he would not attend the ceremony, not wanting to be seen as supporting someone who was not unambiguously pro-life. In a statement explaining his decision, he made it clear that, "in making this decision, I am not questioning the fidelity of the College of the Holy Cross to its mission as a Catholic College or its dedication to the mission of the Catholic Church."  Interestingly, Avery Cardinal Dulles, often described as the greatest living American theologian, who also received an honorary degree, very comfortably shared the stage with Mr. Matthews.  In the end, the flap caused barely a ripple during the ceremony.  There was a handful of protesters outside the gates; and one student politely left when Mr. Matthews got up to speak.

 

Chris Matthews makes a living out of being provocative and freewheeling in his commentary, so it is to be expected that he would elicit strong reactions, both positive and negative, from people on the variety of hot-button issues he examines on his programs and in his writings.  However, it is extremely unfair and misleading to characterize him as being an abortion supporter or even as "pro-choice" in the sense that the decision to have an abortion is morally neutral.  He does not believe that.

 

Mr. Matthews has said that he would favor the kinds of restrictions that the late Governor Robert Casey '52, whom he greatly admires, was able to institute over much opposition in Pennsylvania. Moreover, where he has most systematically and carefully worked out his position, Mr. Matthews has made it clear that he thinks abortion is wrong and we should be concerned about preventing it.  In his book, Now, Let Me Tell You What I Really Think, he wrote, "I think the only way to reduce the number of abortions in the country dramatically is for the opponents of abortion rights to find common ground with those who think the final decision over abortion should remain constitutionally protected."

 

Where he differs from those who would take more of a hard-line approach to the politics of abortion is not over the Church's fundamental moral teaching, which he accepts, but on how best to translate that teaching into political action.  That is an area where there can be legitimate differences.  For example, a recent "doctrinal Note on some questions regarding The Participation of Catholics in Political Life,"  issued by the Congregation for the Doctrine of Faith, while condemning the kind of ethical relativism that regards all moral positions as equally valid, nevertheless, reaffirmed "the legitimate freedom of Catholic citizens to choose among the various political opinions that are comparible (sic)  with faith and the natural moral law, and to select, according to their own criteria, what best corresponds to the needs of the common good."

 

There are many Americans, indeed many American Catholics, who, while they know that abortion is wrong, would hesitate to criminalize it outright, not because they are weak, evil or ignorant, but because they see that as conflicting with certain fundamental American political values, and because they question the effectiveness of such a course of action.  That does not mean that they are necessarily right, but they need to be taken seriously.  The best chance for those who want our society to take a public stand against abortion is to be willing to engage in an open and honest political dialogue in which all sides have a chance to be heard.  The American Jesuits have taken take a similar position in a recent statement on abortion.  While clearly stating that abortion is a grave evil and that government has an obligation to prevent it, the statement urges Jesuits to engage "those who initially disagree with us on some issues, seeking to create an acceptable consensus wherever possible by building upon those truths on which we can reach agreement while continuing to educate and persuade those who disagree with our convictions."

 

We regret that some alumni and other friends who have worked with admirable dedication to protect the unborn have been offended by the decision to honor Chris Matthews.  That was not our intent.  As a Catholic institution, Holy Cross embraces the Church's teachings on the sanctity of all human life.  We also embrace and value all of our alumni.  It is out of respect for and appreciation of former trustee Charlie Millard '54, a distinguished and devoted alumnus, and father of eight Crusaders, that I clear up some misinformation that has persisted in the wake of the Commencement controversy regarding our responses to the deep concerns he expressed in the weeks leading up to Commencement about awarding an honorary degree to Chris Matthews.  Though we were not able to reach agreement with Charlie over the appropriateness of the degree or the wording of the citation, it is certainly not true that we ignored him.  As chair of the board, Michael Collins '77 responded respectfully to Charlie's concerns on behalf of the trustees.

 

As much as we lament the indignation and upset the decision may have caused some in Holy Cross community, as an educational institution we must maintain our commitment to thoughtful and open inquiry, critical scrutiny of all positions and assumptions, examination of issues in all their complexity without losing the important distinctions and nuances, and honest and respectful dialogue with other cultures and points of view.  Only in this way can we fulfill our mission to produce thoughtful, principled, and well-prepared leaders for the Church and society, and to bring our traditions and values into constructive engagement with the wider culture.  This attitude of critical inquiry, which is fundamental to the academic enterprise, is not in any way a threat to the truth.  Rather it is how we come to apprehend the truth.  As John Henry Cardinal Newman wrote in his classic,  The Idea of a University,

 


"...a University....is the place to which a thousand schools make contributions; in which the intellect may safely range and speculate sure to find its equal in some antagonist activity, and its judge in the tribunal of truth.  It is a place where inquiry is pushed forward, and discoveries verified and perfected, and rashness rendered innocuous, and error exposed, by the collision of mind with mind, and knowledge with knowledge..." 

