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The Legacy of John Cardinal O’'Connor

By Dennis M. Howard

It was amoment to remember.

Bernard Cardinal Law had just reminded hislisten-
ersof the “great legacy” John Cardinal O’ Connor had
left us-- “the reminder that the church must always be
unambiguously pro-life.”

At these words, St. Patrick’s Cathedral brokeinto a
thunderous, standing ovation, while pro-abortion politi-
cians squirmed in their seats, and then rose reluctantly
in silent tribute to a Cardinal who rarely lost an oppor-
tunity to speak out for the poor, the oppressed, and the
unborn.

They returned again five weekslater for theinstalla-
tion of his successor, Archbishop Edward Michael
Egan, who put them on notice that he saw his coming to
New York asjoining acommunity of faith that “ hero-
icaly defendsthe child in thewomb, the elderly inthe
nursing home, the sick and the disabled.”

Egan left no doubt that he planned to walk in the
footsteps of his predecessor and to continueto proclaim
the same Christian vision.

Still, the memory of thelate Cardinal will never fade
because of the lives he touched, the hearts he inspired,
and the example he gave of love, justice, and compas-
sion. Until hefell ill, herarely missed a St. Patrick’s
Day or aLabor Day Parade, aMarch for Life in Wash-
ington, or a chance to reach out to people of other faiths
and races, to promote Catholic education, or to advance
the rights of the worker, the poor, the disabled, and of-
ten the most forgotten of all -- the unborn.

One union with 350,000 memberstook afull-page
ad in the N.Y. Times, hailing him as “the Patron Saint of
working people.”

That he was, but he was also a patron to the pro-life
movement, and an exampl e of the kind of commitment
to pro-life education that is absolutely essential if weare
to have hope that the current “culture of death” can be
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transformed into aculture of life.

For some 15 years, John Cardinal O’ Connor pre-
sided over theNew York Archdiocese from an ecclesias-
tical executive suite high over Manhattan with an
outgoing combination of openness, compassion, and
socia vision quite unlike any of his predecessors.
Certainly hiswas not the style of the late Francis
Cardinal Spellman, whose public image was traditional
and remote though privately he could be quite person-
able, nor of the saintly, retiring Terence Cardinal Cooke,
whose cause for canonization is underway.

A Philadelphian who cameto New York via
Scranton, Pa., where he served two years as bishop,

O’ Connor neverthel ess seemed as quintessentially “ New
York” astheindigenous cast of characters, political and
otherwise, who populate thecity. Yet he seemedto
enjoy every minute of it from hisdaily morning homily
in St. Patrick’s Cathedral to theirritations of lifein this
confrontational city.

Thelist of irritants was, and is, nearly endless: from
errant Catholic politiciansto the condescending anti-
Catholicism of The New York Times to aggressive gay
demonstrationsin St. Patrick’s Cathedral, from prob-
lemswith pedophilic priests to racial and ethnic
divisionsin the neighborhoods and social conditionsthat
keep New York’s poor homeless and hungry

Yet heworethem all as serenely asahairshirt on a
medieval monk. Never has New York had amore
accessible Catholic archbishop, nor one readier to reach
out personally when neighborhoods explode.

My own personal encounter with the Cardinal came
in 1993 when | was making plansto start The Move-
ment for a Better America. | had just finished preparing
aseries of ads designed to draw public attention to the
socia and economic consequences of abortion, aseries
that later became our Campaign for Life. | had sent sets
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of the adsto adozen pro-life leaders, including Con-
gressman Henry Hyde of Illinois, Paul Weyrich of the
Free Congress Foundation, and to the Cardinal among
others-- hoping for some constructive comment. Two
weeks passed and | had heard from no one. Then the
phone rang and a nun who was one of the Cardinal’s
secretariesidentified herself and announced, “ The
Cardinal would liketo seeyou.”

Recovering quickly, | readily agreed to an available
appointment two weeks later. Arriving, | relaxedina
waiting room for afew minutes before being ushered
into the Cardinal’s mahogany-panel ed office.

A few momentslater, he walked in and instantly put
me at ease, and we spent the next hour discussing the
thinking behind the campaign, and reviewing the ads
one at atime. The only changes he suggested were copy
changesto keep withinlegal guidelines-- like dropping
the name of awell-known political leader from a
headline. | thought the situation wasinherently humor-
ous -- there | was getting legal advice of all thingsfrom
the Cardina Archbishop of New York. We hit it off so
well | proposed another meeting for aninterview with
him, and he suggested | send him awritten outline and
proposal and hewould certainly consider it.

A month later, | returned for theinterview that
became“A Nation In Need of Healing.” Whiletran-
scribing it, | was continually struck by the amazing
literary quality of the Cardinal’s ordinary conversation.
If half the writersin Americacould write with the
fluency O’ Connor spoke, we would be an amazing
country. | have done many interviewsin my long
career, but few went as fluently asthis one.

O’ ConNoR WAS A MAN Very much inthe world, though
not of it. His ability to mix it with mayors and gover-
nors-- and still hold his own distinct ground -- is
reflected in the book, “His Eminence and Hizzoner,”
which he co-authored with former Mayor Ed K och.
The book wasacandid exchange on issues as diverse
asracism, gay rights, homosexuality, housing,
homelessness, abortion and euthanasia, yet it demon-
strated more than anything else that the dialogue
between leaders of church and state can be conducted on
abasis of mutual respect.

To O’ Connor, such adialogue is urgently needed to
heal the deeper wounds that divide us as a nation.
Speaking with him, you got the feeling that this prelate
realy did love sinners, which may be the main reason
for hissuccess. If thereisonething New York has, it's
an abundance of sinners.

Nevertheless, his relationship with some of hisown,
including former Governor Mario Cuomo of New York
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and Mayor Rudolph Giuliani wasvisibly chillier than
his camaraderie with Koch. Without naming names,

O’ Connor was emphatic in stating that “bishops.. . . are
no longer amused by politicianswho don’t practice their
Catholicismintheir political life.”

Hefrankly acknowledged that the issue of abortion
isthelinein the sand beyond which sufferance of
political meanderingsfrom traditional morality by
Catholic palitical leaders must stop.

