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hether religion significantly influenced W the results of the 1976 Presidential 
election. and specifically whether Jimmy Carter had a 
"Catholic problem" stemming from the abortion issue 
or other less tangible considerations, will no doubt be 
debated for some time to come. The recent election did, 
however, raise other kinds of questions regarding the 
relationship between religion and politics that have 
scarcely been recognized but that may have serious 
meanings for the future of religion in America. 

Symptomatic of the spirit of the age is that the issue in 
1976 was discussed largely in terms of the "intrusion" 
of religion into the election campaign, an implicit 
acceptance of the secularist thesis that the two realms 
should have nothing to do with one another. Numerous 
pundits regretled or deplored the religious questions that 
attached themselves mainly to Governor Carter's 
candidacy. Those who strove to remain neutral 
nonetheless betrayed by their tone the feeling that a 
bizarre and thoroughly unpredictable planet had 
suddenly appeared in the tidy political universe. 

Scarcely noticed. and not at all discussed. was a 
phenomenon of equal significance-the "intrusion" of 
politics into religion. This was evident in the powerful 
and well-orchestrated attempt to overbear religious 
scruples, especially on the abortion issue, in the interests 
of party loyalty and ideological correctness. 

The height of concern over the Church-State question 
was reached in September. when a committee of 
Catholic bishops met with both major Presidential 
candidates and questioned them about, among other 
things, abortion. The bishops' statement following these 
meetings-that they had been "encouraged" by Ford's 
stand and "disappointed" by Governor Carter's-set off 
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a massive reaction in much of the secular and some parts 
of the religious media. The bishops ended up issuing 
s?\.eral "clarifying" slatenients that deeniphasized the 
significance of their initial coniments and left matters in 
a state of general confusion. 

Objections to the bishops' original statement were 
understandable and, from certain points of view, 
justifiable. The bishops' meetings with the candidates 
were ungcceptable to those who, for example, believe in 
an absolute wall of separation between Church and State 
and. who t h i n k  the' churches should have nothing 
whatever to say about political questions. The meetings 
were also unacceptable to those who regxd abortion as 
an illegitimate political issue, wrongly "interjected" 
into the campaign. On eitheror both these grounds i t  was 
not surprising that the secular media censured the 
bishops in stern language. The Karrsas City Tirrres 
warned of "fanaticism" and predicted a "harsh" 
reaction on the part of the voters. A Catholic on theNew 
York Tirrres editorial board, William V.  Shannon, wrote 
a syndicated colunin chiding the bishops for, among 
other things, offending against "the spirit of charity and 
tolerance" by stirring up "fanatical" antiabortionists 
against Governor Carter. Both papers seemed to imply 
that ordinarily political campaigns are exercises in polite 
philosophical discussion. 

More surprising, however, was the reaction of sonie of 
those who professed themselves to be opposed to 
abortion on moral grounds and even to favor a 
constitutional amendment prohibiting i t .  Corrrnrorrweal's 
was among the milder reactions. I t  considered the 
bishops' statements ill-advised and also warned against 
backlash. Father James Rattigan. president of the 
National Federation of Priests' Councils, went on 
national television to express "deep concern" that 
abortion was being overstressed. Donald J .  Thorman, 
publisher of the Natiorral Catholic Reporter, wrote an 
angry editorial decrying the "damage" the bishops had 
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done to the American Church and quoted approvingly 
from the Kansas CiQ Tiriws strident editorial. 

Objections by Catholics to the bishops' statement 
were varied and never subjected to close analysis in the 
heat of the Presidential campaign. Some, like Donald 
Thorman, counseled in effect a realistic acquiescence in  
the futility of fighting abortion-no amendment was 
likely to be passed, he thought, and Catholics should tu rn  
their attention to other matters. The same point was 
made, avuncularly, by James Reston of the Times. I t  is 
the kind of advice ordinarily called self-fulfilling 
prophecy. 

More common was the argument from priorities. The 
Davenport (Iowa) hlesseriger, an official diocesan 
newspaper, articulated a common attitude when i t  
argued that the rights of the unborn were not in 
themselves sufficiently important to determine one's 
vote, and that abortion had to be measured against a 
whole range of moral concerns. This was an arguable 
position, but one that failed to take account of the 
consciences of those who might in fact regard abortion as 
the single overriding moral question of the day. Liberals 
who warned solemnly against being "one-issue voters" 
were not likely to have taken the same attitude toward, 
for example, civil rights or war, when these were 
"divisive" political questions. I t  was also true that 
interest in ' * a  broad range of moral concerns" was 
usually a code-expression meaning support for the Dem- 
ocratic platform. 

