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Decades Before Pussy Riot, U.S. Group Protested Catholic
Church -- With Results

August 06, 2012 11:35 GMT

By Daisy Sindelar

Nearly a quarter-century before Pussy Riot staged its now-notorious protest in Moscow's
Christ the Savior Cathedral, a similar demonstration was brewing in New York City. 
 
It was there, on December 10, 1989, that thousands of activists gathered outside St.
Patrick's Cathedral, the most powerful Roman Catholic church in the United States. 
 
If Pussy Riot's aim was to creatively call on God to "cast out" a resurgent Vladimir Putin,
the New York demonstrators had a di�erent goal in mind: to protest the Catholic Church's
stand on AIDS and abortion rights. 
 
Outside St. Patrick's, a carnival atmosphere reigned, with many of the protesters dressed
as clowns, Catholic bishops, and even Jesus Christ. 
 
But their message was deadly serious: at a time when more than 40,000 Americans had
already died of the disease, the Catholic Church's opposition to condoms and AIDS
education was condemning tens of thousands more to the same fate. 
 
Among the protesters was Jim Hubbard, a filmmaker and member of Act Up, an advocacy
group of gays, lesbians, and women's rights activists that had organized the
demonstration. 
 
"It was an extremely cold day. But there were still 7,000 people outside demonstrating
against the church's policies," Hubbard recalls. "So it was an exciting day, and it had this
feeling of real importance, that we were trying to change the political response to the AIDS
crisis in New York." 
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Confronting The ChurchConfronting The Church 
 
Act Up had only been formed two years earlier, as panic mounted over government
indi�erence to the AIDS epidemic. 
 
Already, the group had proved e�ective at unnerving key targets, staging bold, colorful
protests against Wall Street, New York hospitals, and the federal drug administration for
blocking widespread, a�ordable access to AIDS treatment. 
 
But the St. Patrick's demonstration was its biggest protest yet, and came at a time when
the Catholic Church was seen as wielding massive control over public policy. 
 
Archbishop John Cardinal O'Connor, the most powerful Catholic authority in the United
States at the time, had outraged feminists and gay-rights activists by condemning the use
of condoms to prevent HIV transmission and attacking legalized abortion. 
 
WATCH: Footage of the St. Patrick's protest in 1989WATCH: Footage of the St. Patrick's protest in 1989 
 
 
The protest began as Cardinal O'Connor was holding Sunday-morning Mass. Edward Koch,
then the mayor of New York, was among the worshippers, sitting in a front-row pew.
Teams of police o�cers were there as well, having been warned about the demonstration. 
 
Only a few dozen of the Act Up protesters entered the cathedral. But their impact was
dramatic. Several stood, chanting a statement of complaint against the Catholic Church.
Others lay down in the aisles, chaining themselves to pews. 
 
The parishioners began to recite a prayer of their own, hoping to drown out the protesters.
What ensued was chaos. 
 
"You have people from Act Up and the feminist groups standing up trying to read
statements of complaint, you have parishioners reciting a prayer, you have other
protesters lying down in the aisles, you have assisting priests distributing a written
statement [supporting the church], and then you have me, standing up on a pew," says
participant Michael Petrelis. "I first started blowing a whistle." 
 

 Read Michael Petrelis's full account of the event here
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A policeman approached Petrelis, asking him politely to sit down. But as soon as he
stepped away, Petrelis returned to his perch on the pew near the front of the church and
began to shout at the archbishop, repeating the phrase "Stop killing us" over and over. 
 
Video footage from the event shows parishioners looking bewildered and Cardinal
O'Connor sitting with a weary expression, a hand to his head.  
 
Police Move InPolice Move In 
 
Police quickly moved in, arresting the Act Up demonstrators and using medical stretchers
to carry out the protesters who were lying on the floor. One protester being carried out of
the cathedral shouted, "We're fighting for your rights too," before being drowned out by a
church organ. 
 
Police arrested a total of 111 demonstrators both inside and outside the church. All faced
minor charges and were quickly released without trial and sentenced to community
service. 
 
A handful of protesters were eventually tried for refusing their community service, but no
jail time was ever served. 
 
Petrelis, the whistle-blower who was among those arrested, said he was disturbed by the
fact that the police had been equipped with special gloves to deal with the Act Up
protesters, out of a misguided fear that AIDS could be contracted through casual contact.
But otherwise, he said, the police behaved professionally. 
 
"For all of the craziness and anger that was coming from the protesters inside the church,
the police force was well trained to stay calm, to arrest people, to get them out of the
church, get them into the police wagons and into the police station to be processed,"
Petrelis says. "I believe many of us were charged with trespassing misdemeanor charges.
We were all out of jail before the evening was over." 
 
Fine Line Of Protest Vs. HatredFine Line Of Protest Vs. Hatred 
 
The protest made international headlines, and was widely condemned by U.S. government
o�cials including then-President George H.W. Bush, as well as newspaper editorialists,
and Catholic faithful for its brazen attack on a place of worship. 
 
Even among Act Up's own members, there was discord about whether the group had
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crossed the line between protest and religious hatred -- particularly after it was revealed
that one of the St. Patrick's protesters had crushed a communion wafer in his hands and
tossed the crumbs to the floor in front of the archbishop. 
 
Je� Stone, a gay Catholic who was among the protesters outside the church, says many
demonstrators felt uncomfortable about the audacious confrontation with Cardinal
O'Connor despite their anger over his stance on AIDS and abortion. O'Connor, he says,
remained "very, very disturbed" by the event even years later. 
 
Stone, who now serves as spokesman for the Catholic gay-rights advocacy group Dignity,
says his organization had tried quietly for years to persuade the church to soften its stance
on homosexuality. But it wasn't until the daring, over-the-top Act Up protest that the
Church, and the American public, began to sit up and take notice. 
 
"By the laws of this country, of course, religious services are protected against disruption,
and I think everyone agrees that's a good thing," Stone says. "So the question becomes:
How do you protest against the action of a church while respecting worshippers and
respecting the right of religious leaders to have an opinion on these issues?" 
 
Seminal MomentSeminal Moment 
 
Act Up's gamble paid o�. By the early 1990s, Americans with HIV and AIDS had been
granted federal protection from discrimination, the U.S. government had created an o�ce
on AIDS policy, and millions of dollars were being poured into drugs research. 
 

Cardinal O'Connor, who died in 2000, remained staunchly opposed to Act Up's agenda. But
the powerful archbishop paid personal visits to AIDS patients in New York, and the city's
Catholic hospitals have been credited with playing a leading role in providing AIDS care. 
 
Act Up activists now say the St. Patrick's protest changed the way many Americans viewed
the Catholic Church. It was no longer untouchable, and its policies -- on everything from
condoms and abortion to gay marriage and women priests -- were no longer sacrosanct. 
 
With three members of Pussy Riot facing seven-year sentences on charges of hooliganism
and being accused of "open disrespect" of Christianity, the power of the Russian Orthodox
Church in Russia for now appears undiminished.  
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But that may not always be the case. Filmmaker Hubbard, who this year released "United
in Anger," a documentary that looks at Act Up 25 years after its formation, says he initially
had doubts about the provocative decision to enter St. Patrick's. 
 
But now he believes the group made history when it decided to stand up to the church at a
time when it seemed beyond reproach. 
 
"I wasn't clear about what going inside the church would add at the time. But now I think
that the shock of going inside and confronting the cardinal really worked," Hubbard says.
"It helped bring Act Up to mainstream attention. It brought the crisis to a point where the
government and the mainstream media really had to start dealing with it."