One of hisheroeswasthe late Emanuel Cardinal
Suhard, Archbishop of Paris, famed for two prophetic
pastoral letterswritteninthe late ‘40'sand early ‘50's -
“Priests Among Men,” and “ The Church Today:
Growth or Decline?’

In the former, Suhard recognized the dilemma of the
priest in apost-Christian, industrial world -- called at
onceto the high sanctity of a Cure D’ Ars, including the
difficult challenge of celibacy, and to alife among men
-- often side by side, sharing the dirt and sweat of the
industrial workplace, or coming hometo adingy
apartment in the slums of Paris (the French worker
priest movement was then underway.)

Today, contemporary clerical temptationsin America
arerather different -- the lures of materialism, of a
spirit of the times characterized by cultural narcissism,
and of amilieu saturated with sex and violence. Priests,
too, can unfortunately get caught up in the times.

O’ Connor recognized that. In histalksto his priests,
heindicated hiswillingnessto go anywhere and do
anything to help the troubled priest; but he has also
reached out compassionately to people and communities
scarred by encounterswith dysfunctional clerics,
settling for nothing lessthan afull, open exchange
between him and them “to bring about healing.”

However, it was Suhard’s second pastoral that
identified thelarger challenge represented by therise of
secular humanism with its condescending convictions
about theirrelevance of religion to life.

Historically, it can be traced to the split between the
church and the burgher class during the Renaissance
that gaveriseto ayawning secular-religious dividein
the West' sleading centers of learning. Philosophically, it
isalso related to dualistic divisions between the human
and the divine dating back to early heresies concerning
the divine and human natures of Christ.

Unfortunately, the Church all too often found itsel f
rejecting the human in order to defend the divine and
ended up on the other side of the divide from those who
embraced humanity and rejected divinity. Theresultis
today’s celebration of human and scientific progress
without the moral compass formerly provided by
religious faith. Our own founding fathers were arguably



either the last of the old breed or thefirst of the new.
Liberal constitutional lawyers, who simply ignore
referencesto the deity in our founding documents, have
clearly left them far behind..

Meanwhile, the answer to Suhard’s prophetic
guestion, “ The Church Today: Growth or Decline?’ is
till troubling believers. Despite the demise of “atheis-
tic Communism,” religionisvisibly in decline by almost
every measure -- in sheer numbers of adherents, influ-
ence on public policy, frequency and intensity of
religious practice, conformity to doctrine, religiousand
priestly vocations, financial resources, and far more
significant than anything else -- thedeclinein belief and
practice among the young.

Just count the proportion of gray headsin most
Catholic churches at daily or Sunday masses. By and
large, the ranks of the young have thinned considerably
sincethe’sixties.

Everything about our social and political life today,
our mediaand educational systems, our economic and
family life, clearly shouts: the post-Christian era Suhard
was so concerned about is here, and to realists at least,
there seemsto be no turning back.

Fortunately, John O’ Connor wasn't paid to be a
realist. A Renaissance man, he seemed to comfortably
reconcilewithin himself theancient divisions between
the human and the divine, between priests and people,
between religion and life that kept his predecessors
hidden away in their clerical powerhouses. At heart, as
Jewish Mayor Koch said later, he was amensch.

O’ Connor was al so patient, and seemed to see
through the self-limiting swings of the political pendu-
lum just as easily as he saw through the superficiality of
previousreligiousrevivals. Inthelong run, he may well
proveto beright. Those who believeinlife will most
likely produce alarger percentage of the next generation
of citizensthan those who believein abortion.

The homosexual life style - withits significantly
reduced life expectancies (42 to 47 yearsfor gays and
leshians versus 72 t078 years for heterosexuals) and its
near zero fertility rate - issimilarly self-limiting. Yet
we're only beginning to feel the full impact of agenera-
tion of such phenomena.

Meanwhile, radical, pro-choicefeminismwill
generate its own backlash just as surely asthe extremes
of McCarthyisminthe‘50's, militarisminthe‘60's,
the Nixonian erain the‘ 70's, and Reaganomicsin the
‘80's. In the end, human nature usually wins.

The Clinton erahas clearly taken us to extremes of
public toleration of decadence and political corruption
never before experienced in our history. It wasasif we
had all become corrupted. Then the backlash fizzled

with thefailed impeachment trial in the Senate, leaving
the moral conservativeswrung out by sheer exhaustion.
Inthelight of eternity in which Cardinals aretrained to
view things, even this may be amere moment.

Nevertheless, O’ Connor perceived asense of hope-
lessness behind the pain we seein much of society
today, an element that saps our moral energies, as evil
often does, and leaves us hel pless and confused.

In atalk to the Harvard Law Forum, he said, “There
isaprofound and pervasive anxiety, rooted in the reality
that as apeople we do have a heart, awarm and gener-
ous heart, but one that is experiencing an enduring
heartache because we suspect that we have lost our way,
that too many laws are morally sterile, too many public
policiessimply don’t work, and can’'t be made to work
for the good of al . . . we seem to have an acute
anxiety that we are doing some thingsterribly wrong.”

Today, hislist readslike alitany of what needs
healing in society today.

“We know thereis something wrong aswe passthe
bag ladies and the bag men in the streets.

“We know there is something wrong about
gentrification that flusheslonely, elderly people out of
homes and apartments with absolutely no placeto go.

“We know thereis something wrong when drugs
control and destroy our neighborhoods, when we can't
build prisonsfast enough to meet the demand.

“We know thereis something wrong when the most
incredible pornography is defended asfreedom of
speech, when child abuse reaches horrifying propor-
tions, when people are disenfranchised or exploited
because of where they were born or their sex or the
color of their skin.

“We know thereis something wrong in the sexual
exploitation and violence that various agencies deal with
every day invirtually every city, and in the hopel essness
of burned-out buildingsin citiesall over America.

“We know thereis something wrong in the Balkans
and northern Ireland, in the Middle East, Asiaand much
of Africa

“We know thereis something terrifyingly wrong
about the armstrade feeding conflicts everywhere, and
the horrifying potential of nuclear weapons. . .

“All this and more pains us because we are basically
agood people, akind and merciful people, but the pain
comes from knowing that we are doing somethings
terribly wrong and either wedon’t have the resolveto
right them or we simply don’'t know how to right them.”