Some CaMolics also invoked the separationist 
argument, charging in effect that the bishops were 
"meddling" in politics. I t  was a strange position, 
however, held by those who had welcomed church 
intervention on a wide variety of social issues for years. 
Numerous priests and nuns openly supported Governor 
Carter, and the implication of the separationist argument 
seemed to be that political activity was suitable for the 
lower Clergy but not for the hierarchy. possibly a 
defensible position but one that seemed to have been 
fomiulated merely to nieet an immediate need. There had 
been no liberal protest when, for example, Bishop 
Thomas J .  Gumbleton of  Detroit endorsed Senator 
George McGovern in  1972. 

he antiabortion voter had no happy choice T to make on November 2.  Both candidates 
had expressed their personal moral disapproval of 
abortion, a common political position that is 
meaningless; i t  is politicians' actions that matter and not 
their private beliefs when we evaluate their 
qualifications for office. President Ford endorsed an 
amendment allowing each state to legislate about 
abortion, but many antiabortionists regard this an unac- 
ceptable compromise, since i t  would merely shift 
abortion activity across state lines. The President's s t x d  
was also regarded by many as P :cp. and looming always 
in  the background was the memory of Mrs. Ford's 
ecstatic praise for the Supreme Court's Rae v .  Wmie 
decision. Although Donald Thorman speculated that the 
real purpose of the bishops' strategy was to reelect Mr .  
Ford, in fact few antiabortionists wereenthusiastic about 

him, and some antiabortion groups advised their 
members to vote for neither major candidate. 

Governor Carter 's  position remained fuzzy 
throughout the campaign. In  a Foreword he wrote in 
1972 to the book Women I n  Need he seemed to endorse 
unlimited legal rights to abortion. But early in 1976 he 
told Iowa voters that he favored "legislation" to 
prohibit abortion, later rendering that assertion 
meaningless by explaining he did not favor a 
constitutional amendment. At the Convention his agents 
put through a platform plank opposing such an 
amendment, but later the Governor tried to disown the 
plank. Meanwhile, he surrounded himself with advisors 
who were either proabortion or  opposed to a 
constitutional amendment. 

Many of those opposed to abortion thus felt little 
urgency about reelecting Gerald Ford but did experience 
a sense of urgency about defeating Jimmy Carter. 
Several of the Governor's staff-members, notably his 
pollster, Patrick Caddell, repeatedly said in public that 
abortion was an insignificant issue that could be ignored 
with impunity. Thus a Carter victory, whatever the 
candidate's ultimate personal position, would be 
interpreted as an important symbolic defeat for the 
antiabortion movement, a sign that the issue was 
exhausted. A Ford victory would keep the question dive 
at least. 

This situation produced a classic confrontation with 
American Catholicism that has implications for other 
churches as well. The split was essentially between two 
camps, each motivated by high moral principle: those 
who identified abortion as the overriding issue of public 
life and thus tended to oppose Governor Carter, and 
those who in general approved the Democratic platform, 
apart from its abortion plank, and thus supported him. 

Ordinarily such a .spl i t  might have issued in a 
charitable agreement to disagree by the two groups. But 
antiabortionists realize that high visibility and 
unrelenting pressure are necessary for their success. In 
the early days especially, pickets dogged Governor 
Carter. On the other side, numerous priests and nuns 
became actively involved on the Governor's behalf. 
Their support led to a sophisticated and well-organized 
campaign from inside the church to neutralize abortion 
as an issue in the hope of electing the .Democratic 
candidate. (At one of Governor Carter's appearances in 
North Dakota. four priests sat in the front row and 
applauded when he stated that he did not favor an 
antiabortion amendment. 

.. 

nstances of obvious partisanship abounded. I When the Republican Convention adopted 
an antiabortion plank. the National Cntliolic Reporter 
headlined its news story ' *  'Conservative' COP Conven- 
tion Defends Rights Selectively-Fetuses Have Them. 
Hungry Don't." Those delegates who opposed the plank 
were interviewed at length and portrayed as courageous 
dissenters. In early October, relying niainly on Patrick 
Caddell. the newspaper announced that abortion was a 
dead issue. The National Coalition of American N u n s  
gave blanket endorsement to the Democratic platform. 

