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INTRODUCTION

V ery few issues seem more polarizing in American polit-
ical discourse than abortion. On “both sides” of the 
debate, emotions run high and rhetoric �ows like a 

mighty river at �ood stage. An outsider looking in might be 
forgiven for assuming that in America a person must choose 
between hating women or hating babies. A third way, it seems, is 
non-existent. I say, “it seems,” of course, because that’s not actu-
ally the case. Beneath the din and clang of the loudest voices lies 
a quieter majority. Hating neither women nor babies, this quiet 
majority recognizes the complexity of the issue is ready to em-
brace solutions that both reduce abortions and respect and pro-
tect women.

In years past I have tiptoed around the subject, not be-
cause I had nothing to say, but because to say anything at all 
seemed like it would about as fruitful as kicking a hornets’ nest. 
In recent times, however, as I’ve begun to broach the subject, I’ve 
discovered that many people really are willing to engage the issue 
in its complexity. I believe this conversation is especially crucial 
as we enter another high-stakes election year in a nation where so 
many voters consider abortion to be either one of, if not the sin-
gle most important issue on the ballot.



 This book is but one perspective among a host of treat-
ments. I am fully aware that I have neither the time nor the ex-
pertise to adequately address the full range of nuance and com-
plexity this subject demands. Furthermore, I’m quite cognizant 
of the fact that I am a male o�ering opinions about an issue that 
disproportionately a�ects women. Whether or not you agree 
with the assertion that abortion is an issue of bodily autonomy, it 
is an undeniable fact that throughout history men have sought to 
dictate to varying degrees what women could and should do with 
their own bodies. Not wanting to perpetuate that trend, I have 
asked several women to o�er their input on what I have written, 
including an explicitly female perspective which can be found in 
the appendix.

I won’t say anything here that hasn’t been said (and dis-
puted) elsewhere. My aim is simply to help construct a frame-
work for constructive and productive dialogue. In high-stakes, 
emotionally charged conservations, the ability to see things 
from someone else’s perspective is crucial. In light of that, I want 
to close this introduction by o�ering a few questions that I hope 
will encourage both empathy and charity.

Here’s a question I’d like my pro-life friends to honestly 
consider: Why do more than 50% of Americans, most 
of whom are generally rational and compassionate hu-
mans who don’t hate babies, support some form of 
abortion while 99.9% of Americans would never sup-
port a mother killing a one-month-old baby.

Here’s a question I’d like my pro-choice friends to hon-
estly consider: Why do nearly 50% of Americans, most 
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of whom are generally rational and compassionate hu-
mans who don’t hate women, staunchly oppose abor-
tion?

What if we worked from the good faith standpoint 
that pro-lifers are motivated by compassion for babies and 
pro-choicers are motivated by compassion for women and 
that most pro-lifers don’t hate women and most pro-
choicers don’t hate babies?

Asking ourselves how a reasonable and compassionate person 
might come to a di�erent conclusion helps us engage in con-
structive, non-demonizing dialogue.

One of the things that makes the abortion debate so com-
plex is the way that it intersects with and is informed by so many 
di�erent areas of life: religion, science, medicine, law, women’s 
rights, and public opinion, just to name a few. In chapters that 
follow, I will attempt to illustrate how, even in each of these 
individual categories, abortion is a complicated issue and how 
that complexity compounds in the big picture. In the end, I hope 
to o�er some thoughts and re�ections regarding a constructive 
way forward that both respects women and reduces abortion. To 
begin, in the next chapter, I will address the surprising reality 
that America isn’t as divided as it seems.
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CHAPTER 1: AMERICAN 
OPINION AND FALSE 
DICHOTOMIES

O n May 14, 2019, pro-choice advocate Erin Matson 
tweeted, “It’s not about babies, fetuses, embryos, or 
eggs. It never was. They hate women.” The very next 

day, conservative commentator Charlie Kirk tweeted, “Does any-
one else �nd it weird that the same party that wants to ‘save the 
world for the future generations’ also is perfectly �ne with post 
birth abortion and infanticide?”

This is why in the introduction I said that an outsider look-
ing in might be forgiven for assuming that in America a person 
must choose between hating women or hating babies. The real-
ity, however, is much more complex. It is true that if Americans 
are forced to choose between all-or-nothing options and identify 
either as “pro-life” or “pro-choice," we’re pretty much in a dead 
heat at 48 percent each, according to a 2018 Gallup poll. Other 
polls that word the question slightly di�erently come out with 
slightly di�erent yet generally consistent results.

However, when Americans are presented with more nu-

anced options, the opinion landscape begins to shift rather dra-
matically.[1] For example, when asked whether abortion should 
be ever permitted, a total of 79 percent of respondents said 
“yes” (29 percent said “always” and 50 percent said “sometimes”) 
and only 18 percent said that abortion should always be illegal. In 
other words, lots of Americans believe the permissibility of abor-
tion is circumstance-dependent. Furthermore, when the speci�cs 
of the circumstances changed, the results did as well.

Consider fetal development, for example. 60 percent of 
Americans believe that abortions in the �rst trimester should be 
legal, 34 percent believe they should be illegal. Those percent-
ages are reversed for abortions in the second trimester, with only 
28 percent favoring legality and 65 percent favoring illegality. 
81 percent of Americans believe abortions in the third trimes-
ter should be illegal except when the mother’s life is in danger 
or the child would be born with a life-threatening illness, cir-
cumstances for which 75 and 49 percent of people respectively 
believe abortions should be legal. The charts on the next page il-
lustrate this data visually.
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To complicate matters even further, when asked to con-
sider the morality of abortion apart from legality, 48 percent be-
lieve abortion is immoral, 43 percent moral, and seven percent 
think it varies based on the situation. This means that a not-insig-
ni�cant percentage of Americans believe that while abortion is 
always immoral, it should not always be illegal. I should note that 
while I don’t have any data for this, I’ve found in discussions with 
my “pro-choice” friends that many people who believe that abor-
tion is morally acceptable don’t think that it’s good. They remind 
me that their goal truly is “safe, legal, and rare” and that they 
really do want to see abortion reduced or even rendered obsolete.

One thing seems obvious from this brief survey of the data: 
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Very few Americans see abortion as a black-and-white issue. A large 
majority of us see many complicated shades of gray. This is one 
reason I �nd the “pro-life” and “pro-choice” labels to be so unhelp-
ful; they create a dichotomy that most of us believe is false. A closer 
look at the data really does seem to indicate that there is more 
agreement than the usual framing of the issue suggests.

As Lisa Cahill states in her book Theological Bioethics, “Ra-
ther than building bridges to those of di�erent convictions,” the 
overwhelming majority of the public discourse instead “widen[s] 
divisions, while reinforcing group bonds and goals.”[2] In other 
words, we’ve hunkered down in our respective camps, shouting 
ever more loudly past one another, thereby reinforcing the div-
ision and solidifying our opposition to “the other side.” But I 
want to believe that we can do better. I want to believe that it’s 
possible to start with what the data says we do agree on and work 
toward solutions and policies that both reduce abortions and 
take seriously the already complex realities of pregnancy, gen-
der inequality, and the commoditization of women’s bodies that 
women must navigate. I’ll discuss those solutions and policies in 
a later chapter. But �rst, given that the staunchest opponents of 
abortion cite their religious beliefs as the basis for their position, 
in the next few chapters we’re going to see if the religious posi-
tion really is as black and white as we’ve been told.
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CHAPTER 2: THE BIBLE 
AND ABORTION

“T he Bible clearly states that life begins at concep-
tion…It is murder according to the Word of 
God.”[3] Chances are, if you’ve discussed abortion 

with an evangelical Christian in America in the last 30 years or so, 
you’ve heard something like this. It’s a common refrain. And, as a 
“Bible-believing Christian” myself, I can appreciate the rhetorical 
appeal of such a statement, especially when used in conversa-
tion with other “Bible-believing Christians.” “You wouldn’t dare 
contradict the Bible, would you?”

But here’s the problem: The Bible does not clearly state that 
life begins at conception, nor does it clearly state that abortion is 
murder. So what does the Bible say about abortion?

Nothing.
Not a thing.
Regarding abortion, the Bible is silent.
Even the evangelical “pro-life” apologist Scott Klusendorf, 

in The Case for Life, admits that the Bible does not explicitly 
address abortion.[4] Additionally, noted biblical scholar Rich-
ard Hays, who believes that Christians should oppose abortion, 

states it this way in his chapter on abortion in The Moral Vision of 
the New Testament:

The Bible contains no texts about abortion. This simple 
fact—often ignored by those who would make oppos-
ition to abortion into a virtual litmus test of true 
Christian faith—places the issue of abortion in a very 
di�erent category from the other test cases that we 
have examined in this book. Here it is not a question 
of how to interpret a contested text or how to nego-
tiate between texts in tension, or how to resolve the 
competing authority claims of the New Testament and 
contemporary experience. Here the Bible o�ers us no 
direct word at all (Emphasis added).[5]

Now, before the “pro-choicers” go “Aha! Gotcha!” both 
Klusendorf and Hays, as well as I myself, would tell you that 
just because the Bible doesn’t address an issue explicitly or dir-
ectly doesn’t mean that the issue can’t be informed by unveiling 
a moral framework in the text. As Klusendorf rightly notes, the 
Bible does not condone everything it does not explicitly con-
demn. There are a host of behaviors that almost all of us would 
agree are wrong that are not explicitly or directly condemned by 
scripture. To state it another way, silence does not mean support. 
So, what does the biblical silence on this issue mean? I think Hays 
gets it right:

The absence of explicit…evidence suggests �rst of all 
that a certain humility about our claims and convictions 
concerning abortion is appropriate. Those with whom we 
di�er are not necessarily monsters; they might have 
serious grounds for their position (emphasis added).[6]

Despite the fact that the Bible does not address abortion 
directly, appeals to the Bible are still often made by people on 
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both sides. On the pro-life side, several disconnected and out-of-
context verses are often strung together to give the illusion that 
“the Bible clearly states that life begins at conception…It is mur-
der according to the Word of God.” For example:

For it was you who formed my inward parts;
you knit me together in my mother’s womb.

I praise you, for I am fearfully and wonderfully made.
Wonderful are your works;

that I know very well.
My frame was not hidden from you,

when I was being made in secret,
intricately woven in the depths of the earth.

Your eyes beheld my unformed substance.
In your book were written

all the days that were formed for me,
when none of them as yet existed.