It was thoughts like these that prompted me to seek
thefollowing interview with the Cardinal on his
thoughts about “ A Nation in Need of Hedling.” >>>
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The Interview:

A Nation in Need of Healing

Howard: Asacountry and as a people, we seem to be
terribly divided, perhaps more than at any time since the
American Civil War. Hodlility rather than civility isin
the air, of race against race, men against women, rich
against poor, believersagainst non-believers, criminals
against ordinary citizens, and of course the fundamental
issue of abortion vs. theright to life. There also seems
to be more cynicism and distrust of political and other
leadersthan we have ever seen before.

What hope do you see of healing these wounds, these
divisions, these differences?

O’Connor: I’'mvery hopeful. At the World Youth
Congressin Denver, | think that not only did our Holy
Father provide an entirely new momentum to us, but he
revealed to uswhat’sthere in the hearts of these young
people. They’re just waiting to be set on fire.

At aseparate session in Denver, | had 1,200 young
New Yorkerswith me and they were obviously hungry
for the truth. They were hungry not for ambiguities, not
for criticisms, not for what’s wrong, but hungry to
achievetheir own potential, but alwaysin accordance
with the truth.

Unquestionably, we haveincal culable problems.
Anyone, | think, who would try to dismissthem would
be naive or contemptuous. | was interested in your
identifying the fundamental problem, thecritical prob-
lem - abortion - because | do believe with Mother
Theresathat we will have no end to war in theworld, to
unrest, to hatred, to divisiveness and discord until we
generate a new respect for human life. Thisiswhat our
Holy Father repeated over and over again in Denver. It's
alsowhat | see herein New York. It's a constant.

When you mentioned division, | thought instantly of
Abraham Lincoln’sfamous*“House Divided” speech.

| firmly believethat wewill either be afree people
without abortion or we will be aslave people, avesto
thisviolence against human life. Look at the incapacity,
look at the debility, look at the paralysiswe suffer asa
nation, the paralysisright herein New York because of
crimeand violence.

It goes beyond apathy, beyond ennui, beyond indif-
ference. There'sfear on the streets. There’'sfear on the
subways. There'sfear of the political system.
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I think it's not merely cynicism about the political
system. It'sfear of what the political systemitself is
capable of doing to a people, fear of the kinds of laws
legislators are capabl e of passing, fear of what peoplein
the executive branches of government will do to get
elected. And aways| think, evenif peoplefindit
difficult to articul ate, the fear isfor their own lives. The
fear isfor theintegrity of human life.

We usetheterm “quality of life” very loosely. People
aren’t looking for luxuriesin the deepest recesses of
their heart; they’ re looking for some kind of security,
somekind of integrity of life, and they seeit threatened
every day.

But, paradoxically, | have agreat deal of hope
because people are worried, because people are fearful.
People haven't yet lost a sense of dissonance between
what should be and what is. That's when things will
really be out of control, when people no longer fedl that
insecurity, when peoplefeel comfortablewith evil, when
their hearts become hardened.

I think the most modern assessment that we can give
would be from the first chapter of St. Paul to the
Romans. Peopl €' s hearts have become hardened, their
consciences darkened, and they don’t seethe difference
between right and wrong, between the normal and
abnormal, between decency and perversion.

Thereisagreat deal of that kind of blindness today,
but there are far more people who recognize perversity
as perversity, who recognize evil asevil, and they are
frustrated and they're angry. | haven't lost hope
because that frustration is there. People still have a
spark of life, a spark of fire.

That'swhat we could see in Denver when the Holy
Father’s helicopter began approaching the stadium and,
later, when it approached the huge openfield. In the
stadium there were 90,000 people, and inthe openfield
there were over 300,000 and the roars that went up were
tremendoudy uplifting.

| saw the same thing afew years ago. | was part of
the youth pilgrimage in Santiago de Campostello, so it
isnot just alocal phenomenon. The hunger isuniversal.

Howard: Isn’t the basic clash one between two
views of man? One of man as moral, mortal and des-






tined for eternal happinessand the other of man asa
law unto himself, entirely capable of controlling hisown
destiny? Salvation through divine grace vs. salvation
through technology?

Isthat afair statement of the dilemma?

O’Connor: That may be alittle bit too neat. | think
perhapsthereisanother view that is even more hopel ess
than the one that sees salvation in technology or sees
man as sufficient unto himself, and that’s the view that
istoo widely shared that sees no hope of salvation, does
not even admit the concept of salvation here and now.

| seeakind of nihilismin certain segments of society
whichisquitelike that taught by Jean Paul Sartre and
which gripped much of France, much of North Africa
when Camus was writing, akind of fatalism, a sense of
complete meaninglessnessin life, so that they don't even
talk about technological progress or even about man's
being sufficient unto himself.

I’ ve always been areader of Dostoevsky, andin
“The Brothers Karamazov,” you have Ivan, one of the
three brothers who is a skeptic and an intellectual,
saying to Alyosha, who represents akind of saint, “Itis
not, Alyosha, that | don’t believein God. | just want to
return the entrance ticket.”

What he meant was that all of thisjust doesn’'t mean
anything. What God has done is utterly useless, an
exerciseinfutility.

If you walk up and down some of the streets of New
York inthe evening, past the bars where many young
folks stop on their way home from work, you get the
feeling that they think almost everything is meaningless.
There’s no point in even talking about it, of trying to
defineit, no pointin even asking whether two and two
make four. It doesn’t matter anymore.

Thereis some of that in our society today andit'sa
third dimension, amore hopel ess dimension to thetwo
categoriesthat you mentioned.

Howard: You grew up in aperiod that suggests an
interesting parallel not totally different from today. You
had the Roaring Twenties followed by the great depres-
sionwith radical movements of both the left and the
right, and then aterrrible World War.

And yet after thewar, in addition to economic
rebuilding, there seemed to be arenewed spiritual thirst
symbolized on the popular level by peoplelike Thomas
Merton, Bishop Sheen, the Christophers, Billy Graham
and others. Do you see any signs of asimilar religous
and spiritual revival today?

O’Connor: | wasakid during the twenties so that |
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remember the Wall Street crash much more clearly, the
stories of wealthy people jumping from ten story
windows and the horribl e spiritual depression that
invaded everything. | remember seeing men that my
father would tell mewere engineers, lawyers,and
professionalsliterally standing in bread lines or selling
that proverbial “ depression apple” on the corner.

