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Archblshop leaves legacy of fa:rness

‘By Father Richard P. McBrien
Syndicated columnist

It was just a few days after Christmas,
1968, when I learned of the appointment of
the new archbishop of Hartford.

At the time, I was on the faculty of Pope

“John XXNI National Seminary in Weston,
Mass., and was at home in Hartford for the
Chnstmas vacation. My former pastor at
Our Lady of Vlctory in West” Haven,
Conn., the late Father Thomas McMahon,
telephoned with the news,

I was stunned. John Whealon, then '

bishop of Erie, Pa., was one of the names a
friend and I had placed on an imaginary list
of bizarre pessibilities to succeed Archbi-
shop Henry J. O’Brien, who had retired.

Bishop Whealon had the reputation in
Erie for being a stickler for detail. The
biretta was always to be worn for Mass and
the celebrant’s shoes had to have laces.

It was only three years after the ad-
journment of the Second Vatican Council.
By the standards of those days, John Whea-
lon was an ultraconservative. We couldn’t
believe that anyone so far to the right
would be imposed on Hartford.

But he was, and when I called my friend
at The Catholic University of America, he
thought I was joking. It was no joke.

After so many years of quiet, compas-
sionate, and fair-minded pastoral leader-
ship from Archbishop O’Brien, we won-
dered what the Archdiocese of Hartford
had done to deserve this.

At first, the new archbishop came across
as scholarly and aloof. I would hear reports
that he was ill at ease with people, even
with his clergy.

But there was another side to the man
that began to show itself. Bishops and the
staff people who worked with Archbishop
Whealon at the national level found him to
be a stickler for detail, to be sure, but al-
ways honest and fair.

It was the latter word — fair — that was
to grow almost exponentially in signifi-
cance for the archbishop’s remaining years
R'h Hartford. John Whealon was a fair man.

There are perhaps a few people in the
Archdiocese of Hartford and elsewhere
who will see this as a form of poetic li-
cense. One never says anything ill of the
deceased, and so they will let it pass.

I cannot account for those instances
when the archbishop may have spoken or
acted in ways that others regarded as. un-
fair. I can only account for my own experi-
ence with him.

Even though he and I were at different

" points on the theological spectrum, never

once in our 22 years of association did a
harsh or unfriendly word pass between us
— or behind our respective backs, as far as
Icantell.

Whenever anyone would report some
remark he had made about me, it was al-
ways a positive and supportive one. He did
not fully agree with-my writings, including
this weekly column, but he told others that

he regarded them as balanced and ortho-

dox.

Never once in those 22 years did he ever
ask me to change a word, and never once
did he interfere with its weekly publication
in The Catholic Transcript.

That bothered some of the fire-eaters in-
side the archdiocese and beyond, but he
never yielded to their pressure. And it was
constant.

But so, too, was his loyalty.

The archbishop was for several years
chairman of the U.S. Bishops’ Committee
on Doctrine. With graduate degrees in
Scripture and theology in hand, he enjoyed
widespread respect and credibility as a tra-
ditional interpreter of the faith.

His fidelity to the Scriptures he loved so

‘much, and the integrity of his theological
‘and doctrinal views were simply above

reproach.

ESSAYS IN
THEOLOGY

It was all the more remarkable and hum-

‘ bling to me, therefore, that he should have

been so consistently supportive, so stead-
fastly loyal — even when it meant on occa-
sion standing firm against forces seemingly
mightier than he.

I admired Archbishop Whealon from
afar for his simplicity of life, for his mod-
esty, for his self-discipline, for his per-
severance, even in the face of serious ill-
ness.

But I admired him most, up close, for his
loyalty and his fairness.

When I told him that to his face not so |

many months ago, he seemed taken aback
by the frankness and directness of my
compliment. A truly humble man, he
probably absorbed criticism more easily

than praise.

In 1968 some of us had worried about
the impact of his appointment on the Arch-
diocese of Hartford. Today we hope and
pray for a successor as good as he.
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