-Psalm 139:16, NRSV

“Before I formed you in the womb I knew you,
and before you were born I consecrated you;
I appointed you a prophet to the nations.”
-Jeremiah 1:5, NRSV

You shall not murder.
-Exodus 20:13

“See!” they’ll say. “The Bible clearly says that God knows 
us humans in the womb and killing a human is murder and the 
Bible says ‘You shall not murder.’” That kind of simplistic proof 
texting, however, does not lend itself to sound biblical ethics. 
These passages from Psalms and Jeremiah are not, as Hays notes, 
intended to be “scienti�c propositional statements” about when 
life begins but rather “confessions about God’s divine foreknow-
ledge and care.”[7] Therefore, quoting “you shall not murder” 
only begs the question, since it has not as yet been determined 
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whether or not abortion is, in fact, murder.
Luke 1:41-44 is another passage commonly referenced by 

people on the "pro-life" side as biblical evidence of the person-
hood of the unborn. The context of the passage is the pregnant 
Mary's visit to her pregnant cousin Elizabeth. Both women can be 
said to have experienced miraculous pregnancies following an-
gelic announcements. Zechariah, Elizabeth's husband, had been 
told by the angel Gabriel that his wife, who was barren, would 
give birth to a son who would prepare the way for the Messiah. 
Gabriel also told Zechariah that this child, quite uniquely, would 
be "�lled with the Holy Spirit from the womb" (Luke 1:15). Mary 
likewise had been told by Gabriel that she would become preg-
nant, only in this case, she would conceive directly by the Holy 
Spirit and her child would be the literal Son of God. It is already 
clear from the context that everything about this situation is out 
of the ordinary. This brings us to the pregnant Mary's encounter 
with the pregnant Elizabeth in Luke 1:41-44:

When Elizabeth heard Mary’s greeting, the child leaped 
in her womb. And Elizabeth was �lled with the Holy 
Spirit�and exclaimed with a loud cry, “Blessed are you 
among women, and blessed is the fruit of your wom-
b.�And why has this happened to me, that the mother of 
my Lord comes to me?�For as soon as I heard the sound 
of your greeting, the child in my womb leaped for joy.�

Some "pro-life" Christians see the fact that the child leapt 
for joy while still in utero as biblical evidence of the person-
hood of the pre-born. That conclusion itself, however, is a bit of 
a leap. First of all, as we've already noted, everything about this 
entire scenario is out of the ordinary. Most pregnancies aren't 
announced in advance by angels. No one else has ever been said 
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to have been "�lled with the Holy Spirit from the womb." The un-
born child's "leap for joy" is presented precisely as a supernatural 
event in connection with all of the other supernatural events sur-
rounding the conception and birth of the Messiah, itself a one-of-
a-kind event. To quote once again the “pro-life” New Testament 
scholar and ethicist Richard Hays:

To extrapolate from this text—whose theological im-
port is entirely christological—a general doctrine of 
the full personhood of the unborn is ridiculous and 
tendentious exegesis; indeed, it should not be digni�ed 
with the label "exegesis."[8]

Hays does acknowledge, however, that this text can shed indirect 
light on the subject:

Again, the text might indirectly shape a symbolic 
world: the phrase “the child in my womb” implies an 
attitude toward the unborn that is very di�erent form 
speaking clinically of “the fetus” (emphasis added).[9]

He concludes, however, by reiterating the fact that “the text can-
not be used to prove any particular claim about prenatal person-
hood, nor does it have the issue of abortion in any way in view.”[10]

There is, really, only one text in the entire Bible that even 
comes close to addressing abortion in any direct way and it 
comes from an example of case law found in the Book of Exodus in 
the Hebrew Bible:

When people who are �ghting injure a pregnant 
woman so that there is a miscarriage, and yet no fur-
ther harm follows, the one responsible shall be �ned 
what the woman’s husband demands, paying as much 
as the judges determine.�If any harm follows, then you 
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shall give life for life,� eye for eye, tooth for tooth, 
hand for hand, foot for foot,�burn for burn, wound for 
wound, stripe for stripe.
-Exodus 21:22-35

The �rst thing that should be said about this passage is that 
it is not dealing directly or explicitly with intentional abortion 
in any real sense. This passage is addressing unintentional damage 
and injury. Whatever light it sheds on abortion, it does so quite 
indirectly.

The second thing that needs to be said is that this passage is 
not necessarily “clear.” It has been and continues to be the subject 
of interpretive debate.

At �rst glance it appears to suggest that if the mother mis-
carries but is otherwise uninjured then the one responsible must 
only pay a �ne. However, if the mother herself is injured or killed, 
then the o�ender would pay life for life, etc. Based on this read-
ing, it certainly appears that the ancient Hebrews believed there 
was a qualitative di�erence between the unborn and the born. In 
other words, if this reading is correct, the termination of a preg-
nancy was not regarded as murder.

It is worth noting that this reading is the reading adopted 
by most, but not all, ancient Jewish commentators. Dr. Fred Ros-
ner, a medical doctor, professor of medicine, and a recognized ex-
pert on Jewish medical ethics summarizes the historical Jewish 
position this way:

An unborn fetus in Jewish law is not considered a per-
son until it has been born. The fetus is regarded as 
a part of the mother’s body and not a separate being 
until it begins to egress from the womb during partur-
ition (childbirth).[11]
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This, however, does not mean that abortion has been 
looked upon with approval by Jews ancient or modern – we’ll see 
in a later chapter that the issue has been contested. It simply goes 
to show that most ancient Jewish interpreters did not believe 
that their scriptures taught that human life begins at conception 
or that the termination of a pregnancy is equivalent with murder.

Ancient Jewish interpreters are not alone in interpreting 
Exodus 21:22-25 in this manner. Writing for the �agship evangel-
ical Christian magazine Christianity Today in 1968 (5 years be-
fore Roe v. Wade), Bruce Waltke, then professor of Old Testament 
and Hebrew at Dallas Theological Seminary, drew the following 
conclusion from this passage: “A second factor suggesting that 
abortion was permissible is that God does not regard the fetus 
as a soul, no matter how far gestation has progressed…Accord-
ing to Exodus 21:22-24, the destruction of a fetus is not a capital 
o�ense…Clearly, then, in contrast to the mother, the fetus is not 
reckoned as a soul.”[12]

Eight years later, as the national debate surrounding abor-
tion was raging, Waltke wrote a follow-up piece for the Journal of 
the Evangelical Theology Society modifying his previous position. 
Having been challenged by some of his evangelical colleagues, 
he ultimately reverses his previous position and concludes: “The 
fetus is human and therefore to be accorded the same protection 
to life granted every other human being. Indeed, feticide is mur-
der, an attack against a fellow man who owes his life to God and a 
violation of the commandment, ‘you shall not kill.’”[13]

Interestingly, however, Waltke’s change of heart is not 
based on a revised interpretation of the passage from Exodus 21. 
In fact, in a footnote, he states that he “still think[s] that inter-
pretation is the proper one” and not only that, but that it is the 
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“traditional interpretation” and “the unanimous interpretation 
of the ancients.”[14] In other words, although he still does not be-
lieve that Exodus 21 equates the termination of a pregnancy with 
murder, he does not think that alone warrants the “illogical con-
clusions [he] drew from it” in the Christianity Today article eight 
years earlier.

Noted Hebrew scholar Robert Alter has adopted this same 
reading in his recent translation and commentary, translating 
verses 22-23 like this:

And should men brawl and collide with a pregnant 
woman and her fetus come out but there be no other 
mishap, he shall surely be punished according to what 
the woman’s husband imposes on him, he shall pay by 
the reckoning. And if there is a mishap, you shall pay a 
life for life…

In the commentary notes he observes that various ancient manu-
scripts di�er slightly regarding the phrase he’s translated “and 
her fetus comes out.” According to Alter, the Masoretic Text, the 
traditional Hebrew, reads “and her children come out” while the 
Samaritan text and the Septuagint both have “and her fetus come 
out.” As for the phrase “no other mishap,” Alter follows the older 
rabbinic interpretations, arguing that “the reference would have 
to be to the death, or at least grave impairment of the pregnant 
woman.”[15]

Richard Hays, mentioned above, interprets the passage 
similarly. He writes, “Although the passage does not directly deal 
with abortion, it seems to posit a qualitative distinction be-
tween the fetus and the mother; only the latter is legally a person 
with reference to whom the lex talionis applies.”[16]

Although this particular interpretation has widespread 
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agreement, not everyone agrees that it is, in fact, the correct 
reading. Various other interpreters have found the language to 
be more ambiguous. For example, as mentioned earlier, the trad-
itional Hebrew could be literally translated “and her children 
come out,” and interpreted to be a premature birth, not necessar-
ily a miscarriage. In such a case, the “following harm” could be 
interpreted to be the death or serious injury either of the prema-
turely-born infant or the mother. In other words, if the pregnant 
woman is struck causing her to give birth prematurely, but the 
baby is alive and otherwise healthy, the attacker is only �ned. 
However , if either the baby or the woman dies or is seriously 
injured, then the attacker must pay life for life or eye for eye. 
Jack Cottrell, who served as a Professor of Theology at Cincinnati 
Christian University for 48 years, made this very argument in an 
article he wrote for Christianity Today in 1973, concluding:

The interpretation of this passage that is most faithful 
to the text is that which distinguishes between a pre-
mature birth that harms neither the mother nor the 
child and a premature birth in which one or the other 
is injured or even dies. In the latter case, the life of the 
fetus is valued just as highly as the life of the mother.[17]

It should be noted, however, that Cottrell acknowledges 
that his is the minority view. In the very same article he states, 
“The majority of commentaries and translations are favorable 
to the interpretation discussed above. In numerous allusions to 
this text, the Talmud uniformly sees it as referring to a miscar-
riage.”[18] Cottrell also acknowledges that “if this interpretation 
is correct, the implications for the abortion dilemma are signi�-
cant indeed” and “could have a profound in�uence upon how the 
principle of the lesser of two evils is applied to the problem.”[19] 
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He further acknowledges that

If it can be established from Exodus 21:22-25 that the 
unborn fetus is qualitatively inferior to fully human 
life, then the Bible-believing Christian must give ser-
ious consideration to the contention that there are sev-
eral circumstances that may be greater evils than abor-
tion, such as mental disorder in the mother, the prob-
ability that the child will be born malformed, or the 
trauma of a pregnancy resulting from rape (emphasis 
original).[20]

In other words, Cottrell acknowledges both that the majority of 
interpreters believe this passage makes a qualitative distinction 
between the unborn and the born and that such an interpret-
ation has signi�cant implications in the abortion debate. The 
concluding paragraph to Cottrell’s article contains a statement 
that I believe many of us today on both sides of the aisle would 
�nd shocking: “[My] conclusion about Exodus 21:22-25 will by no 
means settle the abortion issue. One might grant the validity of 
this interpretation and still in good Christian conscience be in favor 
of more liberal abortion practices (emphasis added).”[21]

From a purely exegetical standpoint, I myself �nd the ma-
jority interpretation presented above to be the most persuasive. 
In the next chapter we will see yet another interpretation of this 
passage as we examine what Christians and Jews throughout his-
tory have said about abortion speci�cally. Before we go there, 
however, I’d like to o�er a few closing thoughts.

First, even though I believe the passage in Exodus 21 does 
present a qualitative di�erence between the fetus and the mother 
in ancient Jewish case law, I think we must be careful about the 
kind of conclusions we draw from that in regard to the abortion 
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debate. As I stated earlier, whatever light it shines on this issue, it 
does so quite indirectly. I agree with Klusendorf when he says:

This passage does not even remotely suggest that a 
woman can willfully kill her unborn child through 
elective abortion. Nothing in the context supports 
this claim. At best the text assigns a lesser penalty for 
accidentally killing a fetus than for accidentally kill-
ing his mother. It simply does not follow that a woman 
may deliberately abort her own o�spring.”[22]

Furthermore, even if the Mosaic Law clearly permitted 
abortion, which it doesn’t, that would not automatically mean 
that we should permit abortion in twenty-�rst-century America. 
There are plenty of aspects of the Mosaic Law that I believe most 
of us are glad are not enshrined in our laws today. Additionally, 
even if the Bible clearly prohibited abortion, that would not auto-
matically mean that we should criminalize abortion in twenty-
�rst-century America. America is not a theocracy and not every 
Biblical command or prohibition ought to be codi�ed into na-
tional law.