Then as World War |1 began developing, therewas a
peculiar kind of enthusiasm that gripped the country
even though young men were going off to war or were
dying in thewar. There was a sense of nationalism, a
sense of patriotism, a sense of fervor, asensethat the
United States was going to create anew world. And that
stimulated avery dynamic period of Americanlife
during the 1940's.

A lot of it was economic with people working two
jobsor working overtime and doubl etime and they were
making money they had never dreamed of before.

Then there were people who were going to different
parts of the world that they had never known existed
and were coming back alive with new experiences,
having met people they had never met before, and out of
all of this, there grew akind of religiousfervor.

There were surprising numbers of men coming back
from the war who werejoining Trappist monasteries
and other religious communities. They wanted to go
back as missionariesto placesthey had seeninthe
Pacific and Asia.

It was al so a period when peoplewould sit on the
living room floor on a Sunday afternoon listening to
Monsignor Fulton J. Sheen and The Catholic Hour; and
then after the war when things became more sophisti-
cated, it was Bishop Fulton Sheen on television.

And, yes, therewerelots of people going to church,
but there was always a certain veneer to that. During
thewar, people were constantly making novenasand
going to Massin great numbersto pray for the end of
thewar and for their sons and husbands to come home
safely. But after the war one didn’t see agreat surge of
spiritual gratitude by huge numbers of people. Still there
wasthiscompensatory phenomenon of peopleentering
monasteries, entering thereligiouslife.

It was avery interesting period from areligious
point of view. These were the days of Thomas Merton
and Clare Luce and the interest in their conversion
experiences. Those of uswho werein college at that
time were reading Myles Connolly’s“Mr. Blug,” and a
steady stream of Merton’s books, of course.

Bernanos was coming on the scene with “Diary of a
Country Priest” and Graham Greene with hiselliptical,
guasi-spiritual novels, and we got excited about people
like Evelyn Waugh and Leon Bloy, and later Flannery



O’ Connor. Catholic literary critics were just waiting for

someone to come along and write the great Catholic

novel. But then alot of that just seemed to fade away.
Arewe back in that kind of period now? Not quite.

WEe' ve gone through too many wars since then. And

we' ve become disenchanted.

Howard: Referring to your comment about some of
that religious fervor being aveneer, | recently ran across
this quote from a 1958 article by Fr. Andrew Greeley
talking about that samereligiousrevival:

“The mass mediareflect thisnew interest in things
religious. Itis hard to escape from religious songs on
juke boxes, religious speakerson TV, religious articles
in magazines, and religious moviesin Cinemascope.
The national taste has gonein for religion in abig way.”

Today, onewould have to wonder what planet he
was on. If anything, the mediatoday would appear to be
leading the way in mocking religiousvalues. Every-
where oneturns, religion and morality seemto befair
game, and divisions about fundamental issues seemto
run deeper than ever.

Doesthistrouble you?

O’Connor: It troubles me very deeply, but | can still
see the potentia of agreat good init. For too long a
time there was danger in our forgetting that the church
isalways countercultural. When the culture seemsto be
completely sympathetic with the church, thereisalways
danger of the church being lulled into the values of the
culture rather than experiencing a sense of urgency
about converting the culture.

Nevertheless, | think this culture can be converted. |
think that some of those who are most bitterly attacking
the church right now will be prime subjectsfor conver-
sion because they are not indifferent. This, to me, isthe
most interesting phenomenon.

It'strue, as Father Greeley says, that there were
religious hymns on juke boxesand religiousmovies
coming out of Hollywood, but | think this may have
been an unconscious effort to create akind of “feel-
good” religion of the masses. It was after al in the wake
of World War |1, and there was adesire for harmony, a
desirefor peace.

Movieslike* Going My Way” seemed harmless
enough, and of course those of uswho were Cathalic,
and young at thetime, felt wonderful and thought:
“lsn't it great that so many people see the church aswe
think itis.” But | think thisturned out to be anillusion.
We expected peopleto beginfaling all over themselves
to become Catholics, and wewerelulled into believing
that good will toward Catholicism would endure.

However, it doesn’'t work that way because Catholi-
cismisthereligion of the crucifixion. Catholicismisthe
religion of self denial, of discipline, thereligion of that
Christ who told us that the disciple can never be greater
than the Master. | think that idea got subordinated, not
deliberately or malicioudly, but people were saying
thingslike, “ Gee, the church isn’t so bad. It's one big,
happy family. It's open to everybody, and they'rerealy
not as demanding as we thought they were.”

Now we' re being jolted out of that.

One of thereasons |’ m optimistic is that the church
excites such antagonism. The culture can’t forget us, the
culturecan’'tignoreus. Leading television personalities
have to mock the church, artists have to use religious
symbolism to make their points. The more spectacular
they want to be, the more they attack the church, the
more we are forced to be what we' re supposed to be.

Howard: Recently, | covered aRight to Life
convention and | met two peoplewho seemto confirm
your point. One was Dr. Bernard Nathanson, aformer
abortionist who is now one of theleading medical
spokesmen against abortion. The other was the man
who invented the red coat hanger symbol that was used
in the demonstrations for abortion on the steps of St.
Patrick’s Cathedral inthe early ‘' 70's. He borrowed a
supply of coat hangars from hislocal dry cleaner and
painted them red, and that’s how that symbol came into
being. And here he was coming back to the other side of
that same issue 20 years later to attend aRight to Life
convention. So it does hit people in paradoxical ways.

The other interesting thing to me wasthat the people
| interviewed theredidn’t fit any description you might
read in the mediaabout “right to life people.” They were
a broad cross-section of people from all walks of life
and all persuasions-- liberal, conservative, middle of
the road -- men, women, familieswith kids-- hardly a
hotbed of “right wing extremism.” Most seemed to have
been drawn by some profound personal experience- like
the birth of aDown’s Syndrome child, or for their own
spiritual reasons, or simply the pain they felt over the
current drift of society toward violence and a deteriora
tioninfamily life.

O’ Connor: That says something again. To be
venomoustoward the church, you havetoinvent a
monster that doesn’t exist because you can't face the
reality of what is. Thisisaprofoundly non-violent
movement, and we deeply disapprove of anyonewho
would makeit otherwise.