(Coririnued oii page 35) 
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not even dissenting from its abortion plank. In an 
appearance before the National Conference of Catholic 
Charities (NCCC), Governor Caner was repeatedly 
cheered, and the delegates, strongly supportive of the 
Democrats' economic planks, refused to endorse an 
antiabortion amendment because, in the words of an 
NCCC official, they were "tumed off by the way 
abortion had intruded itself into the presidential 
campaign." The NCCC president, Monsignor Lawrence 
Corcoran, then in effect endorsed Carter for President. 

Anyone even remotely alert to the political situation 
could have predicted three years before that abortion as 
an issue might threaten traditional Catholic support for 
the Democratic Party. For more than a year Jim Castelli 
of National Catholic News, an official agency, had 
worked to discredit the antiabortion movement. A 
typical Castelli story asserted that "widely respected 
members of the American hierarchy" (not mentioned by 
name) were upset, over the "heavily political aspect of 
the Church's involvement." He asserted that "some 
people [again mostly unidentified] think partisan politics 
is creeping into the anti-abortion movement" and cited 
anonymous complaints about "force and ideological 
purity." Already in the fall of 1975 he had set up a 
hypothetical election between two candidates, one of 
whom opposed abortion but lacked broader social 
concerns, the other of whom took the reverse stance. The 
church, Castelli argued, without telling people how to 
vote, should "educate" them in such a way that they 
would incline toward the second candidate. The article 
was obviously preparing the ground, a year ahead of 
time, for the probability that some liberal candidates 
would favor legalized abortion in 1976: 

After his nomination Governor Carter gave Castelli an 
exclusive interview in which he has been quoted as 
saying he might support an antiabortion amendment 
under some circumstances, a statement nowhere else 
attributed to h i m .  Castelli also explained away the 
Foreword to li'ottieti I n  Need, and after the election 
reported that Governor Carter had not had a "Catholic 
problem" after all. 

Following the bishops' meeting with the two 
candidates Castelli wrote a story focusing exclusively on 
the criticisms directed at the bishops and concluded with 
a demand that they redress the "imbalance" their 
statements had created. He predicted that in retaliation 
various Catholic organizations would endorse Governor 
Carter. At fhe same time, the New York Titnes reported 
that unnamed key staff members at the United States 
Catholic Conference (USCC) in  Washington, the 
church's central administrative agency. had threatened 
to resign if the bishops did not back down from their 
"dangerous involvement with par1 isansh ip. " The 
bishops subsequently issued the first of their 
"clarifying" statements that in effect blulikd whatever 
force their original statement may have had. 

The charge of partisanship against the bishops was 
ironic because their original statements 'about the two 
candidates had been mild and would have gone largely 
unnoticed if the pro-Carter media had not reacted with 

alarm. Meanwhile, .those who condemned this 
"partisanship" most sternly were either announced 
Carter supporters or proclaimed admirers of the Demo- 
cratic platform. No significant "neutral" voice spoke 
out, either in the media or in the church. Those most 
conspicuously disturbed by the bishops' actions were 
without exception those who feared harm to their own 
favored candidate. The type of bias present in the USCC 
was suggested by the fact that Governor Carter, 
following his meeting with the bishops, added to his staff 
a former key USCC aide, Terry Sundy, who obligingly 
announced his opposition to an antiabortion amendment. 
(If the bishops had interrogated both candidates on, for 
example,  unemployment, and had pronounced 
themselves "disappointed" in President Ford, it is 
likely they would have been hailed for their courage and 
compassion .) 

The open partisanship of some of the clergy was not 
denied but was often cloaked in a mantle of disinterested 
moral concern. n Pittsburgh the executive secretary of 
the Capuchins' 1 regional province, Father Charles 
Chaput, at first rebuked antiabortioii pickets because "it  
hurts the cause" [of antiabortion], but in a subsequent 
heated exchange with a picket admitted that "I'm very 
pro-Carter." The Yale theologian. William Lee Miller, a 
Protestant, published an' "Open Letter to the Catholic 
Bishops of America" in which he lectured them on the 
inappropriateness and ineffectiveness of sign carriers 
who had picketed Governor Carter in Indiana. Reading 
the letter carefully yielded a hint  that Miller had actually 
been part of the candidate's entourage, and he expressed 
concern that the Governor had to endure "a lot of 
nonsense brought on by his religion." The letter was 
published in The Cizrisriarz Cet i t i rn ,  whose editor had 
been an early Carter supporter and chairman of his 
campaign in Illinois. .. 