The only point I am trying to make in this chapter is that, 
contrary to what many of us have been told, the Bible does not 
clearly state that life begins at conception and it does not clearly 
state that abortion is murder. To sharpen the point from the 
other side, the Bible also does not clearly state that abortion is ac-
ceptable or that the unborn does not possess personhood. What I 
hope has been clear is that the Bible is not black and white when it 
comes to abortion.
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CHAPTER 3: ABORTION 
IN JEWISH HISTORY

I n chapter three, we saw that the Bible itself o�ers no direct 
guidance on abortion. We saw that the closest biblical ana-
logue to abortion, Exodus 21:22-25, sheds only indirect 

light on the subject, and that this light itself has been the subject 
of interpretive debate. With that in mind, the next few chapters 
will focus on how religious authorities throughout time have 
understood and dealt speci�cally with the issue of abortion.

One thing we know for sure is that abortion is not a recent 
development. Ancient records indicate that basically as long as 
there have been pregnant women, there have been abortions. In 
a survey of various civilizations throughout history, develop-
mental biologist and historian of biology Scott Gilbert observes: 
“While abortion is…a complicated issue with many confounding 
political, social, and cultural factors, historically one of the fun-
damental determinants of the moral consequences of abortion 
stemmed from what stage people viewed the embryo as a human 
being.”[23] That very question, he explains

…has been pondered throughout history and in a 
multitude of cultural contexts. The "answer" is �uid, in 



that it has been changing throughout history, because 
any answer about when human life begins is deeply in-
tegrated with the beliefs, values and social constructs 
of the community or individual that drew the con-
clusion. Throughout history there have been several 
"answers" to the question of when human life begins, 
but the only consistency among the answers is that 
they are always changing as social contexts change, re-
ligious morals �uctuate, or new knowledge about the 
process of embryo development is obtained.[24]

As we’ll see in the next few chapters, the abortion debate in reli-
gious history re�ects the trend observed by Gilbert.

This chapter will focus predominately on the history of 
abortion in Jewish thought and the next two chapters will be 
dedicated to Christian thought. I believe it is important to con-
sider both, primarily because “Judeo-Christian values” are so 
often referenced in this discussion and in American politics in 
general. As a general summary, we can safely say that abortion 
was usually viewed negatively, though for di�erent reasons, to 
di�erent degrees and with various exceptions.

Philo Of Alexandria

Having already examined the Jewish scriptures them-
selves, we’ll begin by looking at Philo of Alexandria, a Jewish 
philosopher of the early �rst century CE. In one of his writings, 
Philo states unequivocally that “no one shall cause the o�spring 
of women to be abortive by means of miscarriage, or by any other 
contrivance.”[25] Pretty straightforward.

Of course, it should be noted that this injunction immedi-
ately follows a similar prohibition that “that no one shall eradi-
cate the generative powers of a man” and is in close proximity 
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to his command “that no one shall cause his seed to disappear.” 
The �rst forbids castration, which, by extension, would include 
surgical sterilization. The second, it seems, forbids masturbation 
or, potentially, withdrawal prior to ejaculation (i.e. Onanism).[26] 
The point is, the context of Philo’s prohibition on abortion seems 
to have been more closely connected to sexual ethics than to 
harm ethics. In other words, abortion wasn’t wrong because it 
was the murder of a human, but because it prevented procreation 
in similar ways to castration and masturbation.

Perhaps Philo’s most signi�cant contribution to this dis-
cussion is his interpretation and application of Exodus 21:22-25, 
the passage we examined in the last chapter. He says:

But if any one has a contest with a woman who is 
pregnant, and strike her a blow on her belly, and she 
miscarry, if the child which was conceived within her 
is still unfashioned and unformed, he shall be punished 
by a �ne, both for the assault which he committed and 
also because he has prevented nature, who was fashion-
ing and preparing that most excellent of all creatures, a 
human being, from bringing him into existence. But if 
the child which was conceived had assumed a distinct 
shape in all its parts, having received all its proper con-
nective and distinctive qualities, he shall die; for such a 
creature as that is a man, whom he has slain while still 
in the workshop of nature, who had not thought it as 
yet a proper time to produce him to the light, but had 
kept him like a statue lying in a sculptor's workshop, 
requiring nothing more than to be released and sent 
out into the world.[27]

A careful comparison with the passage in Exodus reveals 
a several notable observations. First, instead of two men �ght-
ing and striking a pregnant woman accidentally, Philo envisions 
a direct con�ict with a pregnant woman. Second, Philo clearly 
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understands the result of the blow to be miscarriage, not pre-
mature birth. The di�erence, according to Philo’s interpretation, 
is whether the miscarried fetus was “unfashioned” or whether it 
had “assumed a distinct shape in all its parts.” If the miscarried 
fetus was “unformed,” the attacker should only be �ned. If, how-
ever, if the miscarried fetus was “formed,” the attacker should 
be sentenced to death. In other words, Philo makes a distinction 
in regard to fetal development and argues that at a certain point of 
development the fetus does, in fact, become fully human and the 
termination of the pregnancy at that point would be equivalent 
to murder. That developmental stage, which Philo describes as 
“requiring nothing more than to be released and sent out into the 
world,” seems to correspond with what we might describe today 
as the point of “viability,” at which point a fetus is able to survive 
outside of the mother’s womb.

To understand why Philo would make this distinction, we 
need to recognize that he was not reading the Jewish scriptures 
in the original Hebrew, but in a Greek translation. As has been 
demonstrated by scholars, the ancient translators mistakenly 
rendered the Hebrew word for “harm” as a Greek word meaning 
“form.” You can compare the di�erences between these transla-
tions below. The NRSV is a translation from the Hebrew, while the 
LXX is a translation from the Greek.

NRSV: When people who are �ghting injure a pregnant 
woman so that there is a miscarriage, and yet no further 
harm follows, the one responsible shall be �ned what 
the woman’s husband demands, paying as much as the 
judges determine.� If any harm follows, then you shall 
give life for life.

LXX: And if two men strive and smite a woman with 
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child, and her child be born imperfectly formed, he shall 
be forced to pay a penalty: as the woman’s husband 
may lay upon him, he shall pay with a valuation. But if 
it be perfectly formed, he shall give life for life.[28]

This distinction between formed and unformed fetuses will 
come up again when we look at some of the early Christian 
leaders and their positions on abortion, since most of them, 
like Philo, relied on Greek translations of the Hebrew scriptures. 
But for now, we can crudely summarize the Jewish philosopher 
Philo’s position by saying that that believed abortion to be im-
permissible, though not always murder.

Flavius Josephus

The Jewish historian Flavius Josephus, writing in the late 
�rst-century CE, o�ers further insight into the Jewish under-
standing of pregnancy termination. Quite clearly drawing on 
Exodus 21, he writes:

He that kicks a woman with child, so that the woman 
miscarry, let him pay a �ne in money, as the judges shall 
determine, as having diminished the multitude by the 
destruction of what was in her womb; and let money 
also be given the woman’s husband by him that kicked 
her; but if she die of the stroke, let him also be put to 
death, the law judging it equitable that life should go 
for life.[29]

Once again, it’s clear that Josephus sees the result of the blow to 
be miscarriage, not premature birth. If miscarriage is the extent 
of the damage, the attacker is to be �ned. If, however, the preg-
nant woman dies, the attacker is to be put to death. As we’ve seen 
in other places, Josephus here makes a qualitative di�erence be-
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tween the unborn and the mother. The latter counts as “a life,” 
while the former does not.

As you might expect, however, it gets more complicated. 
In another writing, Josephus addresses abortion directly:

The law, moreover enjoins us to bring up all our o�-
spring, and forbids women to cause abortion of what is 
begotten, or to destroy it afterward; and if any woman 
appears to have so done, she will be a murderer of her 
child, by destroying a living creature, and diminishing 
humankind:[30]

Here, Josephus equates intentional abortion with infanticide and 
regards a woman who does so as a murderer. How does this 
square with his view that a man who kicks a woman and causes 
a miscarriage is not a murderer? Two explanations seem prob-
able. Perhaps in the case of a man attacking a woman, he views 
the fetus as an unintended victim. Or, perhaps, Josephus’s views 
were rooted in misogyny. Evidence for this explanation can be 
found in the immediate context of his prohibition on abortion. 
Not more than a couple sentences earlier he writes, “For, saith the 
Scripture, ‘A woman is inferior to her husband in all things.’”[31] Of 
course, “the scripture” says no such thing. This would be neither 
the �rst nor the last time that there would be a double standard 
for men and women. Either way, it’s clear that Josephus does not 
look favorably on abortion.

Rabbinic Judaism

The destruction of the Jewish temple in 70 CE led to a sig-
ni�cant reshaping of ancient Judaism and the emergence of what 
has been called “Rabbinic Judaism.” Unlike Philo of Alexandria, 
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who relied on Greek translations of the Hebrew scriptures, the 
rabbis worked directly with the Hebrew text, which, as we’ve 
seen, di�ered signi�cantly from the Greek translation of Exodus 
21. Daniel Schi�, in his book Abortion in Judaism, writes that the 
emergence of rabbinic Judaism brought with it “a period of schol-
arly elucidation and chronicling of Jewish legal knowledge that 
was without precedent. This reality would prove to be a signi�-
cant spur towards articulating a coherent stance on abortion.”[32]

So what was the coherent Jewish stance on abortion dur-
ing the rabbinic age? In short, the consensus was that, based on 
Exodus 21:22-25, the fetus was not a “nephesh,” a soul/life/per-
son until birth. As such, the termination of a pregnancy in any 
manner was regarded “as a tort [read: “civil suit”], rather than a 
homicide.”[33] Summarizing the rabbinic position, Schi� explains, 
“The rabbis a�rmed the Torah’s powerful distinction between 
the legal status of a mother and her fetus. The a�rmation of 
this distinction, however, ought not to be construed as a mini-
mization of the fetus’ status, much less as any type of warrant 
for feticide.”[34] In other words, while the rabbis did not regard the 
termination of a fetus as murder, intentional termination was still 
viewed with disapproval. They simply, as Schi� notes, “were open 
to the possibility that feticide might be condoned in speci�c situ-
ations.”

One of those speci�c situations was when pregnancy or 
childbirth threatened the life of the mother. This is dealt with 
speci�cally in one of the earliest collections of rabbinic writings, 
known as the Mishna. At one point it says, quite graphically,

A woman who was having trouble giving birth, they 
cut up the fetus inside her and take it out limb by limb, 
because her life comes before its life. If most of it had 
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come out already they do not touch it because we do 
not push o� one life for another.

Of course, today we would refer to such a procedure as 
partial-birth abortion. For the ancient rabbis, however, such a 
procedure was permissible precisely because they did not be-
lieve that the fetus became a life until “most of it had come out 
already.” It’s important to remember that this belief was derived 
from their interpretation of the Hebrew scriptures, especially 
Exodus 21.