I’m glad you mention Dr. Nathanson, whom | have
known for someyears. When | first met him, he intro-
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duced himself to audiences as a Jewish atheist. Then he
began introducing himself to audiences as Jewish. Then
he began introducing himself asabeliever in God, and
slowly one got the impression that he was attracted by
the notion of Christ. And since then of course, he has
become aconvert to Catholicism.

You cannot take life seriously until you recognizeits
sacredness, until you recognize that every human person
ismade in theimage and likeness of God. All other pro-
life efforts ultimately fail if you are not rooted in that.
It'sremarkable, isn't it, that Our Lord said, “A little
child shall lead them,” and now theselittle unborn
children are leading so many peopleto atotally new
understanding of themselves, of faith, of God.

Howard: Thereisanother senseinwhich Christians
and Catholics and their churches have failed that led to
complicity inthedeclinein values. For alongtime, it
was convenient to have amore or less passive laity who
passed the plate and didn’t rock the boat. But when the
church needed vigorous defenders of thefaith out in the
marketplace, they weren't there.

Where are the courageous Catholic politicians,
screenwriters, business|eaders, commentators, and
intellectualswhen you need them? And why do so many
just fadeinto the wallpaper?

Doesthe church bear any responsibility for this? Or
are Catholicsthemselves simply too detached, too timid,
or too caught up in the spirit of the times, as Pope John
Paul 11 has suggested in one of hisletters?

O’Connor: | think it's both. For years the hierarchi-
cal church, if you will, took alaissez faire attitude
toward lay persons, and an aimost benevolent or
paternalistic attitude toward crooked politicians, toward
Mafiatypes, toward Catholics who were just beginning
to comeinto their own. The church didn’t seem to
expect too much of them.

Abortion, again, has made adifference. A great
number of bishops now are ho longer amused by
politicianswho don't practice their Catholicismin their
political life. We are no longer amused by politicians
who may be hearty and enthusiastic toward the local
priest or bishop, or who may even be contributorsto
the church, but who leave that al behind when they get
into the legidature or into political office.

The sameistrue of peoplein commerce, peoplein
industry. Why isit that we have some very highly
placed Catholicsin television, for example, but so far
asit can bediscerned, they seemto exercise noinflu-
ence on theindustry at all? We havelots of Cathaolics,
nominal or otherwise, writing in the media. How few of
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them seem to take their Catholicism seriously.

Sure, | think we have some responsibility, too. | call
it the hierarchical church becausewe' re essentially the
ones who run the schoals, the parishes, the institutions,
and who do the preaching on Sundays. But alot of
preaching has become pat. | don’t think thereisany
doubt about that at all. For along period of time, it was
difficult to hear any kind of substantive homily. I’m not
talking about hellfire and damnation, to use the prover-
bia description, but substantive.

Our greatest problem has been our failure to use our
schools and our pulpitsto transmit what the church
really teaches, this magnificent teaching of the gospel,
the gospel of good news. Too often we water it down.

Why deny it? There have been some nominally
Catholic schools where the faith has been ridiculed,
where substantive teaching has been relegated to a
fraction of the curriculum.

| try to tell our prieststhat if we don’t use that
precious little time we have on Sundays, where are the
people going to get the teaching?

Seventy-five per cent of our youngstersdon’t go to
Cathalic schools. Some who do go to Catholic schools
don't get the best in religious teaching. They may get
the best in reading writing, and arithmetic, but they
don't get the best in religiousteaching. If wedon’t give
them solid stuff when they come to Mass on Sunday,
when and where are they going to get it?

I think we have devel oped abody of Catholicsin
which only afractional percentage have afirm grasp of
even the rudiments of our faith.

A good example are the teachings of the Second
Vatican Council. The Council published 16 basic
documents. You will find alot of people who say the
church should conform to the spirit of Vatican I1, but
you will go along way before you find anyone who has
read asingle document from Vatican I1.

A magjor fault was that we didn’t prepare people for
the Council; and in the wake of the Council, wedidn’t
communicate the substance of the teachings of the
Council. We depended on thisamorphousthing called
the “ Spirit of the Council.” Well, then, the teachings of
the Council got distorted to mean whatever anyone
wantsit to mean.

Howard: Inthe‘'50'sand ‘60’s, there were quite a
few movementsin the church, particularly among lay
peopleinthe social actionfield, theretreat movement
and thelike. Groupslikethe Christian Family Move-
ment, The Cursillo Movement, Marriage Encounter,
Young Christian Students and Young Christian Work-
ers, the Catholic Worker, Friendship House, the Catho-



lic Interracial Councils, awholelong list. A lot of this
activity was self-sustaining and didn’t require agreat
deal of supervision from the clergy, although the lines of
communication were very open. Today much of thishas
simply disappeared or grown quiescent.

The Catholic press, too, had many articulate young
writers and editors, but it too has come upon lean days.
Many publications bit the dust without much of afight
to save them. We seem to have lost our nerve. But the
effect was almost as devastating as the shutdown of the
Cathalic press behind the Iron Curtain at the height of
the cold war. Thetruth isthat without a strong media
presence in our society, you risk disappearing. You can't
even buy a Catholic newspaper on aneighborhood
newsstand, although you can buy almost anything else.

Thequestion is: have we cooperated too willingly in
our own demise?

O’Connor: | think we have, but | don’t say that by
way of blame. | think we have to distinguish between
the very sad reality and who isresponsible for it. At
times, we have passively cooperated in our own demise,
except that we are guaranteed that the church will last
for the rest of time. That's very comforting, but at the
sametimeit can lead usinto complacency.

It'satremendously busy church now. Every bishop
is confronted with an almost infinite number of prob-
lems and demands, with the need to raise and expend
formidablefinancial resourcesand | think we' vefallen
into what is done in the secular world. We are tempted
to devel op abottom-line mentality.

What do we see disappearing most rapidly right now
in the country? The Cathalic school -- becauseit’s so
hard to sustain economically and it’s difficult to force
yourself to make the sacrifices. It's difficult for abishop
to keep pushing the peopl e, to keep pushing pastorsto
do what’s necessary to keep Catholics school s going.

Asfor Catholic media, | think we're partly the
victims of Toffler’s“future shock.” The amount of data
coming at us constantly crowds out of our minds even
our sense of need. Just try reading one of our bulkier
Sunday newspapers. Thereisno time. The need isthere,
the hunger is there, but this constant battering by the
data stream turns peopl e off. We no longer recognize
our true needs. We can't see what we are missing.

