
Workshop 1, March 10, 2012:

Looking Back--An Historical Retrospective of CLE

Mary Meehan on Prolifers for Survival (from notes, with a few post-conference changes):

I want to describe, and pay tribute to,  Juli Loesch (Julianne Loesch Wiley), the
founder of Prolifers for Survival and the consistent life movement.

Juli is a brilliant person with great wit and a marvelous way with words. She once
described most of a year’s crop of congressional candidates as looking like “a cross
between Francis of Assisi and Attila the Hun.”In a brief piece about what the seamless
garment is not, she used the terms “Seamless Shroud” and “Equal Opportunity
Destroyer” for those who were consistently pro-death. She also mentioned the Seamless
Hair Shirt, which makes “the wearer permanently uncomfortable” and is “the kind of
multi-issue approach that makes you feel compelled to do everything, inadequately.” The
Republicans’ “Team Jersey,” she said, was “a program to protect the right to life of all
except for unborn Democrats.”

A gifted writer and public speaker, Juli also proved to be an extremely talented
organizer. In organizing Prolifers for Survival, she was a terrific coach and cheerleader.
She was also willing to carry the bats and fetch water--whatever was needed to get the
job done. She had earlier experience as a boycott organizer for the United Farm Workers
and in antiwar work and nonviolence training for the Pax Center in her native city of
Erie, Pa. In the late 1970s, she gave talks to small groups about the dangers of nuclear
power to people, including unborn children. At one talk, a woman asked her a great
question that led to a movement: “...if you think it’s wrong to injure these kids
accidentally with radiation, what do you think about killing them deliberately?” This got
Juli thinking more seriously about abortion, writing about it, and making contacts with
people on the peace/pro-life side.

In May, 1979, soon after partial meltdown of the Three Mile Island nuclear- power
plant in Pennsylvania, there was a major anti-nuclear-power rally in Washington, D.C.
Juli recruited a small group of pro-peace/pro-life folks to distribute fliers at the rally. It
was a nice day, and people were friendly; so it was a good way to dip our toes in the
water.

The following month, a number of Juli’s contacts attended the National Right to
Life Convention near Cincinnati. About a dozen of us met several times in someone’s
hotel room; Juli dubbed this the “4215 Caucus,” apparently for the room number. We
hoped for dialogue with abortion supporters who were gathering in Cincinnati to protest
the pro-life convention. We decided to leaflet several hundred of them in a public park
there. Walking into the park, we tried to look casual and nonchalant, but our stacks of
fliers must have given us away. One of their guys shouted, “You people from the Right to
Life convention can just go right back where you came from!” At one point while I was



leafleting, three big guys invited me to leave the park. Luckily, though, there were
neighborhood people nearby, just sitting in the park and enjoying the sun. With such
witnesses around, I kept leafleting, and the three enforcers drifted away. Not all of the
abortion supporters were hostile; one of them told me he felt we had a good spirit and
handled ourselves well.

By the end of the convention, Juli had contacts in 12 states; about six months later,
she had contacts in 39. At some point--and certainly by June, 1980--the group was named
Prolifers for Survival (or P.S. for short). It focused mainly on peace and pro-life issues
and the idea of consistent opposition to killing. Many of its members had a background of
activism in the 1960s and 1970s. Grab-a-picket-sign-and-go people, they had an impact
beyond what their numbers might have suggested. (By the end of 1983, there would be
about 3,000 people on the P.S. mailing list.)

Starting in May or June, 1981, Redmond McGoldrick spent a year with the group,
holding down the Erie office while Juli went off on organizing trips via Greyhound Bus.
He came up with the P.S. slogan, “Ban the BOMB! Not the BABY!” Red was a Jesuit
priest. After many years of teaching and working in poor parishes, he had been laicized at
his own request because he felt called elsewhere. He spent much time in peace and
pro-life work, including civil disobedience. He was a remarkable human being--a person
of deep kindness and a fine sense of humor. As was said of St. Thomas More, Red was
“born and made for friendship.”

The first P.S. conference was held in a modest conference center on Lake Erie. We
brought our own sleeping bags, and I remember being pleasantly surprised to find that we
would have bunk beds to put them on--instead of just a floor. Over 80 people attended. It
was a wonderful get-together, with workshops on many topics and a chance to make new
friends. We all realized the importance of camaraderie in the uphill struggle against
violence; in fact, Juli said that “I organized this group because I felt lonesome.”

Of course, that wasn’t the only reason. She organized P.S. and kept it going in the
early years--in the face of many obstacles and with scarcely any money--because of her
deep commitment to the defense of human life. A great bridge-builder, she once said that
she sometimes attracted “bricks from both the right and the left, coming at me
simultaneously... You take all those loose bricks, and that’s what you make the bridge out
of.”

An awesome performance--and a great example for the rest of us.