Modern Judaism

Today, as might be expected, modern Jews are somewhat 
divided on the speci�cs of the issue of abortion. There does, 
however, seem to be broad agreement that abortion is generally 
unfavorable but sometimes acceptable, especially as it relates to 
the well-being of the mother. You can �nd a more detailed sum-
mary of the historical and present views, along with references to 
primary sources, in the article “Issues in Jewish Ethics: Abortion,” 
from the Jewish Virtual Library.

Two things seem clear from this brief review of Jewish 
history. First, the dominant Jewish perspective throughout his-
tory, a perspective derived from their own Hebrew scriptures, is 
that human life does not begin until birth and therefore abortion 
is generally not regarded as murder. Second, despite that belief, 
abortion has still been viewed with disapproval because of the 
way in which it destroys the potential for life. In the next chapter 
we'll see how these views compare and contrast with views on 
abortion in Christian history.
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CHAPTER 4: ABORTION IN 
CHRISTIAN HISTORY, PART 1 
The “Early Church” and The Roman Catholic Church

“T he Christian tradition has taken a generally nega-
tive view of abortion, but the moral basis and 
perceived implications of this negative view have 

varied greatly.”[35] So begins philosophy professor Peter Milli-
can’s entry on abortion in The Oxford Companion to Christian 
Thought. This is, as we’ll see, an accurate summary.

The �rst explicit reference to abortion in early Christian 
writings is found in a document called The Didache, which deals 
with matters of Christian ethics and was probably compiled in 
the late �rst or early second-century. It states quite plainly and 
without quali�cation, “You shall not murder a child by abortion, 
nor again kill it after birth.”[36]

Tertullian, a proli�c Christian writer in the late second 
and early third centuries, likewise regarded all abortion as mur-
der because he believed that the human soul was present in the 
semen of the male:

In our case, murder being once for all forbidden, we 



may not destroy even the fœtus in the womb, while as 
yet the human being derives blood from other parts of 
the body for its sustenance. To hinder a birth is merely 
a speedier man-killing; nor does it matter whether you 
take away a life that is born, or destroy one that is com-
ing to the birth. That is a man which is going to be one; 
you have the fruit already in its seed.[37]

Basil of Caesarea, a highly regarded theologian from the 
fourth century, believed similarly. He writes, “The woman who 
purposely destroys her unborn child is guilty of murder. With us 
there is no nice enquiry as to its being formed or unformed.”[38] 
We’ve already seen a reference to a distinction between a formed 
and unformed fetus in the writings of the Jewish philosopher 
Philo of Alexandria. Contra Philo, Basil did not recognize a quali-
tative di�erence.

Not all early church leaders, however, understood the 
issue in such black-and-white terms. For example, Basil of Cae-
sarea’s own brother, Gregory of Nyssa, himself a respected theo-
logian, may have disagreed with Basil. Gregory writes, “It would 
not be possible to style the unformed embryo a human being, but 
only a potential one, assuming that it is completed so as to come 
forth to human birth, while as long as it is in this unformed state, 
it is something other than a human being.”[39] He says this despite 
elsewhere saying, “Soul is necessary to life, and the embryo lives. 
Therefore soul is not born after body. So body and soul are born 
together.”[40] If that seems complicated, it’s because it is. In Greg-
ory and Basil’s day there were competing philosophical, religious, 
scienti�c, and legal theories about the nature and timing of life, 
“ensoulment”, and personhood.

No discussion of the early church’s view on any issue is 
complete without at least a brief mention of Augustine of Hippo. 
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Few theologians have had as signi�cant or as lasting an impact 
on Christian thought as the African Bishop from the late fourth 
and early �fth centuries. Scholars across the board have demon-
strated that although Augustine was certainly no fan of abortion, 
he nevertheless understood there to be a qualitative di�erence 
between terminating a pregnancy early in gestation as opposed 
to late. Commenting on the Exodus 21 passage we’ve become so 
acquainted with, Augustine said:

If what is brought forth is unformed but at this stage 
some sort of living, shapeless thing, then the law of 
homicide would not apply, for it could not be said that 
there was a living soul in that body, for it lacks all 
sense, if it be such as is not yet formed and therefore 
not yet endowed with its senses.[41]

For Augustine, the termination of an “unformed” fetus was not to 
be regarded as murder, but the termination of a “formed” fetus 
was to be regarded as murder, since the “formed” fetus would have 
been endowed with “a living soul.”

Scholars have noted that Augustine here is likely in�u-
enced by two di�erent factors. First, he is commenting on the 
Greek translation of Exodus 21 from the Septuagint, which, as 
we saw in the last chapter, contains a mistranslation from the 
Hebrew, replacing the words for “harm/no harm” with “formed/
unformed.” Second, he seems to be in�uenced by the philosopher 
Aristotle’s theory of “ensoulment” in which developing fetuses 
progress from having a plant-like soul to an animal-like soul to a 
human soul as the body forms more fully in the womb. The stand-
ard time for formation and ensoulment varied from 40 days for 
males to around 90 days for females. This distinction between 
the formed and unformed (which was also referred to as a dis-
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tinction between the animated and the unanimated) was already 
prevalent in Augustine’s day. As we shall see, it would continue 
to be the dominant understanding of the fetus in the Western 
church for more than 1000 years.

Anselm of Canterbury (1033-1109), once wrote “no human 
intellect accepts the view that an infant has a rational soul from 
the moment of conception.”[42] He was, of course, writing in the 
context of “original sin” and trying to determine at which point a 
fetus became truly human and therefore inherited original sin. He 
did not believe that moment was at conception, and apparently, 
he didn’t think anyone else did either.

Pope Innocent III (1161-1216) established in canon law a 
distinction between terminating a pregnancy before and after 
“quickening.”[43] “Quickening” was the term associated with the 
�rst time a pregnant woman felt the fetus move, an event that 
usually takes place near the mid-point of pregnancy. This “quick-
ening” distinction eventually made its way from Catholic canon 
law into English common law. As G R Dunstan notes,

The canon law and the English common law were 
thus, for their respective purposes, in step. Inevitably 
the philosophical notion of animation became identi-
�ed with the subjective experience of quickening; so 
quickening became a determining point for various 
purposes in the common law.[44]

Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274), whose in�uence in the west-
ern church is rivalled only by Augustine, also made a distinction 
between an “animated” fetus and an unanimated one. Answering 
questions about homicide and commenting on Exodus 21 he 
wrote, “He that strikes a woman with child does something un-
lawful: wherefore if there results the death either of the woman 
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or of the animated fetus, he will not be excused from homicide, es-
pecially seeing that death is the natural result of such a blow.”[45] 
As scholars have demonstrated, Aquinas’ use of “animated” there 
is consistent with his writings elsewhere indicating that, follow-
ing Aristotle and Augustine, Aquinas believed in what has been 
called “delayed hominization.” This is a fancy term for the belief 
that the embryo does not become fully human until a certain 
point in fetal development, in which a “formed” body is capable 
of receiving a “rational soul.”

That a distinction between formed and unformed fetuses 
was the dominant view of the western church is made obvious by 
the fact that, in 1588, Pope Sixtus V issued a papal bull entitled 
“E�raenatam,” which abolished any distinction between formed 
and unformed fetuses in determining the punishment for abor-
tion. The bull states, in part:

By this our constitution, to be valid in perpetuity, we 
decree and ordain that all henceforth who by them-
selves or by the hand of any intermediary procure the 
abortion or ejection of an immature fetus, whether 
animate or inanimate, formed or unformed, . . . and 
also the pregnant women themselves who knowingly 
do the same, shall incur, by the very act the penalties 
set forth and in�icted by divine as well as human law 
against actual murderers.[46]

It is also worth noting that the very same document also con-
demned, with the same penalty, the use of contraception and 
sterilization.

Apparently, however, this new decree was not very well 
received. Just three years later, Sixtus’s successor Gregory XIV 
reversed Sixtus’s bull, decreeing, “The penalties for procuring the 
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abortion of an inanimate fetus or for administering or taking po-
tions to cause women to be sterile we revoke just as if that consti-
tution so far as it concerns these things had never been issued.”[47] 
Historian John Christopoulos explains Gregory’s rationale:

Experience showed Gregory that the bull was too 
harsh and could not deliver its “hoped for fruit.” Not 
only had Sixtus’s bull “not diverted” the practice of 
abortion, but it had even provided the opportunity 
“for very many sacrileges and for the most grave sins 
and crimes”: people went on aborting, and because 
travelling to Rome was not an option, they accepted or 
ignored their excommunication.[48]

This distinction between formed and unformed and ani-
mate and inanimate fetuses would remain standard, though not 
unchallenged, in Roman Catholic moralism for the next three 
hundred years.� However, in 1869, Pope Pius IX once again elim-
inated any distinction on the basis of formation or animation 
and declared that abortion from conception would be penalized 
with excommunication. That remains the o�cial position of the 
Roman Catholic church to this day.

Some of the reasoning behind this shift only adds to the 
complexity of the Catholic Church’s stance across time. Fifteen 
years prior to this pronouncement on abortion, the very same 
Pope Pius IX declared by papal bull that Mary was “in the �rst 
instance of her conception” without original sin, thus securing 
with papal authority the dogma of the Immaculate Conception. 
The underlying logic was that if Mary was conceived without ori-
ginal sin, it follows that she must have had a human soul at con-
ception, and if humans have souls have conception, then abor-
tion at any stage is understood to be murder.
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This, of course, was not the only reason for the shift. New 
discoveries in biology led to a gradual abandonment of the pre-
viously dominant theory of delayed ensoulment. Additionally, 
advances in medicine and technology made abortion safer, and 
thus, more prevalent, leading to a renewed interest in curbing the 
practice.

Abortion And Contraception

Further complicating matters, as Peter Millican observes, 
is the fact that “in the early church, abortion and contraception 
were often seen as broadly equivalent, both involving interfer-
ence with the natural reproductive process.”[49] In other words, as 
the following quotes will demonstrate, the use of birth control, 
chemical, surgical, or otherwise, was considered by some of the 
Church Fathers to be just as bad as, if not worse than, abortion.

John Chrysostom, the golden-tongued preacher of the 
fourth century, made a statement in his 24th homily on Romans 
that many scholars believe is a reference to contraception:

Why do you sow where the �eld is eager to destroy 
the fruit, where there are medicines of sterility, where 
there is murder before conception [or before birth]? 
You do not even let a harlot remain only a harlot, but 
you make her a murderess as well. . . Indeed, it is some-
thing worse than murder, and I do not know what to 
call it; for she does not kill what is formed but prevents 
its formation. What then? Do you condemn the gift of 
God and �ght with His [natural] laws?