And then, despite all the alleged luxury, people are
working terribly hard. In how many families do you
have both parents working? Both parents get home at
night exhausted, and television isaconvenient soporific.
You don’t have to think to watch it. Every onceina
while, therewill be somegood, spiritually uplifting
program; but even that is going to require some thought

just as a serious magazine would.

Howard: A not uncommon complaint | hear in the
pro-life movement isthe need for more active support
by the clergy, and occasionally you hear the same story
from other movements such as 12-step recovery pro-
gramslike AA. There arewonderful exceptions, of
course, but certainly, many more Irish Catholics achieve
sobriety in the basements of Protestant churches than
amost anywhere else. It’sinteresting that both of these
movements crossreligiouslines.

Yetit'sin movements|like these wherethe miracles
are happening these days. It'sin the church basements,
in storefrontsin the South Bronx, in rehabs and jails
where people get clean and sober, or in pregnancy
centers wherethey counsel young women who are
confronted by the terrible decision whether to abort their
child or cherish and nurtureit. Yet, spiritualy, thisis
where the action is because here’ swhere people are
facing major personal crises and making major personal
and spiritual decisionsto turn their livesand wills over
to the care of God as they understand him.

What is the church doing to bring this same kind of
spiritual healing into the ordinary life of people so that
they can seeintheloss of ajob or the failure of a
relationship, or some other personal crisis, an opportu-
nity to respond to God's grace and at the sametimeto
reach out and help other people?

O’Connor: That's afascinating way to put the
guestion. | think that through the years both the support
and leadership of the pro-life movement on the part of
bishops has grown immensely. | have seen an extraordi-
nary development in that regard throughout the United
States. Now you can just count on the support and
leadership of bishops. It hastaken moretimeto catch
on among parish priestsin general with many excep-
tions, and certainly timeto take hold among religious,
again with significant exceptions.

Your question goes beneath this kind of support and
callsfor adistinction between ordinarily structured
parish life aswe know it and movementswithin the
church. You mentioned the charismatic movement, the
Cursillo movement. These movements, almost
guintessentially Catholic, sometimes have difficulty
finding themselvesin astructured parish. By definition,
thisisthe way a parish works; but amovement is much
more free-flowing. I’'m not at al surethisisn't agood
thing. We do a certain amount of structuring for people
who arein AA. For example, awomanin AA cameto
me recently and told me she had been stunned by the
number of women she knew in the program who have

A Nation in Need of Healing - 11



had 3, 4, or 5 abortions -- whether they had them when
they were active in their addiction or not, I’'m not sure --
but she asked whether we couldn’t set up something
explicitly geared to this, and we arein the process of
doing so right now.

Howard: A sort of Abortions Anonymous? Or Life
Anonymous?

O’ Connor: No, something explicitly for alcoholics
who have had abortions. Could it become an Abortions
Anonymous? Perhaps, but we already havein Project
Rachel, and Coming to Grief with the Unborn,
programs hel ping atremendous number of peoplewho
have had abortions pick up the pieces of their lives. But
thiswas something | hadn’t taken note of before that
suggested a correl ation between al coholism and abor-
tions, though whether thereisa cause and effect
relationship we don’t know. But here's an example of a
new movement that started itself and that we will now
try to encourage and possibly help structure.

There are many Catholic churches, by the way, that
do support AA. | know one of our Catholic churchesin
themid-city wherethereare 35 AA mestingsevery
week, so we are not lacking in support of recovery
progamslike AA.

Thefirst prayer that | say every morning isto ask
God to keep me from preventing anybody from doing
good. A bishop can be very powerful asanegative

force. If hedidn't dreamup anidea. .. if it'snot
structured . . . if it'snot organized . . . if it's not
supported by the front office . . . Who's this person to
be doing this?. . . . Who does she think sheis? ...
Who does hethink heis?

These movements, | think, come within that cat-
egory. It isquite possible that the greatest help we can
givethem intheir infancy isto let them beinspired by
the Holy Spirit, to see how they develop.

The probability is, at least in some cases, that they’ll
grow and prosper and become more and more dynamic
almost to the degree that you don’t try to bring them
into asystem.

Howard: Another example of independent action
by lay peopleisWilliam Bennett’s group, the American
Education Association, which seeksto provide an
impetus for new approachesin public and private
education. I'm sure Bennett didn’'t wait for his bishop
to prod him into coming up with thisideaand then
doing something about it. He' sjust going ahead and
doing it with other like minded people. Why isthat so
rare? Why do so few lay people consider getting to-
gether to take action when major problems confront us?
Are we apathetic or just too busy?

O’ Connor: People are seriously preoccupied and |
think the greater number of people simply want to be
ableto live. We have so many causes, some more




legitimate than others, some more seriousthan others.
Bill Bennett of course can muster agreat deal of
financial support. He has, | assume, enough time apart
from having to make aliving that he can devote himself
to such a cause. The bishops of the United States have
been trying for years and years to bring about areally
effectivetelevision network, the Bishops Network, yet
Paul Weyrich, a conservative, has established a network
— National Empowerment Television — that is sup-
ported by contributed funds. Doing something like that
istremendoudly difficult for ordinary people. Thereare
alot of pragmatic reasons why moreisnot done.

To get peopleto night meetingsin New York, for
example, isvery difficult for safety reasons. A great
many churches of all persuasionsarelocked all day
long. They’re open only for services. Most people want
to do the right thing, they want to live the right way, but
they are asked to do so much, there are so many de-
mands made on them - I’ m talking about the sheer
problem of trying to make aliving, to get thekidsto
Little League, to Scouts, to Sunday school. It’s difficult.

Howard: Another big obstacle to people stepping
out to meet problemsisthe question of denial. We'd
rather not face the ugly fact that things are starting to go
terribly wrong, or that our kidswill be adversely
affected by what they watch on television because
they’re“good kids.” But then they come home at 3:15
p.m., and turn on apopular talk show to see some
woman demonstrating how to use afemale condom. In
my opinion, such ashow at that hour amounts to sexual
abuse of children. If the show’shost waswearing a
roman collar, he would have been arrested for it.

