Matthews puts Holy Cross in hot seat 

Alumnus protests pro-choice TV host's role in graduation 

By John McElhenny, Globe Correspondent, 4/20/2003 
A high-profile graduate of the College of the Holy Cross is protesting the college's decision to grant an honorary degree to its commencement speaker, television commentator Chris Matthews, because he says Matthews's pro-choice views contradict the school's Catholic principles. 

Charles Millard, a former trustees chairman who received an honorary degree from the college in 1999, says Matthews's support of abortion rights contradicts the teachings of the church and of the college, which issued a statement against abortion in 1991. 

Matthews, a Holy Cross graduate, is scheduled to deliver the school's main commencement speech on May 23. By tradition, the speaker receives an honorary degree. 

''I would have no problem if he was being invited simply to speak and express his point of view, but honoring him puts us in the pro-choice column,'' said Millard, who sent letters of complaint to the school's four-dozen trustees. 

The dispute between the college and a respected alumnus highlights a long-simmering tension at Holy Cross and other Catholic schools over how a modern college committed to intellectual discourse can preserve its traditional Catholic identity. 

At Holy Cross, that tension has erupted numerous times in recent years, from last year's protests over the college production of ''The Vagina Monologues,'' a play about female sexuality, to the cancellation of a speech in October by a prominent feminist critic of the Roman Catholic Church. 

Millard, who graduated in 1954 and sent all eight of his children to Holy Cross, says Matthews should be welcomed to speak at the May 23 ceremony, but by choosing him as the commencement speaker and giving him an honorary degree, he said the college was endorsing his view on abortion. 

If Matthews is honored, Millard suggested that college officials read a disclaimer disagreeing with his abortion views and praying that he change his mind. 

Matthews, a 1967 Holy Cross graduate and host of ''The Chris Matthews Show'' on NBC and ''Hardball'' on MSNBC, did not return a call. 

Holy Cross's president, the Rev. Michael C. McFarland, said Matthews had not questioned the Catholic Church's view that abortion is immoral, but had differed with some Catholics who believe the government should ban abortion. The college's official stance, set out in a 1991 ''Statement of Position on Abortion,'' says abortion is morally wrong, but each individual has the responsibility to decide the issue on their own. That view has no impact on academic freedom in the school's classrooms, said Kathy McNamara, a college spokeswoman. 

Holy Cross officials stood by their invitation to Matthews. 

''This is a matter of practical judgment that is arguable within the framework of Catholic thought,'' McFarland said in a statement, adding that the college does not use an ''oversimplified litmus test'' in deciding who receives honorary degrees. 

At Holy Cross, a 2,800-student college in Worcester that was founded by a Jesuit priest in 1843 to educate Catholics and train priests, the tension between the college's intellectual pursuits and religious identity has existed for years. 

In 1991, after the student government recognized Students for Choice as an official college organization, the Rev. John E. Brooks, then Holy Cross president, denied that recognition. In a letter to faculty and administration members, Brooks drafted the college's official stance on abortion, and said Catholic teaching on abortion ''requires us to deny official recognition to Students for Choice.'' 

''On the other hand,'' he wrote, underlining the conflict, ''we affirm the freedom of inquiry that is basic to an intellectual community such as this.'' Brooks's statement went on to say no college money could be used by groups that promote abortion rights. 

The tension flared anew last year, when some graduates criticized the college for allowing members of the campus Women's Forum to stage ''The Vagina Monologues,'' a play derived from interviews with 200 women about their sexuality. Some alumni considered it pornographic, and the great-nephew of a former Holy Cross president sought legal action to remove his great-uncle's name from a residence hall. 

In another case in October, women's studies professors at the college canceled a speech by Frances Kissling, president of an abortion-rights group and a frequent critic of the Catholic Church, after McFarland denounced her and forbade the use of college funds for her $500 speaking fee. 

McFarland did not bar the lecture, but women's studies professors who feared retaliation against their program canceled the speech. 

''It's a tension we live with every day,'' said McNamara. ''Being a modern liberal arts college, we are for free speech and academic freedom and exploration of the truth, but meanwhile we maintain an active Catholic identity.'' 

In September 2001, a group of older Holy Cross alumni began decrying the college's ''secularization.'' The group's first letters targeted other alumni who had graduated before 1972, the year Holy Cross first admitted women. 

Last year, the group formed the Holy Cross Cardinal Newman Society, a branch of the national group dedicated to strengthening the religious identity of Catholic colleges. Among the Holy Cross chapter's complaints were the large percentage of non-Catholic faculty and the lack of required courses on Catholicism. 

Older, well-heeled alumni are often the biggest donors to a college or university, and McNamara said some of them had recently threatened to withhold donations from Holy Cross, though it was unclear whether they had followed through on the threat. 

Only a handful of alumni complaints had been received about the selection of Matthews as commencement speaker, McNamara said. Millard, who has given money to the Cardinal Newman Society, said he had no plans to withhold donations from Holy Cross and was not yet certain what he would do next. 

The Rev. Charles Currie, president of the Association of Jesuit Colleges and Universities, said for 2,000 years people have debated whether the Catholic Church should educate and help people or whether it should stand above the messy patchwork of everyday life. The debate continues, he said. 

''There's always been tension between the notion of the church as deeply involved in the human condition and the church on the mountaintop isolated from all those ambiguities,'' he said. ''That's what's happening today. 
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