Augustine similarly condemned contraceptive practices, 
believing that sex for the purpose of pleasure alone, even with 
one’s spouse, was equivalent to adultery. He wrote:
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I am supposing that then, although you are not lying 
for the sake of procreating o�spring, you are not for 
the sake of lust obstructing their procreation by an evil 
prayer or an evil deed. Those who do this, although 
they are called husband and wife, are not; nor do they 
retain any reality of marriage, but with a respectable 
name cover a shame. They give themselves away, in-
deed, when they go so far as to expose their children 
who are born to them against their will; for they hate 
to nourish or to have those whom they feared to bear. 
Therefore a dark iniquity rages against those whom 
they have unwillingly borne, and with open iniquity 
this comes to light; a hidden shame is demonstrated 
by manifest cruelty. Sometimes this lustful cruelty, or 
cruel lust, comes to this, that they even procure poi-
sons of sterility, and, if these do not work, extinguish 
and destroy the fetus in some way in the womb, pre-
ferring that their o�spring die before it lives, or if it 
was already alive in the womb to kill it before it was 
born.[50]

Jerome, a contemporary of Augustine, said of contracep-
tion that those who “drink potions to ensure sterility are guilty 
of murdering a human being not yet conceived.”[51]Yet, regard-
ing abortion, Jerome argued, “Seeds are gradually formed in the 
uterus, and it is not reputed homicide until the scattered elem-
ents receive their appearance and members.”[52] In other words, 
inexplicably to most of our modern sensibilities, Jerome seemed 
to regard contraception as worse than early abortions.

This attitude remained prevalent for centuries, with can-
onists and penitentials prescribing “exactly the same penance 
for intentional homicide, contraception by potion, and coitus 
interruptus.”[53] If you’ve found all of this to be dizzyingly com-
plex, well, that’s the point. It serves to highlight the problem of 
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oversimplifying historical positions to either support or under-
mine modern positions. In the next chapter, we will look at the 
abortion in the Protestant and American Evangelical history of 
Christian thought.
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CHAPTER 5: ABORTION IN 
CHRISTIAN HISTORY, PART 2
 Protestants and American Evangelicals

I n the last chapter, we looked at the position of the early 
church fathers and Roman Catholic Church until the mid-
nineteenth century. We’ll now turn, brie�y, to Protestant 

views of abortion. At this point, it should be no surprise that 
many of the same complexities noted and debated among the 
patristics and the Roman Catholics were also noted and debated 
among the Protestants. It should be noted as well that, with pre-
cious few exceptions, there is no single “Protestant” position on 
anything. In light of that, and for the sake of time and space, I will 
summarize more generally in this chapter.

We’ll start by acknowledging that two towering giants of 
Protestantism, Martin Luther and John Calvin, both seemed to 
have held to the view that human life begins at conception. 
Luther’s protégé Melanchthon, however, seems to have di�ered 
with Luther to some degree. As George Hunston Williams has 
outlined, the early Reformers’ belief in human life from concep-
tion was inextricably linked to their beliefs about original sin 
and eternal predestination.[54] That background may shed light 

John Calvin’s interpretation of Exodus 21, where he writes,

This passage at �rst sight is ambiguous, for if the word 
death only applies to the pregnant woman, it would 
not have been a capital crime to put an end to the 
fœtus, which would be a great absurdity; for the fœtus, 
though enclosed in the womb of its mother, is already 
a human being, (homo,) and it is almost a monstrous 
crime to rob it of the life which it has not yet begun to 
enjoy. If it seems more horrible to kill a man in his own 
house than in a �eld, because a man’s house is his place 
of most secure refuge, it ought surely to be deemed 
more atrocious to destroy a fœtus in the womb be-
fore it has come to light. On these grounds I am led to 
conclude, without hesitation, that the words, “if death 
should follow,” must be applied to the fœtus as well as 
to the mother.[55]

As you’ve probably already observed, Calvin’s interpretation here 
di�ers from both the ancient Jewish interpretation of the ori-
ginal Hebrew and the early Christians’ interpretation of the 
Greek translation. Whereas the Jewish and Christian interpreters 
looked to the text to determine when human life begins, Calvin 
begins with the assumption that a fetus constitutes a human life 
from conception. He then imports that belief into the text, and 
then interprets accordingly. Unfortunately for us, Calvin does 
not expound upon why he begins with that view, but Williams’ 
observation provides a plausible explanation. Later Protestant 
and Reformed theologians were more divided, with some once 
again making distinction between formed and unformed fetuses, 
delayed ensoulment, and the like.

Fast-forward to nineteenth-century America. Prior to this 
point, American law followed English common law and allowed 
abortion up until the point of “quickening,” which was believed 

37CHAPTER 5: ABORTION IN CHRISTIAN HISTORY, PART 2



to be around the midpoint of pregnancy. By the 1840s, medical 
advancements had made abortion a much safer procure, and this 
had led to a drastic increase in abortions, predominantly among 
married Protestant women. As James Mohr explains in his book 
Abortion in America,

Most observers, then, agreed that most of the women 
who drove America’s abortion rates so steeply upward 
after 1840 were married. Most observers also agreed 
that virtually all of the women who sought abortions 
in the United States during the middle decades of the 
nineteenth century share at least one other character-
istic: They appeared to be almost exclusively Protest-
ant.[56]

This increase in abortions led to a coordinated e�ort to bring 
about some kind of legislative reform limiting abortion. This 
e�ort was led, perhaps surprisingly, by medical doctors. Notice-
ably absent from this resistance was, perhaps even more surpris-
ingly, Protestant clergy.
Recounting the history in an article for Christianity Today, Tim 
Sta�ord notes,

The most visible group opposing abortion were "regu-
lar" doctors. The American Medical Association (AMA), 
formed in 1847, took up antiabortion as its cause…The 
religious establishment did not. Protestant clergy had 
considerable prestige and were important in other re-
form movements of the time—notably temperance—
but to the dismay of doctors, most churches ignored 
the issue.[57]

Eventually the doctors were successful in their quest to have 
abortion outlawed.

Fast-forward again to the mid-twentieth century when, as 
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was demonstrated in an earlier chapter American conservative 
evangelical Christians and scholars were using the Bible to make 
the case in evangelical books and periodicals that human life 
began not at conception, but at birth, and therefore that abor-
tion was sometimes permissible and always qualitatively di�erent 
than murder. As a clear example of this, consider “A Protest-
ant A�rmation On the Control Of Human Reproduction,” which 
was printed in Christianity Today and described as the “consensus 
of 25 evangelical scholars who participated in A PROTESTANT 
SYMPOSIUM ON THE CONTROL OF HUMAN REPREODUCTION, 
Aug. 27-31, 1968.”[58] Regarding abortion, this conservative, Prot-
estant, evangelical symposium declared, “Whether or not the 
performance of an induced abortion is sinful we are not agreed, 
but about the necessity and permissibility for it under certain 
circumstances we are in accord.”[59] They go on to outline prin-
ciples that a Christian physician should consider when asked to 
perform an abortion. Those principles, quoted verbatim, are as 
follows:

-� � The human fetus is not merely a mass of cells or an 
organic growth. At the most, it is an actual human life 
or at the least, a potential and developing human life. 
For this reason the physician with a regard for the value 
and sacredness of human life will exercise great cau-
tion in prescribing abortion.

- The Christian physician will advise induced abortion 
only to safeguard greater values sanctioned by Scrip-
ture. Those values may be individual, familial, or soci-
etal.

-�From the moment of birth, the infant is a human being 
with all the rights which Holy Scripture accords to all 
human beings; therefore infanticide under any name 
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should be condemned.[60]

Three years later, in 1971, the Southern Baptist Convention 
passed a resolution on abortion in which they resolved to

Call upon Southern Baptists to work for legislation 
that will allow the possibility of abortion under such 
conditions as rape, incest, clear evidence of severe 
fetal deformity, and carefully ascertained evidence of 
the likelihood of damage to the emotional, mental, 
and physical health of the mother.[61]

In 1974, the SBC re-a�rmed the 1971 resolution which they 
claimed was “adopted overwhelmingly” and “re�ected a middle 
ground between the extreme of abortion on demand and the op-
posite extreme of all abortion as murder.”[62]

It wasn’t until the late 1970s and early 1980s that the 
tide of evangelical opinion began to turn, largely due to the in-
�uence of Francis Schae�er who enlisted the support of Jerry 
Falwell Sr. The anti-abortion cause was eventually picked up and 
championed by the Religious Right. In a rare instance of ecumeni-
cism, conservative Protestant evangelicals, generally not known 
for having favorable opinions about Roman Catholicism, joined 
forces with Roman Catholic antiabortion organizations in an 
e�ort oppose abortion at a constitutional level.

Jonathan Dudley, who chronicles this development in his 
book Broken Words, observes that “by the mid-1980s, the evan-
gelical Right was so successful with this strategy that the popular 
evangelical community would no longer tolerate any alterna-
tive position.”[63] In less than 20 years, the evangelical position 
on abortion had shifted from “[we] cannot speak with binding 
authority where the Bible is unclear” and “whether or not the 
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performance of induced abortion is sinful we are not agreed” to 
“the Bible clearly states that life begins at conception…It is mur-
der according to the Word of God.” This shift, Dudley accurately 
notes, “was not occasioned by new discoveries about the ancient 
meaning of the text or new scienti�c developments; it was occa-
sioned by a shift in the historical context and political interests 
of evangelical leaders.”[64]

In Summary

The preceding sprint through history was intended to 
demonstrate that the issue of abortion has a long and com-
plex background in religious thought. And, really, we’ve only 
scratched the surface. What should hopefully be clear at this 
point is that while abortion has always been viewed unfavorably 
in the Jewish and Christian traditions, it has demonstrably not al-
ways been understood as “murder from conception.” That view, 
at least in the Western Church, has actually been the minority 
view for most of Christian history. Perhaps acknowledging this 
complexity and diversity of thought will evoke a spirit of humil-
ity within us as we engage the issue today.
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CHAPTER 6: ABORTION IN 
SCIENCE AND MEDICINE
Disclaimer: I am neither a scientist nor a doctor. In this chapter I will lean heavily on 
those who are experts in those �elds and do my best to represent them accurately.

T hose who advocate for the position that abortion is mur-
der from conception will often argue that earlier Chris-
tian positions which di�erentiated between formed and 

unformed or animate and inanimate fetuses did so on the basis 
of faulty scienti�c understanding. “Now,” they argue, “the science 
of biology has answered the question beyond doubt: the unborn 
child is a living human being.” As you might have expected, in this 
chapter we’ll explore the reasons why those kinds of claims are 
overstated.

First, it is absolutely true that pre-modern Christians dis-
cussing abortion and related topics had faulty understandings of 
science. It is also true that many of these pre-modern Christians 
based their beliefs about abortion and life and personhood on 
these erroneous understandings of embryology. This, however, 
is true of all premodern Christians, not just those who di�eren-
tiated between formed and unformed or animate and inanimate 
fetuses. For example, Tertullian, who, as we saw in a previous 

chapter argued that abortion was murder from conception did so 
because he believed that, crudely speaking, the human soul was 
present in the semen of the male.

Second, it is also absolutely true that advances in scienti�c 
and medical knowledge have caused scientists and medical pro-
fessionals to reconsider their positions on abortion. For example, 
it was doctors in the mid-twentieth century who led the charge 
to regulate abortion when they came to understand that the pre-
viously prevailing notion of “quickening” was not, as had been as-
sumed, a unique developmental milestone.

But does science answer the question “beyond all doubt” 
that human life begins at conception? Well, as it turns out, that 
depends on a lot of things, not least of which is who you ask and 
what you mean by “human life.” To begin to look for an answer, 
I’d like to turn �rst to Scott Gilbert, the developmental biologist 
we met in an earlier chapter. Widely regarded as an expert in the 
�eld, he has delivered lectures on the topic to audiences as di-
verse as the Vatican and Planned Parenthood. His textbooks on 
developmental biology are regarded by many as the gold stand-
ard in the �eld. He has, at various times, directly addressed the 
question of when human life and/or personhood begins.

