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COLUMNISTS

‘Where there’s smoking, there’s hellfire

Back in the seemingly blissful 1950s
when most Catholics uncritically accept-
ed just about everything they were told
by their bishops, there was a tiny body of
specialists to whom even the hierarchy
listened. They were the moralists who,
even in those pre-Vatican II days, enjoyed
the freedom to speculate on thorny eth-
ical problems and then to determine the

- relative gravity of offenses against the
laws of God.

One of the most prominent members
of that group was Francis Connell, a Re-
demptorist priest. Father Connell was a
conservative theologian, even by prec-
onciliar standards, but he was widely ad-
mired and respected because of his kind-
ly demeanor and his careful and precise
manner of expressing his views.

In spite of his generally rigid views on
moral matters, Father Connell was well
ahead of his time on one issue that con-
tinues to vex us today, namely, the moral-
ity of smoking, of tobacco advertising,
and of corporate greed and the dishon-
esty that attempts to cloak it. Some of us
young upstarts (even those of us who
never smoked) thought Father Connell
a bit out of touch to be raising moral
questions like, “How many cigarettes
does one have to smoke on a particular
day before it becomes a venial sin? How
many would it take to become a mortal
sin?”
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The fact that Father Connell thought
smoking a moral issue at all was a source
of amusement, but that he should also
have tried to draw a clear line betweeri
venial and mortal sin on the basis of the
number of cigarettes one smoked in a
given day was more than amusing. It
seemed nonsensical. Nor was it regarded
as a point in Father Connell’s favor that
the reigning pope, Pius XII, had, at
about the same time, urged the Jesuits

not to smoke. The pope’s injunction was

seen as a European clerical thing. When
American -seminarians in the Roman
universities chided their European coun-
terparts for cheating on exams, for ex-
ample, the Europeans would retort, “But
you Americans smoke!”

How our consciousness has changed:

on the use of tobacco since the 1950s.
Not even Father Connell could have

imagined based on the information avail-

able to him at that time how close to the
mark he actually was when he fingered
tobacco use as a potentially serious

_moral problem.

I did a column on this subject several

" years ago. The column attracted more

than the usual interestfrom the secular
press. Smoking, after all, is not just an in-
house Catholic issue, like the ordinatiori
of women. It affects all of society. The
problem with that earlier column, if I re-
callit accurately, is that it focused almost
entirely on the individual user: Is it a sin
for a person to smoke?

Concerns were also expressed about
the effects of secondary smoke on non-
smokers, and the social impact of in-
creased insurance and product costs.
There were the usual qualifications
about the impact of long-standing habits
on human freedom. If tobacco use is ad-
dictive, then an olderperson who has
been smoking for a number of years is
far less culpable for that behavior than
young persons who, knowing the health
risks to themselves and to others, freely
decide to take-up the habit for the first
time.

Those moral considerations affecting
the individual user are still valid and im-
portant. But we now know that what is

far more important and potentially far

grayer a sin is the moral behavior of the
corporate executives, their lawyers and

their advertising agencies. With full
knowledge of the addictive and harmful

" nature of tobacco (if we are to take at face

value the internal corporate memoranda
that have since become public), these ex-
‘ecutives, lawyers and advertisers have.
continued to market this product aggres-
sively, especially to children (the Joe
Camel campaign is the most dramatic
case in point) and to foreign countries.

They have also apparently been less
than truthful about tobacco’s addictive
and harmful qualities before Congress,
in the courtroom and in the media, in or-
der to protect their financial investment
and, indeed, to increase it exponentially. .

If Father Francis Connell were alive to-
day, one doubts that he would have wast-
ed his considerable talents for ethical
analysis on the hapless, addicted individ-
ual, smoking his second pack of ciga-
rettes on a given day. He’d be setting his
sights instead on the tobacco industry’s
highly paid executives, lawyers and ad-
vertisers. He might also want to take a
closer look-at some latter day, self-styled
moralists who have risen to the defense
of the tobacco industry in the name of
democratic capitalism.

I doubt if Father Connell would have
bought their argument.

Father McBrien is a pmfessor of theology
at the University of Notre Dame.
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