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Ways known to God alone 
The topic of suicide is receiving more than its usual share of attention as 

the Supreme Court begins its deliberations on the constitutionality of assisted 
suicide. The Catholic Church has always taught that suicide is wrong and 
makes no moral distinction between a suicide that one carries out on one's 
own and a suicide carried out with the assistance of another person. In either 
case, the act is objectively immoral. 

That teaching has prompted claims that there is no possibility of eternal 
salvation for those who commit suicide, assisted or otherwise. 

But such is not the case. 
The church distinguishes between the act - which in the case of suicide is 

always gravely wrong - and the degree of culpability of the actors, who may 
or may not be acting voluntarily, even when they appear to be doing so. 

The Catechism of the Catholic Church makes it quite clear that, when it 
comes to suicide (and everything else for that matter), only God can judge. 
Two paragraphs in the catechism are pertinent: 

• "Grave psychological disturbances, anguish, or grave fear of hardship, suf-
fering, or torture can diminish the responsibility of the one committing suicide." 

• "We should not despair of the eternal salvation of persons who have 
taken their own lives. By ways· known to him alone, God can provide the 
opportunity for salutary repentance. The church prays for persons who have 
taken their ow n lives." 

While it is important for the church to.continue its efforts against legaliza-
tion of assisted suicide, those who have grieved the death of a loved one 
through suicide can be comforted by their belief in the mercy of God. SNB 

And a child shall lead them 
In a week saturated with headlines revealing ethical lapses - Dennis 

Rodman, Newt Gingrich, bombs planted at abortion clinics, etc. - comes one 
small, but very bright, star. Herbert Tarvin, an 11-year-old sixth-grader at St. 
Francis Xavier Elementary School in Miami, has taught us all a lesson. 

Tarvin was among the many who happened to be on the street the day the 
now-famous Brinks truck overturned in Flori9-a. Most of the folks who helped 
gather the $550,000 that spilled out of the truck didn't bother to retu_m what 
they had collected. But Tarvin did. All 85 cents of it. Only two other people, a 
fireman and a single mother of six, bothered to return what they had reaped; 
and some no doubt reaped plenty. 

"My mom and my teacher taught me to be honest," was Tarvin's simple 
explanation for his deed. · 

Tarvin has been duly rewarded - with media attention, monetary contri-
butions and certificates of praise. Apparently he doesn' t think he did any-
thing extraordinary. He's right. He didn't. What is extraordinary is that we 
have become so accustomed to ethical lapses that a single, simple act of hon-
esty now seems astonishing to us. SNB 

Pro-lifers are waiting for 
others to rejoin the fold 
by Fran and Eric Mildebrath 
St. Cloud, MN 

Re the St. Cloud Visitor editorial of 
Jan. 16: Right On! As workers in the 
trenches supporting the pro-life move-
ment, my wife and I often feel our 
thinking and convictions are ill sup-
por.ted and often demeaned by the 
social justice action groups and the 
mainstream of Catholic academia. I 
believe that sin darkens the intellect. 
We pray that our activism and mone-
tary support will continue to aid the 
plight of the unborn children in our 
country in what is true social justice 
and finally bring the intelligentsia 
back into the fold .• 

Losing a child changed 
her mind about abortion 
by Mary Tangeman 
Vemdale,MN 

A young non-Catholic acquaintance 
has always been pro-choice; her hus-
band, pro-life. They were very happy 

when they recently learned she was in 
the family way. 

A little over two months later, she 
lost their baby. When she saw the fetus 
she had lost, she said there is no way 
she could continue to be pro-choice. 

They are now looking forward to 
having another chance at starting 
their family.• 

Catholic schools should 
recognize their potential 
by R. Joseph Ohmann 
Clearwater, MN 

A marvelous article by George Will 
in the Washington Post recently delin-
eates some of the aspiring qualities of 
a noteworthy Catholic school. The . 
place is a middle school in Baltimore 
serving inter-city boys ages 11-14. 
(There is a counterpart for the girls 
somewhere.) The handbook states the 
school aims to instill a desire to be 
"competent men for others." 

The majority are black but 
Caucasians and Hispanics are there 
too. Civility, handshakes, proper enun-
ciation, and eye contact are expected. 
Two thirds of the boys clean the school. 

• 
There's still a need for labor unions 
By Msgr. George Higgins 
Catholic News Service 

Epitaph for American Labor: How 
Union Leaders Lost Touch W ith America 
is a disturbing, superficial new book 
celebrating the alleged demise of the 
American labor movement. . 