In 2007 Gilbert presented an essay at a conference at the 
Vatican addressing this very topic. In the essay, he seeks to ad-
dress what he believes to be a “syllabus of errors” in regard 
to popular scienti�c arguments made by the traditional pro-life 
crowd, arguments “that are often being told about embryos…
that are widely accepted, but which science knows to be false.”[65] 
Gilbert acknowledges that some of these errors have even “been 
supported, until recently, by eminent scientists and are repeated 
in introductory biology textbooks.” The essay is highly tech-
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nical, but I will attempt to summarize his “syllabus of errors” 
here.

The �rst “error” Gilbert addresses is the idea that “the in-
structions for development and heredity are all in the fertilized 
egg.” He explains that scientists have come to understand that 
the environment is far more in�uential in gene expression than 
it was once believed. He also explains that in popular discourse, 
DNA has taken on an almost transcendent quality, functioning as 
“the secular analogue of the soul.” He notes the way pro-life or-
ganizations often appeal to the embryo’s unique DNA as the basis 
for their assertion that that a fertilized egg is full human person. 
He explains that “while such a view might have been considered 
within the realm of scienti�c debate…in the 1970’s, this view of 
‘genetic determinism’ is now known to be erroneous.”

The second error in Gilbert’s syllabus is the belief that “the 
embryo is safe within the womb.” Gilbert explains that there is a 
popular assumption that “under normal circumstances” a fertil-
ized egg will always develop normally and predictably, leading to 
the birth of a baby. I’ll address this in greater length below when I 
discuss the problem of “wastage,” but Gilbert demonstrates that, 
even apart from intentional abortions, the vast majority of fertil-
ized eggs do not survive pregnancy.

Third, Gilbert challenges the idea that “there is a moment 
of fertilization where the passive egg receives the active sperm.” 
Popular among pro-lifers is the idea that “life begins at the ‘mo-
ment of conception.’” Gilbert explains that there is actually no 
such “moment.” Instead, he explains, fertilization is “a lengthy 
process that can take days to complete.”

The �nal “error” that Gilbert seeks to “disprove” is the no-
tion that “there is a consensus among scientists as to when life 
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begins.” Contrary to popular claims otherwise, he argues, “Actu-
ally, one of the few statements that can be made without any 
hesitation is that there is no consensus among scientists about 
when an individual human life begins.” He explains,

There are least four stages of development that 
di�erent scientists have claimed as the point where 
personhood begins, including: (1) fertilization (the ac-
quisition of a novel genome); (2) gastrulation (the ac-
quisition of an individual physical identity); (3) elec-
troencephalogram (EEG) activation (the acquisition of 
the human-speci�c…brain-wave pattern); and (4) the 
time of or surrounding birth (the acquisition of inde-
pendent breathing and viability outside the mother’s 
body).

He then goes on to explain each viewpoint with references to 
scientists who have advocated for those positions. The essay it-
self is highly technical and most arguments are beyond the scope 
of what I can cover here, but it does seem to at least call into 
question the notion that “the science of biology has answered 
the question beyond doubt: the unborn child is a living human 
being.”

I’d like to turn now for just a moment to Jonathan Dudley, 
author of the book Broken Words: The Abuse of Science and Faith in 
American Politics, who was quoted in an earlier chapter. Dudley is 
a unique position to speak to this issue from multiple angles. He 
grew up as an evangelical, obtained a Bachelor’s degree in Biology 
from an evangelical university, a Masters in Religion from Yale 
Divinity School and a Doctorate in Medicine from Johns Hopkins. 
After considering many of the very same historical and scienti�c 
arguments that we’ve seen here, he concludes that “science may 
illuminate human development, but it can’t answer the meta-
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physical question of when personhood begins.”[66]

The Problem Of “Pregancy Wastage”

One of the reasons some scientists and medical profes-
sionals have trouble with the idea of personhood beginning at 
fertilization is the prevalence of what has been called “pregnancy 
wastage.” Admittedly a crude term, “pregnancy wastage” refers 
to the spontaneous, natural abortion of an embryo fetus, also 
known as “miscarriage.” While the statistics vary, scientists tend 
to agree that anywhere from 50 to 75 percent of all pregnancies 
end in spontaneous, natural abortions. Some embryos/fetuses 
survive only hours, others days, others weeks, and others months, 
but at some point, for a host of reasons, the majority of them are 
spontaneously (not intentionally) aborted by the mother’s body.

As scientists, bioethicists, and others have noted, a 50 to 75 
percent mortality rate in any other scenario would be regarded 
as a public health crisis of massive proportions. To put it in 
perspective, the Ebola virus has an average 50 percent mortality 
rate for those infected. Because of that, governments and health 
organizations the world over have invested and continue to in-
vest vast amounts of resources toward treatment, prevention, 
and research. If the “pro-life” camp believes that every fertilized 
embryo is morally equivalent to a human being, you would think 
that they would be the loudest champions of research into nat-
ural embryo loss prevention. As Michael Sandel, Professor of Gov-
ernment at Harvard University observed,

If the embryo loss that accompanies natural procre-
ation were the moral equivalent of infant death, then 
pregnancy would have to be regarded as a public health 
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crisis of epidemic proportions; alleviating natural em-
bryo loss would be a more urgent moral cause than 
abortion, in vitro fertilization, and stem-cell research 
combined.[67]

This, of course, does not settle the argument of personhood – 
honest scientists admit that’s not a question science can answer 
– but it does highlight the ambiguity of the issue and perhaps the 
inconsistency of those claim to belief that life begins “at concep-
tion.”

Abortion And Medical Professionals

As I’m sure you’ve already predicted, the community of 
medical professionals is also divided over the issue of abortion. 
To illustrate the complexity, consider the fact that it was doctors 
who led the charge to regulate abortion in the mid-nineteenth 
century and then that it was doctors again who, in the twenti-
eth century, protested abortion regulations as overly restrictive. 
The American Medical Association, initially the champion of re-
stricting abortions, now allows physicians to perform abortions 
“in accordance with good medical practice and under circum-
stances that do not violate the law.”[68] The association also, 
according to one AMA spokesperson, “seeks to limit government 
interference in the practice of medicine and oppose government 
regulation of medicine that is unsupported by scienti�c evi-
dence.”[69] The American College of Obstetricians and Gynecolo-
gists, a professional organization with 58,000 members, asserts 
in its o�cial opinions that “safe, legal abortion is a necessary 
component of women’s health care.”[70] These are the very same 
people that we trust to care for our own bodies and the bodies of 
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the ones we love, and deliver our babies.
Of course, not every member either medical organization 

agrees with the o�cial stance of the organization. There are “pro-
life” doctors and there are “pro-choice” doctors and there are doc-
tors who hold positions outside of those binary positions. The 
point is, these organizations that we trust with so many other as-
pects of our healthcare recognize that abortion is complex.

The very fact that such a diversity of opinions exists 
among these professionals should give us pause when we hear the 
claim that “science proves” personhood begins at conception. As 
we’ll see in the next chapter abortion is just as complex legally as 
it is theologically, scienti�cally, and medically.
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CHAPTER 7: ABORTION 
AND THE LAW, PART 1 
Bright Lines, Balancing Tests, and Contradictory 
Codes

Disclaimer: I am neither an expert nor a legal scholar, so in this chapter I will lean 
heavily on those who are experts in those �elds and do my best to represent them 
accurately. 

Writing for the majority of the court in the landmark Roe v 
Wade, Supreme Court Justice Henry Blackbun acknowledged the 
sensitivity and the complexity of issue at hand:

“We forthwith acknowledge our awareness of the sen-
sitive and emotional nature of the abortion contro-
versy, of the vigorous opposing views, even among 
physicians, and of the deep and seemingly absolute 
convictions that the subject inspires.”[71]

Later, addressing speci�cally the question of when life 
(read: personhood) begins and the judiciary’s role in the matter, 
Blackbun says

We need not resolve the di�cult question of when life 
begins. When those trained in the respective discip-
lines of medicine, philosophy, and theology are unable 
to arrive at any consensus, the judiciary, at this point in 
the development of man's knowledge, is not in a posi-
tion to speculate as to the answer.[72]



As I hope to have demonstrated thus far, Blackbun’s assessment of 
the landscape was accurate then and remains accurate today.

Bright Lines, Balancing Tests, And Abortion

In matters of law, legal experts often refer to something 
called the “bright-line rule” or the “bright-line test.” This is 
de�ned as “an objective� rule that resolves a legal issue in a 
straightforward, predictable manner. A bright-line rule is easy 
to administer and produces certain, though, arguably, not al-
ways�equitable�results.”[73] Much of the abortion debate has been 
centered on whether or not there is a “bright line” determin-
ing when human life and personhood begins. The “pro-life” side 
asserts that such a line does exist and that it the “moment of 
conception.” As we’ve seen, however, and as Justice Blackbun ob-
serves, the utter lack of consensus among the experts in various 
disciplines seems to indicate that such a bright line does not actu-
ally exist.

The “bright-line test” is often contrasted with the “bal-
ancing test,” which is de�ned as “a subjective test� with which 
a� court weighs competing interests to decide which interest 
prevails.”[74] In the absence of a clear bright line regarding when 
personhood begins, the courts have sought to strike a balance be-
tween a woman’s health, a woman’s privacy, and the potential life 
of the unborn, among other things. For most of human history, up 
to and including the present, there has never been either an abso-
lute right either to fetal life nor to privacy and bodily autonomy. 
Even those who tend toward one extreme or the other generally 
recognize there are at least theoretical exceptions to their rule. 
For example, most “pro-lifers” generally acknowledge that an 
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abortion might be the lesser of two evils when the mother’s life is 
legitimately in danger. Similarly, most “pro-choicers” generally 
disapprove of “elective, non-therapeutic late-term abortions.”

The absence of a clear bright line coupled with the attempt 
to strike a balance between competing interests has, in turn, led 
to some confusion and contradictions in federal and state legal 
codes. For example, in both federal law as well as many state laws, 
an assault on a pregnant woman that leads to the loss of an unborn 
child is classi�ed as an o�ense up to and often including homi-
cide. Most of these laws, however, make explicit exceptions for 
abortions. These laws themselves are the subject of a great deal 
of debate and the arguments both for and against them varies. 
Further complicating the matter is the fact that at least some of 
these fetal protection laws seem to have been crafted intention-
ally in order to create a backdoor for criminalizing abortion.