A vice-president of the National Federation of Ptiests' 
Councils, Father "Marty" Peter of Indianapolis, 
published in September an open letter denouncing the 
"polemics" of the antiabortion movement in general 
and of the supporters of Ellen McCormick in particular. 
(Ms. McCormick had been an antiabortion candidate for 
the Democratic nomination for President . )  Father 
Peter's main concern, however, seemed to be to defuse 
Catholic opposition to Senator Birch Bayh of Indiana. by 
reminding them that they should not be "single-issue" 
voters. (Senator Bayh has in fact been more responsible 
than perhaps any other senator for obstructing the 
progress of an antiabortion amendment in  the Senate. 
This did not prevent Network, a lobbying group of nuns, 
from giving him their highest rating during his brief bid 
for the Presidency.) Openly expressed clerical 
partisanship on behalf of one Presidential candidate was 
at a higher level in  I976 than at any time in the history of 
the American Catholic Church. (Clerical support for 
President Ford, to the extent i t  existed, was largely local 
and personal.) This in itself was not the most significant 
religious implication.of the campaign, however. 

F o r m e r  British Prime Minister Harold 
. Macmillan once said, a remark that has 

becbme famous: "If the people want moral leadership let 



Roman Catholic bishops at a pressconference following their meeting with President Ford. The six had me1 with 
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them go to their archbishops." In a dramatic reversal of 
this principle Catholics in 1976 were being urged 
insistently by many of their clergy to seek moral guid- 
ance not from the anointed leaders of their church but 
from the duly crowned head of one of the major political 
parties. Governor Carter's clerical supporters did not 
deny that morality was relevant-to politics. Instead, they 
stated boldly that the Democratic platform was a moral 
document of such power and purity as to override 
whFtever private scruples people might have about 
abortion. The official leadership of the church, and the 
many ordinary church members greatly exercised over 
this question. were termed "myopic" (Father Peter's 
word) and urged to support unhesitatingly the 
reemerging New Deal coalition. 

Believers in absolute separatiqn of Church and State 
have a tendency to be far more vigilant against religious 
encroachments into politics than the reverse, and a 
similar pattern of thinking exists with respect to religion 
as a "divisive" force. Numerous observers worried over 
the "intrusion" of religion in the 1976 campaign; few 
noticed the opposite process also taking place. In fact, 
once the Democratic Party had adopted its proabortion 
plank, flying in the face of one of its major traditional 
constituencies, i t  became incumbent on the Party's 
supporters to exploit division within the church, for fear 
that the official teaching on abortion would detach too 
many voters. Conimonweal editorialized that candidates 
"might do well to associate themselves with or consult 

Catholic leaders and Catholic intellectuals," implying 
that such would be more fruitful than meeting with 
bishops (who were, evidently, not to be considered 
"leaders"). The col-umnist Garry Wills urged Governor 
Carter to "get acquainted with Catholics. That will teach 
him not to pay attention to their bishops." The S f .  Loiris 
Posf-Dispatch reported in September that the Governor 
had decided to appeal to Catholics over the bishops' 
heads, on the assumption that they had little influence 
with their people. 

Pressure on Catholics to fall into line politically came 
from two opposite wings of the Party. The most 
articulate were clergy, many of them relative newcomers 
to politics and still flushed with the enthusiasm of 
untarnished idealism, who wanted the Catholic vote to 
be determined by position papers emanating from groups 
like Network and the Center for Concern. On the other 
side was Mayor Daley of Chicago, who, while paying his 
respects to Cardinal Cody, pronounced that "there are 
more important questions for the citizens of America 
than abortion." Both groups, for quite different reasons, 
had a stake in keeping Catholics as a safe delivery vote 
within the Democratic fold. Both discouraged the 
possible independent-mindedness of the "single-issue 
voter. ' ' 

Two contradictory images of the Catholic bishops 
were invoked alternately during the campaign, 
depending on the situation: that they exercised sinister . 
influence over their people and were a threat to democ- 