O’ Connor: Yes, hewould have,

Howard: It asoillustratesthe denial. What would
not be considered appropriate for an adult to demon-
strate one-to-onewith achildisconsidered completely
appropriate on the public airwaves at atime when a
large part of the viewing audienceis composed of
children. Yet try to argue that with people who believe
that almost anything having to do with sex is okay on
television. When | wasakid, the hour from4to5 p.m.
wasthe“children’s hour” onradio --The Green Hornet,
Dick Tracy, Jack Armstrong and Uncle Don were
standard fare. Now it's Jerry Springer, Maury Povich,
Sally Jesse Raphael, Oprah, Geraldo, and Montel. Why
not put Rush Limbaugh on at that hour? At least, he's
non-violent and fairly clean.

On the subject of abortion, the denial is so embed-
ded that it amountsto akind of self-imposed censorship

of the media by the media of any opposing set of facts
that might weaken the case for abortion. | recently
interviewed Joel Brind, Ph.D., aprofessor of endocri-
nology at Baruch College, who has collected nhumerous
studiesfrom all over the world showing that theinci-
dence of breast cancer issignificantly greater among
women who have abortions than among women who
carry their pregnanciesto term. Brind says, “ Delaying
or avoiding childbirth by abortion haslong-run lethal
effects. It isanational scandal that women aren’t told
this before they consider an abortion.” He also believes
that legalization of the French abortion pill RU-486is
likely to send breast cancer rates soaring.

Brind tried repeatedly to get this story into The New
York Times and they wouldn’t touch it. Meanwhile,
they’ re publishing inconclusive studies about diet and
breast cancer or about abortion itself asawomen’s
“health” issue. So here we have thisterrible contradic-
tion that amounts to misleading women about two of the
most vital issues affecting their lives -- abortion and
breast cancer. But the monumental denial saysit’s hot
only okay to suppressthisinformation, but it’s politi-
cally correct to do so.

Asajourndist, | find thisdisturbing. If you have a
story that can materially affect the lives of so many
people, thereisamoral and ethical responsibility to
pursueit and publishit. But the main question hereis
the denial that supportsthe refusal to face the realities
surrounding such issues.

O’Connor: | suspect that an awful lot of denial is
conscious and deliberate, but then over the course of
timeit startsfunctioning at the unconsciouslevel and
becomes adeeper kind of denial. The problem doesn’t
exist. Thereality doesn’t exist.

| think that a huge number of women, despite
fraudulent arguments to the contrary, suffer terrible
post-abortion trauma. The guilt isjust shattering. We
seeitin Project Rachel when they cometo pick up the
pieces. We see two kinds of denial at work there.
Doctorsand socia workerswill deny that women are
going to experiencethiskind of stress, so they become
enablersto denial. And then after the fact, the same
abortionists deny that the women’straumaexists.
They'll say the only reason awoman feels guilty isthat
wetell her she should feel guilty. They don’t see any-
thing natural about this, anything in the nature of a
woman that would bring this about. And yet thereit is,
and in some instances the guilt and shame are more than
she can bear so she, too, goesinto a state of denial.

The concept of denial opens up fascinating possibili-
ties, not only about abortion, but about so many things
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in our society. To take one of your examples, it's hard
for usto believe - because we don’t want to believeit -
that television can sink so low, for instance. So we'll
provide some sort of rationalization for it. Well, if he
did this, hedid it for some perfectly valid reason, and
that can be aform of denial. Denial isavery useful tool
not to have to do anything about a problem.

Howard: Thereisof course aheathy kind of
denial. If we didn’'t have denial wewouldn’'t be ableto
crossthe street in the morning. The soldier going into
battle hasto have denial: the next bullet might have his
name on it and he can’t think about that. On the other
hand denial can lead to self-destruction; the denia of the
alcoholic or addict before he hits bottom, for example.
He almost hasto crash before the denial can be shat-
tered and he can begin recovering.

The woman who has been led to believe that abortion
represents a positive aternative for her isin the pre-
crash phase. Shewantsto believethat it's going to free
her to advance her career or her education, or to
minimize or escape the pain of abad personal experi-
ence, when it may in fact only lead to a deeper trauma.
Thewomen you describe in this post-abortion trauma
areinthe crash phase when they are fully experiencing
shame, loss and grief from the death of their children.

That's after the fact. Denial usually works before
the fact. We're worried about global warming and
saving the whales, but we' re not worried about
1,500,000 babies being killed. It's so contradictory, it
tears the mind apart.

We almost haveto treat the whole society asif we're
doing an intervention on an active drug addict. We have
to create new waysto break through the denial. And
that means marshalling all the factswe canto help
women, in particular, become aware of the full picture
about abortion, like the breast cancer connection or
post-abortion syndrome.

O’ Connor: Denia isaconcept we certainly haveto
explore. You can make yourself feel pretty good if you
lead a crusade about the destruction of the snail darter
or whales. People will be politeto you. It'sthe politi-
cally correct thing to do. And then you can just deny the
horror of amillion and ahalf deaths by abortion every
year. You can deny the growing phenomenonin the
United Statesin which legislature after legislature will
try to get through legislation favoring euthanasia or
assisted suicide.

A few years ago, Kevorkian was looked upon as a
monster. He is now looked at by many people asafolk
hero. We deny the monstrosity of encouraging peopleto
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put themselves to death for reasons such as aleged
overpopulation or the high cost of caring for the elderly.
We say, “Well, you' ve lived out your usefulness. You'll
be doing everybody afavor by putting yourself out of
your misery.”

That'svery real denia of what's actually happening.

Howard: Another prospect suggested by Dr.
Nathanson is the prospect that fetal tissue research has
brought the technol ogy within reach to permit selected
individualsto live 300 to 500 years using replacement
glands and organs from freshly aborted babies. He
predicted the likelihood of fetal tissuefarmslocatedin
devel oping countriesto meet thefetal tissuerequire-
ments of ahighly privileged, affluent, aging population
in the industrialized countries who can afford to pay for
it. Now we hear of experimentswith cloning human
embryos potentially for the same purpose. Parents could
conceive achild, cloneanidentical twin of it and save it
for possible future use as afetal transplant.

Hearing this, one beginsto understand why elements
in our society want to move forward quickly with such
research, with government funded abortions, and with
bureaucratic control of our health care system. It sounds
like an Orwellian nightmare, yet according to Dr.
Nathanson, the prospect isreal and fairly immediate.