Additionally, there seem to be some inconsistencies and 
oversights even among those who argue a clear bright line exists 
at “the moment conception.” For example, it may seem trivial, 
but we would expect that if the law recognized personhood from 
conception, then prospective parents would be able to obtain a 
social security number for their unborn child as soon as the preg-
nancy was discovered. Similarly, we would expect that women 
who are pregnant at the end of one year would be able to claim 
their unborn child on their taxes and receive the child tax credit, 
even though the child had not yet been born. Of course, as anyone 
who has children knows, social security numbers and, therefore, 
tax credits, are only made available to children with birth cer-
ti�cates. This seems to indicate that, at least for the purposes of 
identity and taxation, our legal system assigns personhood not at 
conception, but at birth. I’ve never seen pro-life advocates make 
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a case for social security numbers and tax credits for unborn 
children. Along those same lines, we often use our birthday, not 
conception day, as the starting point of our existence for legal 
documents. Similarly, even our shared language may indicate an 
underlying assumption about the beginning of personhood in-
sofar as the word “birthright” is in our common vocabulary, 
whereas “conception rights” are rarely spoken of outside of the 
abortion debate. My point here is not to make a case for or 
against any of these various laws, I’m simply trying to highlight 
why the questions of when life and personhood begins are such 
complex and seemingly contradictory issues in the legal system. 
And that’s just the beginning of the legal complexity. In the next 
couple of chapters, we’re going to narrow the focus a bit and high-
light the complexity that comes speci�cally with criminalizing 
abortion.
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CHAPTER 8: ABORTION 
AND THE LAW, PART 2 
The Complexity of Criminalization-Part 1

T he purpose and function of criminalization and criminal 
punishment is the subject of a great deal of debate. At 
one level, the designation of a certain behavior as “crim-

inal” is a declaration of values. A society that outlaws theft does 
do on the basis of its belief that theft is an immoral and an 
unacceptable behavior. But criminalization is more than merely 
a statement of value. Criminalization says, “not only do we be-
lieve this behavior is immoral, we believe it so strongly that we 
will punish anyone who engages in it.” In other words, crimin-
alization necessarily includes punishment. This is evident in the 
fact that our criminal laws are also referred to as “penal codes.” 
“Penal” means “punishment.”

Criminal punishment itself has several acknowledged pur-
poses. On one level, the promise of punishment is intended to 
function as a deterrent. For example, although most of us would 
like some extra spending cash, the idea of spending the rest of our 
life in jail if we get caught probably makes us think twice about 
robbing a bank. The promise of punishment deters our behavior.



On another level, the performance of punishment is in-
tended to function as retribution. We expect criminals to pay for 
their crimes, one way or another. This payment takes on di�er-
ent forms. Sometimes it’s a monetary payment, sometimes it’s a 
prison sentence, and in extreme cases, it’s death.

The general merits and demerits of each of these aspects of 
criminal punishment have been thoroughly debated by philoso-
phers, legal experts, criminologists, and others for centuries. My 
intention here is not to discuss these concepts on a merely theor-
etical level, but to demonstrate how they each contribute to the 
complexity of the abortion debate. Let’s begin with the perform-
ance of punishment.

The standard argument from the pro-life side is that “abor-
tion is murder.” Murder, of course, is a speci�c crime with a spe-
ci�c punishment attached to it in national and state legal codes. 
We would assume, therefore, that those who truly believe that 
abortion is murder would want to see it codi�ed as such in state 
and national laws. We would also assume, for the sake of consist-
ency, that they would want to see both the women who obtain 
abortions and the practitioners who perform them prosecuted 
and sentenced as murderers. Curiously, however, that’s not the 
case.

For example, in 2016, then presidential candidate Donald 
Trump said in an interview with Chris Matthews that in order 
for pro-life legislation to be e�ective “there has to be some sort 
of punishment” for women who obtain abortions.[75] Almost im-
mediately, mainstream pro-life organizations were distancing 
themselves from Trump’s statement. Jeanne Mancini, who at the 
time was president of the March for Life Education and Defense 
Fund, issued a statement in response to Trump. She said,
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Mr. Trump's comment today is completely out of 
touch with the pro-life movement and even more with 
women who have chosen such a sad thing as abortion…
No pro-lifer would ever want to punish a woman who 
has chosen abortion...We invite a woman who has gone 
down this route to consider paths to healing, not pun-
ishment.[76]

Similarly, in a statement on behalf of the National Right 
to Life Committee, NRLC president Carol Tobias said that the or-
ganization “has long opposed the imposition of penalties on the 
woman on whom an abortion is attempted or performed.” She 
speci�ed that “penalties should be imposed against any abor-
tionist who would take the life of an unborn child in de�ance 
of statutes prohibiting abortions.”[77] Within hours, Trump had 
walked back his original statement and stated that punishments 
should be reserved only for those who perform abortions, not the 
women who receive them.

I bring this up because, while this mainstream position 
seems somewhat compassionate toward the women, it also 
seems quite inconsistent with the belief that abortion truly is 
murder. It’s a graphic scenario, but imagine for a moment that the 
mother of a 6-month-old baby or a 6-year-old child decided that 
she was tired of being a mother and hired someone to murder her 
child? If abortion truly is murder, as it is often asserted, then the 
scenario I just described is morally identical to abortion. Do you 
really think that in such a scenario most people would “oppose 
the imposition of penalties on the woman?” According to the 
criminal code, murder-for-hire is still a punishable crime. If abor-
tion is truly murder, how is a woman paying a doctor to perform 
the procedure materially di�erent than any other form of mur-
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der-for-hire?
And what about women who self-abort? As we will see, this 

is a common occurrence when abortion is criminalized. In those 
cases, there is no doctor to punish. If “no pro-lifer would ever 
want to punish a woman who has chosen abortion,” then there 
would be no punishment for self-abortion, despite the fact that 
it’s believed to be murder? Unfortunately, we don’t actually have 
to imagine a comparable scenario in which a woman intention-
ally kills her born children; we hear about them far too often. In 
many, if not most of those cases, the general public demands that 
the woman be punished. The tragic murder of 3-year-old Caylee 
Anthony in 2008 is just one high-pro�le example of that very 
thing.

The point I’m trying to make here is that while pro-lifers 
say they believe that abortion is murder, their attitudes regard-
ing punishment appear to be inconsistent with that belief. In 
other words, I believe the very fact that most pro-lifers are un-
easy with the idea of punishing women who choose abortion re-
veals that most pro-lifers don’t actually believe abortion is murder, 
strictly speaking. I’ll get into this more in a later chapter, but I 
think this is actually good news because I believe it opens up the 
door for a uni�ed “third way” approach that both protects women 
and reduces abortions.
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CHAPTER 9: ABORTION 
AND THE LAW, PART 3 
The Complexity of Criminalization-Part 2

I n the last chapter we considered the performance of pun-
ishment when it comes to abortion and we saw that while 
most mainline pro-life groups say abortion is murder, they 

do not believe that women who choose abortion should be pun-
ished as murderers. Let’s turn our attention now to the promise of 
punishment, which, as I mentioned in the last chapter is intended 
to function as a deterrent to crime.

Theoretically, criminalizing a behavior with the promise 
of punishment should lead to a reduction in that behavior. So 
what about when it comes to abortion? Does criminalizing abor-
tion deter women from terminating their pregnancies? In short, 
the answer is “not really.” This has been demonstrated on several 
di�erent fronts.

Global research on abortion consistently concludes that 
“abortion rates are similar in countries where abortion is highly 
restricted and where it is broadly legal.”[78] As a variety of studies 
have shown, the criminalization of abortion doesn’t do much 
in the way of reducing abortion. More often than not, it sim-



ply drives it underground. Wealthy women who can a�ord to 
do so often travel to places where abortion is legal. Of even 
greater concern, however, is the fact that poor women experi-
encing unintended pregnancy often resort to dangerous methods 
of self-abortion, the kinds that the World Health Organization 
tell us lead to disproportionately high rates of maternal death. 
Complicating this further is the fact that in areas where abor-
tion is criminalized, obtaining accurate abortion data becomes 
even more di�cult. This would seem to suggest that, when self-
induced abortions are factored in, abortion rates in areas of crim-
inalization would be even higher than reported.

The prevalence of abortion in spite of criminalization has 
proven true even in America. As Leslie Reagan has states in her 
landmark book When Abortion Was a Crime,

Despite the criminalization of abortion nationwide, 
abortion continued…The widespread acceptance of 
abortion, expressed in word and deed during the era of 
its illegality, suggests the persistence of a popular ethic 
that di�ered from that of the law and the o�cial views 
of medicine and religion.[79]

In 2016, the Boston Globe ran an illuminating piece in which they 
pulled stories from their own archives demonstrating that in 
prior to Roe v. Wade abortion in America was “not legal, not safe, 
and not rare.”[80] The authors of the story summarize the reality:

Declaring abortion illegal never abolished it. It simply 
pushed the procedures and those who sought them to 
the margins — to rooming houses, to doctors work-
ing in the shadows, to criminals, to snake-oil remed-
ies like guzzling turpentine or bleach. Mothers, sisters, 
and daughters begged and borrowed money, then were 
blackmailed if they survived the procedure. Many 
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died from complications. Doctors and nurses were sur-
veilled by police, imprisoned, and driven to penury…
And yet the practice continued.

What was true in pre-Roe America is still at least partially 
true today around the world in countries where abortion has 
been criminalized. Legal scholar and professor Michelle Ober-
man writes, “I’ve spent the past decade studying abortions in 
Latin American countries where abortion is always, or almost al-
ways, illegal. Yet, abortion in these countries remains common-
place.”[81] The di�erence between pre-Roe America and present-
day Latin America is the relative safety of illegal abortion. Ober-
man explains.

[Illegal abortion] is vastly safer than it was in the 
past, thanks to a revolution that has replaced back al-
leys with blister packs ordered online… Abortifacient 
drugs have become so readily available in places like 
Chile and El Salvador that it has become impossible 
to enforce abortion bans. That was also the case in 
Ireland, where by some accounts, [before the previous 
year’s legalization] at least two Irish women a day were 
self-administering abortions using pills.

So while abortifacient drugs are becoming easier to access and 
therefore making illegal abortion less dangerous for women, glo-
bal research still shows that an average of 45 percent of abortions 
worldwide are considered “unsafe” according to World Health 
Organization guidelines.[82] There is also a direct link between the 
safety of abortions and their legality.

It’s worth noting here that the ine�ectiveness of criminal-
izing abortion is not a new discovery. You’ll recall from an earlier 
chapter the reason Pope Gregory XIV overturned Pope Sixtus V’s 
papal bull that codi�ed all abortion from conception as murder:
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Experience showed Gregory that the bull was too 
harsh and could not deliver its “hoped for fruit.” Not 
only had Sixtus’s bull “not diverted” the practice of 
abortion, but it had even provided the opportunity 
“for very many sacrileges and for the most grave sins 
and crimes”: people went on aborting, and because 
travelling to Rome was not an option, they accepted or 
ignored their excommunication.[83]

About 150 years later, Franceso Cangiamila, a doctor of 
law turned Jesuit priest, took a particular interest in issues per-
taining to pregnancy and birth. In 1745 he published a book 
entitled Embriologia Sacra, or Sacred Embryology. Consistent with 
Catholic teaching, Cangiamila was morally opposed to inten-
tional abortion. In fact, Cangiamila had such regard for the un-
born that one aspect of his work was describing for doctors and 
priests the way to perform a cesarean section on a woman who 
died while pregnant in order to baptize the fetus. Nevertheless, 
Cangiamila opposed strict punishments for women who had will-
fully terminated their pregnancies. As one historian describes it,

Cangiamila’s aim was to demonstrate to those who held ec-
clesiastical power that the death penalty or similar harsh 
penalties, as advocated by Sixtus V, were not the solution 
to the abortion issue. On the contrary, Cangiamila ad-
vocated the need of great caution when dealing with 
such situations. The punishment of past crimes did not 
interest him: he was only interested in putting an end 
to all types of abortion in the future. Thus, Cangiamila 
was not afraid to show that excommunication and the 
death penalty were practically useless as weapons to pre-
vent women from committing willful abortions. Accord-
ing to him, women were committing abortion because 
they found themselves in desperate situations, unable 
to defend themselves from the stigma of shame even 
though the natural instinct of a woman is to protect 
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her baby (emphasis added).