ABORTION IN THE '76 ELECTION I 37 

racy, or that they were pious windbags who could be 
safely ignored. In either version, Catholics who chose to 
vote for-Govkrnor Carter were deemed to be manifesting 
a laudable spirit of freedom and striking a healthy blow 
for separation of Church and State. 

ne of the most serious questions arising 0 from the 1976 campaign experience is 
one of vital concern to a11 churches (and indeed to all 
.people who value genuine pluralism) but has been 
scarcely recognized: How can any religious group 
sustain doctrines contrary to prevailing opinions 
articulated in the media? Most church members read 
their daily ngwspapers more assiduously than their 
weekly religious press. Church leaders have little access 
to the electronic media, and a Sunday sermon is no 
substitute. The educational system is indifferent or 
hostile toward traditional religious values, by and large. 
In such a situation church members, except the most 
fanatical or resolute, seem fated over a period of time 
simply to adopt the prevailing beliefs of the larger 
society, with the churshes gradually accommodating 
themselves to this process. Most significant, these key 
shifts in opinion are likely to occur first among religious 
professionals, those supposedly most committed to the 
church's teachings but who in practice often turn out to 
be culturally a part of the great consensus of con- 
ventional educated opinion, maximally susceptible to 
shifts in  that consensus. 

More serious perhaps than even the fu l l  power of 
media and party directed against a particular religious 
position is the power the media have to interpret the 
internal life of the churches to those churches' own 
members. In the interests of a particular political cause 
Catholics in 1976 were being told insistently that their 
bishops had overstepped themselves, that free and 
enlightened church members were ignoring the bishops, 
that moral issues like abortion had no importance, and 
that key church bureaucrats were privately rebelling 
against the bishops' stand. The media had the power to 
determine which "Catholic voices" deserved a hearing. 
Faced with this barrage of publicity in the secular and 
some segments of the religious media, church leaders 
had no effective means of communicating with their own 
people. The media proved they have the ability to project 
whatever image of contemporary religious life they 
choose and that attempts to modify or correct such an 

A second disturbing iniplication emerging froiii thc 
campaign is the assumption that, while party loyalty is a 
good thing. religious loyrllty is inherently suspect. 
Catholics perceived as voting in accord wi th  a reli- 
giously motivated moral stance were treated as sheeplike 
bigots, while those who faithfully pulled the Democratic 
lever on Election Day were thought to be showing their 
good sense and independence. Voting one's perceived 
economic self-interest was deemed laudable; voting on 
the basis of a religious and moral principle was in  effect 
condemned. 

The motives of party loyalists like Mayor Daley were 
pragmatic and familiar. The activities of many of the 
clerical supporters of Governor Carter, however, raised 
a new and serious moral and theological question: I f  
economic and political aclion. and supporting "correct" 
political programs, are as important as some Christians 
insist, then situations like that of 1976 wi l l  become 
increasingly common-tension between the clear moral 
teachings of a particular religious tradition on the one 
hand and the need to make an act of faith in and support 
for a particular party on the other. To subject that party to 
close moral questioning is to risk defeat on election day. 

Many Christians wish to play a prophetic role in 
politics; yet the abortion question in 1976 showed that 
such a role is permitted only when religious witness 
coincides with opinions widely held in secular society. 
Prophecy that is perceived as distinctively religious is 
ruled out of order. 

The disturbing feature of the 1976 version of this story 
was not the fact that some Catholics, after anguished. 
consideration, may have decideqhat  the Democratic 
program was morally compelling overall despite the 
abortion plank, but that certain strategically placed 
Catholics showed little anguish at all. Their support for 
the Democratic cause was a foregone conclusion, and, 
having made that decision, they had a vested interest in 
wearing down whatever moral scruples other Catholics 
might still retain. ,Having identified Governor Carter as 

*the best available hope to lead America toward the 
Kingdom, they were compelled in effect to deny that 
personal religious and'moral scruples had any legitimate 
place in political decisionmaking. For such people moral 
passion was directed not at the evil of abortion but at 
those who presumed to raise the issue in the public 
forum. They did not, evidently, try to influence Gov- 
ernor Carter to change his stand. Being a Christian, not 
for the first time, was equated with unreservedly accept- 

image will usually be'feeble. ing membership in  the Secular City 