How do you regard such a prospect?

O’Connor: | haven't spoken to Dr. Nathanson
about that, but it is Orwellian. Some years ago, | was
asked to give atalk at an Institute of Science and
Religion at Marquette University. It was asymposium
on The Nature of War in the Twenty-First Century and |
talked at that time about what was aready in the
literature: the potential of genetically devel oping human
beings or creatureswho would be tailored specifically to
wage war, to repair satellites, and to work in outer
space. They would be genetically engineered to with-
stand the near vacuum of space. Their arms would be
elongated to reach out from space craft, and like so
many thingsthat once sounded like sciencefiction such
aswalking on the moon, this sounded like science
fiction. But it wasin the serious military technol ogy
literature ng the nature of war in the Twenty-First
Century.

So I'm not at all shocked by what Dr. Nathanson
predicts here asavery real possibility. Heis adevelop-
mental scientist. He associates with some very impor-
tant and knowledgable geneticists, and | would haveto
take seriously and fearfully what he says about this.

Sadly the grossimmorality of it should be self-
evident, but | suspect, again through this phenomenon



of denial, you'll have a certain number of peoplewho
will say: “Well, look at the lives you can save or extend.
L ook at the good you can do.”

There's always this eugenic streak that flashes
throughout the world; it doesn’t differ substantially from
the eugenic approach of the Nazisin which they were
going to devel op this superhuman race, this
Uebermensch, who would not only be more capable
than anyone else physically and mentally, but who
would be above all bourgeois morals. He would create
his own morality. It doesn’t surprise me.

Howard: Women, of course, are central to these
issues, particularly thelifeissue, and they were cer-
tainly sold short in the past when they were dismissed as
“just housewives.” There always was so much moreto
women’slife and to their role asteachers and nurturers,
creators and managers.

But today women are being cheated of something
else. The unique power of women isthat they hold the
futurein their wombs. Without women responsibly
exercising their nurturing function, therewill be no
future, at least no future worth talking about. You can
seethat in what's happening today with sex and vio-
lence among children. Women play acentral role at the
the heart of the family, of the culture, and of the
society. What are your closing comments on that?

O’Connor: Thereislittle question that we didn’t
recognize and perhaps even today do not recognize the
full potential of womanhood. | don’t think weignored
the potential of womanhood completely, but we empha-
sized certain aspects of it. Certain developmentson the
part of women were highly lauded; otherswere not even
thought about. It was another kind of denial.

During World War 11 again, alot of women became
riveters and built airplanes and wore hardhats. Others
became pilots and ferried aircraft to war zones. Still
others went as nursesinto battle zones. American
women were seenin anew light for thefirst time. Most
performed courageously, but then it was assumed after
the war was over that women would go right back into
the home. | think Our Holy Father has spelled this out
very well in Mulieris Dignitatem, hisencyclical on the
dignity of women, and he won't let up on the fact that
the maternal and the child-bearing potential of women
must always be given primacy in the very nature of
things. | agree with him completely on that.

However, it shouldn’t be allowed to preclude the
actualization of other potentials of women. Our danger
now isthat society isbringing into ridicule, almost into
contempt those elements of womanhood that are most

natural to her. We once lightly used the term “only a
housewife.” Now we are using it again but with more
contempt than it was ever used before.

| suspect, and thisis atop of the mind reflection,
that none of these evils such as abortion or pornography
or agreat deal of the sexual violence and permissiveness
will be alleviated until we think through, pray through,
and truly recognize the dignity of women and their
extraordinary natural potential. Women suffer more
than anyone el se because of abortion, because of sexual
degradation, because of pornography.

Look at what women have lost, and ook at what
they have gained . Oneisasterrifying asthe other has
been gratifying. O
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Helping to Build
a Pro-Life Majority

Forty million abortions are an incredible waste of human lives. And yet, for lack of a broad
moral consensus, the banal, evil reality of abortion continues. The answer is to build a solid
pro-life majority in America by touching hearts and changing minds through compassionate

education. Only that and prayer can solve the problem. That's why we are dedicated to
developing innovative educational approaches to communicating the pro-life message.

The Campaign for Life

MBA'’s Campaign for Life is raising the economic impact of abortion to the level of a national
issue. Now it is at the heart of a rapidly developing economic crisis that promises to bring to
an end both the hegemony of the liberal welfare state and the secular bull market on Wall
Street. Globally, Peter Drucker calls it “the No. 1 Management Challenge of the 21st Century”
This is an issue that will change minds, and these are the ads that can do it. We've already
heard from people in all 50 states, and from as far away as Moscow, Rome, and Madagascar.
Your gift of $100 will enable us to reach 18,000 households with a single ad. Warren Buffett,
David Packard, and Ted Turner are spending billions to promote anti-people programs.
What are you willing to invest in building a pro-life future?

“Celebrate Life” Seminars for teens

MBA's “Celebrate Life” seminars for teens are achieving a 40% increase in teens who hold
pro-life views. They help make teens more aware of the pitfalls in attitudes and behavior that
lead to unexpected pregnancies. Teens are responding with enthusiasm to this positive,
reality-based approach. Building a pro-life future starts with today’s young people.

To schedule a “Celebrate Life” seminar, contact us today.

“Hope & Healing” Seminars for Women & Men

A “Hope & Healing” Seminar for post-abortive women and men is a powerful healing
experience. It's also an opportunity for caring friends to minister to the grief and hurt
experienced by the 1 out of 4 adults who are abortion’s living victims. When they find healing
and forgiveness, they become powerful witnesses for life. They are designed for use by
pregnancy centers and faith-based post-abortion ministries. To find out more, contact us.

Crisis Pregnancy Center Program

Crisis Pregnancy Centers are the frontline of the pro-life movement, and MBA’'s CPC commu-
nications program is just what they need to make their presence felt at the grass roots level in
every community they serve. Every new program we develop is available for use by crisis
pregnancy centers, and we provide them with valuable tools to enhance client and community
relations, and build fund-raising support. Your gift helps us do it.

For information about these programs, call, write, or email us today.

The Movement for a Better America, Inc.
PO Box 470/ Mt. Freedom, NJ 07970-0470 / Tel. 973-895-7367 / email: Mba4life@aol.com