The book was written by Max 
Green and published by the American 
Enterprise Institute. I will confine my 
comments to a summary of Catholic 
social teaching on trade unionism. 

My purpose is to emphasize that 
this teaching is countercultural at a 
time when many commentators, in 
addition to Green, argue that unions 
under the American system of demo-
cratic capitalism are not only irrele-
vant but harmful to the economy and 
the nation's workers. 

Catholic social teaching holds that 
unions are not only legitimate but 
indispensable, especially in modem 
industrialized societies. 

The U.S. bishops' 1986 pastoral let-
ter on Catholic social teaching and the 
U.S. economy said "the church fully 
supports the right of workers to form 
unions or other associations to secure 
their rights to fair wages and working 
conditions." 

Let me briefly spell out the social 
philosophy underlying the proposi-
tion that unions - not merely amor-
phous associations - are indispens-
able in modem societies and that the 
developing extension of employee 
rights by law, however welcome on 
other grounds, is no substitute for 
aggressive collective bargaining. 

In the somewhat outmoded natural 
law terminology of traditional social 
ethics, the argument can be summa-
rized as follows. 

In modem life, the structure of soci-
ety is such that the i~dividual must 
ordinarily act through organized 
groups to secure his or her rights. 

So great is the civil state' s power, 
and the size and might of industry, 
that the unorganized worker is left 

While technically described as "adjudi-
cated, at risk youths," they come in 
blue shirt, tie, dark slacks, and no 
sneakers. Seven teachers earn from 
$12,000 to $22,000 and address the boys 
as "gentlemen." Tuition is $5,000, . 
mostly paid by sponsors who are peri-
odically thanked in writing by each 
boy. Only a small percentage are 
Catholic, but all are taught that religion 
is a predictor of the capacity to resist 
the pathologies of metropolitan living. 

The question is raised: "Why do reli-
gious institutions do better than secular 
at molding char9-cter?" One answer: 
They have a sense of mission and hence 
are demanding, but also that human life 
is placed in a transcendent context. 

As you might expect, this school is 
successful and is making a difference. 
The public school monopolists could 
well examine this success story and 
others like it. Furthermore, we tradi-
tional Catholics can do some worth-
while pondering of our own. Are we 
providing the best environment to 
enhance social and ethical values? In 
this type of formative education are 
we spending our energies and limited 
resources as efficiently as we can? Are 
we d~fining the differences between a 

without an 
effective 
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ters of vital 
concern. 
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powerful 
enough to be recognized by govern-
mental and economic societies, can we ·• 
hope to safeguard the ordinary worker. 

A worker normally cannot achieve 
his rights acting merely as an individ-
ual. Even where employers are consci-
entious and anxious to be fair, the 
sneer size of much modem industry 
makes individual dealings impossible. 

With the utmost good will on both • 
sides, it is still necessary to have for-
malized and organized methods for 
handling grievances, rights and claims. 

Such a procedure is effective only 
when the machinery of appeal is 
distinct from the employer and his 
representatives. 

The representative and coordinat-
ing function of unions takes on new 
meaning at a time when the funda- • 
mental issue facing the U.S. economy 
is how America can balance its human 
values with the economy's need for 
flexibility in order to remain competi-
tive in a globally competitive market. 

In the current environment, Amer-
ican industry and labor are struggling 
with our industries' lagging competi-
tiveness - particularly in our tradi-
tional manufacturing base - and are • 
formulating strategies for becoming 
more profitable and competitive. 

Our responsibility and challenge is 
how to accomplish this with01; t sacri-
ficing our hard-won human gains in 
the workplace. 

Christ-centered school and a totally 
secular one? Have we settled for a low 
common denominator in educational 
expectations? 

• 
Most everyone agrees that forma-

tive education is deficient. In addition, 
society is asking more and more of the • 
schools. In our state Legislature the 
first response is always to throw more 
tax dollars at the problem. Our gover-
nor and many others realize this is not 
making a significant difference in the 
current system. 

This scenario provides a golden 
opportunity for our Catholic schools 
to reevaluate themselves, step up, and 
show what can be done in a "tran-
scendent" setting. To do this, our • 
schools must set themselves apart on 
a higher level with some "charter 
school" concepts that only a religious 
heritage can provide.• 

• 


