Holy Cross Suffers from Catholic College Schizophrenia
by Julieanne Dolan '05
Holy Cross suffers from Catholic college schizophrenia. On the one hand, the college is eager and willing to “lift high the cross” to raise a few bucks(presumably, alumni believe that the cross still refers to the cross that Christ died on, rather than merely to the liberal arts college that would sooner lift high an anti war poster than the cross). On the other hand, there is nothing that Holy Cross would sooner deny than its compliance with (heaven forbid) true Catholic teaching. 

Several weeks ago, Holy Cross invited Chris Matthews ’67 to speak at commencement, and announced its intention to award him an honorary degree. This honor, often bestowed upon commencement speakers, is one of the highest honors awarded by the college. Soon after the college’s announcement to bequeath this degree, the Catholic community raised an objection, asking that the degree include a disclaimer which would acknowledge Mr. Matthews’ loyal work, but would dissociate the college from his pro abortion stance.  The concern of the Catholic community is that the principles of a Catholic college are challenged by the inconsistency of awarding this degree to Mr. Matthews, who has publicly denied Catholic teaching on abortion. The claim in short: a Catholic college ought to be judicious in awarding honors to persons who publicly deny Catholic teaching. 

Is this a reasonable claim?  Fr. Mc Farland doesn’t think so. In response to this, he says “Chris Matthews said he feels abortion is immoral. Where he would differ from some Catholics is on the role of government and how intrusive government should be in controlling this. It's a matter of practical judgment. That's allowable in Catholic thought.” First, I have to wonder whether Chris Matthews’ feelings are really relevant at all here, especially since they contradict his public position on the matter. Does anyone really care about how Chris Matthews feels? This is not faith sharing, its politics. The issue at stake is not a private feeling, but a public claim. Further, would the college enthusiastically award an honorary degree to one who privately felt slavery was wrong, but who publicly condoned the institution? Of course not. Why is it, then, that the college wholeheartedly honors a public advocate of abortion? 

Moreover, Mc Farland scoffs at the gravity of the issue by claiming it is a “matter of practical judgment.” Would the college ever say that the morality of the Holocaust was a “matter of practical judgment”? Why then is Mc Farland applauded for saying such things about the slaughter of innocent unborn babies? The right to life, and the duty of a government to protect this right is not a matter of individual “practical judgment” for a Catholic.  If we were intended to make autonomous moral decisions on matters of such magnitude, then we would not have been left with a Church. As it is, there is a Church that with or without the support of Chris Matthews or Fr. Mc Farland, continues to be the guiding light of Catholics on matters of faith and morals. 

So what does the Church really say regarding abortion and the duty of government to protect the unborn? “Human life must be respected and protected absolutely from the moment of conception. From the first moment of his existence, a human being must be recognized as having the rights of a person- among which is the inviolable right of every innocent being to life(Catechism of the Catholic Church, 2270).” Is there any room for doubt, or as Mc Farland puts it “practical judgment” on abortion?  Not for a Catholic. The Church is clear and simple. We are obligated as Catholics to rigorously defend life, and to demand the same of our government. To feel that abortion is wrong, quite simply, does not suffice.

So as it turns out, a divergent opinion on abortion is not “allowable in Catholic thought.” But Mc Farland does not stop here. He goes on to expound his own doctrine on the role of a Catholic college: “We don't support an oversimplified purity test for honorees…if we checked their conformity with every point in Catholic teaching we would have no honorees…” I would doubt that John Paul II himself would support an “oversimplified purity test.” We are not puritans, we are Catholics. Nonetheless, as a distinctly Catholic college, we must award honors in a distinctly Catholic way. This way does not entail an “oversimplified purity test” but criteria for judging candidates that is appropriate to a Catholic college. Would it make any sense at all to use secular standards to assess candidates? Only in a secular college, of course. An honorary degree from a Catholic college requires distinctly Catholic assessment. 

Fortunately, no single person has to bear the burden of devising such criteria. McFarland does not have to vex his own suffering conscience; the Catholic Church comes fully furnished with a constitution on Catholic colleges. This constitution outlines, quite beautifully, the role of a Catholic college: “…every Catholic university, as Catholic, must have the following essential characteristics:…fidelity to the Christian message as it comes through the Church [and] an institutional commitment to the service of the people of God and the human family…(Ex Corde Ecclesiae A:13)” An honoree from a Catholic college, then, must embody this spirit; he must radiate the virtues of a distinctly Catholic college. More specifically, an honoree must display fidelity to the Church (on say, its teaching on abortion), and a commitment to the service of the human family (as outlined in the catechism, which specifically condemns abortion). It’s that simple. No “oversimplified purity tests” or “practical judgments” are necessary. No public scandals, bad media coverage, or controversies among administrators, just fidelity to the institution that we are rooted in. The bottom line: in order to be a Catholic college, we must be….well, Catholic. 
