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By Colman MeCarthy
Washington Past 5000 Wilter

Dresed in white, the color of
angels, and wearing their piely
like & war ribben, the generals,
admirals, colonels and captains of
the Argenting military strode intp
St Matthow's cathedral.  Along
with embassy officials, the crew
that represents Argeniina's junta
was coming to a spreial mass held
for thom last Fridar as part of
the celehration for their country's
natinnal day,

[hese wuings weie paat & an
old storv: Catholicism's calculated
cozhiness Wilh paZan governmenls
that ruwle hy visience and fcar.
Sinee November 1974, the Argen.
tine military junta has abducted
thousands of citizens and =ert them
off without trace to prison camps
of o death., Thousands more are
detained in jail without charge or
trial. Amnesty International, along
with ether groups. has documented
the Tepression,

‘I'vranny doesn’t look so bad when
it kneels in a holy place and is
given respectability by so grand a
tribunal a5 the Archdiocese of
Washincton,

These speeial masses have been
hicld in other years for the embassy.
It is sterling publie relations for a
juma's high-powered thugs 1o be
received wilh pomip in a great ca-
thedral in a world capital. The

speetacle will lead the uninformed
to assume that all is well in Aveen-
tima; wglherwise, why would the
American church he so embracing?

That would have been-the stovy,
except that what the juata pro-
porcd God didn't dispose. The cele-
brant of the mass, the Rev. Sean
O'Malley of the archdincese social
development office, delivered a sor-
mon that drove the condregation
of 30 from the chureh. O Maliev's
offensivencss was to relate scripture
and the thourhts of Fope John Paul
Il on social justice to the current
britality of the Videla povernmert.
He cited Jeremiah and r¢lerred lo

Conmmentary

Herod's glavghter af the innacents,

The Arzentinc cxodus took but a
frw minutes. With ope highranzing
general leaving first, the under-
lings followed. Tm the pulpit the
priest kept to his text.

Outside, the military men were
damning him for “turnine a reli-
gious event into & politieal gne™

Amnother of the whitesuiled con-
tingent, locking as furious as St
George hot te slay a dragon, said
that “priests haove no place im poil-
tics. He should have given a sermon
on onother subjeet, like the love of
God,”

As the pouting group drifted off
to a reception at the embassy—

where things would oo better, with-
out this troeublesente pricst on handd
—the institutional church did iteels
well, howewver anintentionally, It
wouldd have been better if the
archdiocese had barred these
tvrants in the [irst place, based
on the scriptural command for be.
lievers to make peace with thowe
brothers and sisters and then come
Lo the altar in reconeiliation,

It is true that Catholicism pre-
senty itself as a ehwrch of sinmers
that has reom for evérvone, HBut
in the theelozy of redemption, it
has been understood that the sia-
ners must display at least soiee
measwre of repentence. The junla's
Washington delegation, posturinyg
as defenders of virtue acainst sub-
versives who attack the established
order, saw itself in Si Motthew's
as heing sipned acainst. It was the
priest whe needed to repent, Thiz
attitude was in line with the state.
ment last vear of Argenting Presi-
dent Jorze Hafael Videla:

“& terrorist is not just somcone
with a gun or bomh, but alsp some
one who spreads ideas that are con-
trary to western givilizogion,”

The terror of O Malley's sermon
was bad enoush far the Argen.
tines but before the mass becan
another attack on the West was
made. The Rewv. Patrick Rice, an
Irish missionary wio did pastoral
work for six years In a Buenns

[nss at St. Moetthew’s Drives Argeniines

Aires shantvtown known as Villa
Aiseria, walked inte the sanctuary
and Dbezan speaking. He told of
his imprisonment and torlure for
two meonihs, apd of priest friends
who disappeared three years ago.

Riee wag ghouwt to ask tiat the
Arzentines in the cathedral join
him im praver for rveconcilitation,
Gut the orranist drowned him wub
and the mirrephone  went dead,
Then the rector of the cathedral,
a monsignor, appeared and wid the
young priest Lo move on.

He did, but not before lovking
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the officers, “and we came.”

In Rkeeping the sceng calm so
the pravers of the dignitaries
would not be disterbed, the police
Iooked the olher way when: mems
bers of the cmbassy 2oon squad
punched some of the demonstras
tors and hellizercntly yanked cleth
haoods from the leads of some of
thie others.

After the mass, Rice, who e
longs to an order in which the
elergy work for wayes in the same
factories ane Nelds ag the poor o
wham they minister, saild that he

“Tyranny doesn’t look so bad

when it kneels in a holy place ...

to his right where six of his ‘ricnds,
ineluding twa nuns, stood with g
peace banner in protest of Arzen
ting's policy of torimes, Quickly, a
phalany of District of Columbia po-
lice came up the aisle and ordered
the demonstrators out of the
ehureh, Others in Lhe pows were
fold to po. All went peacefully.

It wns a chilling scene. A mass
for the police state of Argentina
needed to be protected from some
docile Thristian demonstrators by
the police of Washington. A slate
of slege came to St 3latthew's, “The
monsignor called us,” said one of

expected to he Rustled out of the
sanetuary. What he didn’t expect,
thoudh, and berame clated ahout,
was Lho stronl sermodl. "!I.! ."-\l‘,‘..‘.ﬂl]-
{ina” lwe sail, “Icw people have
much hope in the chureh hecause
they sce il lined up with the pov-
ernment. They see a strong milis
tary vicariate, with large numbers
of priests working for the povern-
mel as military chaplaing,

“Videla presenty himaell as an
upstanding  Catholic {amily man,
with & private chapel near his of-
fice. The junta persuades the
church to be & bulwark azZaiist
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cormmuaisin, Anyvone whoe lried
help o oreanize (he poor, o .
ideas the miiitary objects L.
branded - a  subversive. Dy
ymes—Eoalh Or (Orul'c- L0 53
him."

Riee's own story of suffer:
from eleclile shocks atminister
by a seerot interrogation group !
been documented by Amnesty
terpaiional, When asked ahout
an Argentine officer sald olils
of Si, Matthow's, “Theyre ]
Biars.™ As for lice, he reporls
on the sidowalic he was eoliod
Jew by oine embassy offiei:]
toid that he would he oy
if he relurced o Buonoes Airves.

Word s likély to god back
the Arcentina pr'Ls-un camps tt
al least iwo pricsts in Washinz
dared confront the fake pico
the junita, The uipleassnt s
presestod by O'Malley aad
wull release any of the 3000
6L00 prople who Amacsty i
piatiosal estimates are heing N
talized I

e

for political reasens, |
it mav Chse some of the wvietir
painful sense of isolation.

To know that outsiders are
to the junta's violenee—despite !
public masses and white suits—-
fors somea comiort. IL s lo bele
that the moral argiimenls 6f !
shureh may vet drive the corrue
not onty from the pews bii il
fiam power.




