Bishop Reilly to boycott Holy Cross over award 

By Michael Paulson, Globe Staff, 5/22/2003 
The Catholic bishop of Worcester said yesterday that he will not attend commencement tomorrow at the College of the Holy Cross because the Catholic university is awarding an honorary degree to a television talk-show host, Chris Matthews, who supports abortion rights. 

''I cannot let my presence imply support for anything less than the protection of all life at all its stages,'' said Bishop Daniel P. Reilly. In a prepared statement, he did not refer to Matthews by name, but simply as ''a Catholic person who publicly espouses the view that, in some cases, people have a right to terminate life in a womb.'' 

Reilly's decision was made after an outcry by a group of Holy Cross alumni, the Holy Cross Cardinal Newman Society. The group tried to persuade the college to withdraw its invitation to Matthews, then urged that the college place a note on Matthews's honorary degree indicating that the college did not agree with his abortion views, and finally turned its energies to persuading Reilly to boycott the commencement. 

''This is wonderful news,'' said Victor J. Melfa of Westborough, a 1957 Holy Cross graduate who is the society's president. ''Bishop Reilly is a good guy, and I'm glad he shows the courage of his convictions.'' 

This is the second time Reilly has decided to skip a Catholic college commencement over the abortion issue. In 1999, he decided not to attend the commencement at Assumption College because the speaker and recipient of an honorary degree was Lieutenant Governor Jane Swift, who also supports abortion rights. 

Holy Cross spokeswoman Katharine Buckley McNamara described Reilly as ''a devoted friend of the college'' and said ''we're sorry he won't attend commencement this year.'' 

McNamara defended the choice of Matthews as a speaker. Matthews, a 1967 graduate of Holy Cross, is the host of ''The Chris Matthews Show'' on NBC-TV and ''Hardball With Chris Matthews'' on MSNBC-TV. 

''Chris Matthews represents Holy Cross in a wonderful way,'' she said. ''He has a probing intellect, engages in passionate discussions on the most important topics of the day - especially moral issues, and shows a special care for the poor and marginalized in our society. We are proud of our alumnus Chris Matthews.'' 

Matthews has described himself as a supporter of abortion rights. 

''I'm pro-choice,'' he told former vice president Al Gore during a televised interview last December. 

But McNamara said Matthews ''has not questioned the Catholic Church's fundamental teaching on the morality of abortion.'' 

''Where he would differ from some Catholics is on the role of government and how effective government can be in controlling abortion in a society like ours,'' she said. ''This is matter of practical judgment that is arguable within the framework of Catholic thought.'' 

Matthews did not respond to a telephone call seeking comment. 

Holy Cross is also giving an honorary degree to Cardinal Avery Dulles, a preeminent American theologian who teaches at Fordham University in New York, and to Iris Cantor, a philanthropist. 

Reilly said he is not questioning Holy Cross's commitment to Catholicism. He called the university ''a great asset to the Diocese of Worcester and to the wider church,'' and said, ''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.'' 

Michael Paulson can be reached at mpaulson@globe.com. 
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