From both a historical and global perspective, the conclu-
sion seems clear: criminalization is an ine�ective deterrent for 
abortion. Not only does criminalization not reduce abortions to 
any signi�cant degree, but it often leads women, especially poor 
women, to resort to unsafe methods of self-induced abortion that 
can, and often do, cause maternal death. But the problems with 
criminalization don’t stop there.

In order for laws to be e�ective, they must be enforced, 
which means there must be a system for policing those laws. As 
you might imagine, policing abortion laws is nearly impossible. 
If every embryo and every fetus is a human person, then every 
single miscarriage becomes a potential crime scene. Logically, 
that would mean every miscarriage would be subject to police 
investigation, just like the death of any other child is. Not only 
does that seem remarkably insensitive to the woman or couple 
experiencing the loss, but it also seems logistically impossible, 
considering that 10 to 15 percent of known pregnancies end in 
miscarriage.

Countries that have criminalized abortion have run into 
this very problem. Michelle Oberman explains that in El Salva-
dor, government o�cials rely on doctors to report women they 
suspect of willfully inducing abortions.[84] There are several prob-
lems with this. First, she explains, “doctors have no reliable way 
to tell a natural miscarriage from an abortion.” This, of course, 
creates a culture of suspicion in which, understandably, pregnant 
women experiencing problems or miscarriage might avoid seek-
ing medical attention for fear of being reported to the author-
ities. Not only that, but this also leads to the well-documented 
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issue of women being wrongfully prosecuted and imprisoned 
simply for having miscarriages. This problem is compounded by 
the fact that poor women are suspected and reported at signi�-
cantly disproportionate rates than wealthy women.

In review we’ve seen that criminalizing abortion is imprac-
tical, ine�ective, and counterproductive. It’s impractical because 
there is no way to e�ectively police and enforce abortion laws. 
It’s ine�ective because it doesn’t deter women from getting abor-
tions. It’s counterproductive because it creates a culture of mis-
trust and fear. Fortunately, there are other evidence-based ways 
of actually reducing abortion. We’ll look there next.
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CHAPTER 10: THE 
POLITICS OF ABORTION

T he false binaries of abortion are particularly pro-
nounced in realm of politics, where politicians are ex-
pected to clearly identify either as “pro-life” or “pro-

choice.” With relatively few exceptions, the Democrats regard 
themselves as “pro-choice” while the Republicans consider them-
selves to be “pro-life.” As we’ve already seen, however, most 
Americans don’t actually �t neatly in either one of those two 
categories. Logically, this would mean most politicians don’t ac-
tually �t neatly these categories either, but there is tremendous 
pressure on both sides to toe the party line for fear of back-
lash from the vocal extremists in both camps. As Perry Bacon Jr. 
of FiveThirtyEight explains, the dissenting voices in each party 
have “been disempowered” because

Each party has a bloc that dominates how its party 
handles the issue (conservative Christians in the GOP, 
women’s rights activists among Democrats). Because 
of the power those blocs have, being anti-abortion 
rights has become a part of the identity of the Repub-
lican Party, even if its voters don’t all share that stance; 
similarly, the Democratic Party is the pro-abortion-



rights party.[85]

The matter is further complicated when each party’s ac-
tual policies are taken into consideration. In short, while the 
Democrats label themselves “pro-choice,” the kinds of policies 
they champion have proven, both in America and elsewhere, to 
signi�cantly reduce abortion rates. Conversely, while the Repub-
licans label themselves “pro-life,” on a platform level that gen-
erally means nothing more than supporting the criminalization 
of abortion, which, as we’ve seen, is ine�ective in terms of actu-
ally reducing abortion. What’s more, again on a policy level, the 
Republicans often oppose the very kinds of policies and programs 
that have been proven to reduce abortion rates.

To give just a few brief illustrations, we know there is a 
direct connection between the unintended pregnancy rates and 
abortion rates. To state it another way, reducing unintended 
pregnancy reduces abortion. Fortunately, we know exactly what 
kinds of things reduce unintended pregnancy: access to e�ect-
ive contraception, comprehensive sex education for minors and 
strong social safety nets. There is, in fact, good reason to be-
lieve that the overall decline in worldwide abortions is directly 
connected to better access to contraception. Additionally, we 
have good evidence supporting the claim that comprehensive 
sex education leads to signi�cant decreases in unintended preg-
nancies whereas abstinence-only sex education does not. To put 
it bluntly, if we want to actually reduce unintended pregnancy 
and abortion, we should be teaching people about sex and giving 
them free birth control. On a political level, “pro-choice” Demo-
crats often support these measures while “pro-life” Republicans 
often oppose them.
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Similarly, evidence suggests that there is a connection be-
tween poverty, access to quality healthcare, and abortion rates. 
Women in poverty seek abortion at far greater rates than women 
with means. Additionally, the evidence suggests that welfare pro-
grams help reduce abortion rates. In other words, there is good 
reason to believe that progressive social policy and strong social 
safety nets empower more women to choose life. Once again, 
“pro-choice” Democrats tend to support the kinds of social safety 
nets that reduce abortions while “pro-life” Republicans tend to 
oppose them.

This is even further complicated by the fact that there is 
good reason to believe the Republicans have a vested interest 
in not overturning Roe v. Wade and criminalizing abortion. This 
may sound cynical, but the Republicans know that their oppos-
ition to abortion is one of the only moral planks in their platform 
and they use it as a hook to keep well-intentioned Christians 
voting Republican. As one person who works with political cam-
paigns observed, “How are Republicans going to run on ending 
legal abortion if they end legal abortion?”[86]

This is more than just cynical speculation. Since the pass-
ing of Roe v. Wade, Republicans at the national level have had 
more than ample opportunity to criminalize abortion. At several 
points since 1973, Republicans have had control of some combin-
ation of the House, the Senate, the Presidency, and the Supreme 
Court. From 2001 to 2007 (with only a brief exception), and again 
from 2017-2019, Republicans had control of all three branches 
of government. These would have been perfect times for Repub-
licans to follow through on their promise to overturn Roe v. 
Wade and criminalize abortion, and yet, no such thing happened. 
During those times Republicans were able to add some minor re-
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strictions to abortion, but over and over again even Republican-
majority Supreme Courts have upheld Roe. The most recent ex-
ample of this was in 2019, when conservative Chief Justice John 
Roberts provided the swing vote temporarily blocking abortion 
restrictions in Louisiana.

In summary, the politics of abortion is complicated. While 
Democrats generally self-identify as “pro-choice,” they also are 
more likely to advocate for and enact policies that actually re-
duce abortions. On the other hand, while Republicans generally 
self-identify as “pro-life,” they generally oppose policies that ac-
tually reduce abortions and instead advocate only for the crim-
inalization of abortion. Furthermore, there is good reason to be-
lieve that Republican establishment has a vested interest in not 
criminalizing abortion since it’s such an e�ective hook to keep 
well-meaning Christians voting Republican.
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CHAPTER 11: DISHONEST 
AND DIVISIVE RHETORIC

O ne of the greatest hinderances to constructive dialogue 
about abortion is the prevalence of extreme, conversa-
tion-stopping rhetoric. As Lisa Cahill explains her book 

Theological Bioethics, both sides have adopted

what could be viewed as prophetic and narrative dis-
course, appealing to the imagination and solidifying 
group identity by the use of slogans and symbols such 
as ‘sanctity of life,’ ‘murder of the unborn,’ ‘our bodies, 
ourselves,’ and ‘reproductive choice’…These types of 
discourse function primarily as rallying calls for those 
who share the worldviews of advocates. Rather than 
building bridges to those of di�erent convictions, narrative 
and prophetic discourse widen division while reinforcing 
group bonds and goals (emphasis added).[87]

While there is an element of this on “both sides,” I have 
experienced it predominately from the extreme pro-life side, 
probably because those are the circles I tend to run in most 
often. In particular, I encounter people describing abortion with 
terms like “genocide” and comparing abortion with slavery or 
the Holocaust. These kinds of comparisons are intellectually dis-



honest and unnecessarily divisive. Comparisons like this, while 
emotionally and rhetorically powerful, are either intentionally 
dishonest or else they demonstrate a severe misunderstanding of 
genocide, slavery, and abortion.

Abortion is not like genocide. Article 2 of the United 
Nations’ Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the 
Crime of Genocide de�nes genocide as “Acts committed with in-
tent to destroy, in whole or in part, a national, ethnical, racial or 
religious group.” In other words, genocide is the systematic at-
tempt to eliminate a particular group of people from existence. 
The Holocaust was attempted genocide. The Nazi’s identi�ed 
speci�c groups of people and systematically tried to exterminate 
them. The mass extermination of more than one million ethnic 
Armenians by the Turkish government during World War I, the 
Cambodian government’s slaughter of nearly two million polit-
ical dissidents in the late 1970’s, and the Hutu’s targeted massacre 
of Tutsis in Rwanda in 1994 are all examples of genocide. Abor-
tion is not. There is no coordinated, systematic attempt to wipe 
out babies.

Those who defend the genocide comparison often do so 
on the basis of scale. The sheer number of annual abortions, they 
argue, justi�es the comparison. But scale is not what makes geno-
cide genocide. For example, more than 20 million combatants 
and more than 50 million civilians were killed during World War 
II, a far greater number of deaths than those killed in Nazi concen-
tration camps. We do not, however, refer to World War II, or even 
the civilian deaths that accompanied it, as a genocide. While war 
is itself atrocious, we understand genocide to be even more atro-
cious because of the way it intentionally targets speci�c groups 
of people for elimination. Abortion does not do this.

68 BEYOND THE BINARIES

In addition to scale, “dehumanization” is often cited as the 
basis for comparing abortion with both genocide and slavery. It 
is absolutely true that dehumanization has been an important 
factor in both genocide and race-based slavery. Lots of important 
work has been done on the way that some humans have de-hu-
manized other humans in order to justify mistreating, enslaving, 
or killing them. This is true even in the context of the military, 
where it has been observed that dehumanizing the enemy makes 
it easier for soldiers to overcome their natural reluctance to kill. 
But in each of these cases, the groups in question have been de-
humanized, implying that they were at one time understood to 
be fully human and that humanity was then intentionally dimin-
ished in order to justify killing on enslaving them.

The same process is not true for abortion. As previous 
chapters have demonstrated, the full humanity of the unborn – 
especially at early stages – has never been universally recognized 
or agreed upon. Anti-abortion apologists are fond of saying that 
pro-choicers dehumanize the unborn to justify killing them, but 
the truth is that the unborn have never been fully humanized 
in the eyes of the majority of people, Christians included. Given 
what we’ve seen so far from religion, history, science, and law, in 
this particular case the burden of proof is on those who claim that 
human personhood from the point of conception is self-evident 
and that those who disagree are intentionally dehumanizing the 
unborn.

Additionally, dehumanization as it functions in regard to 
genocide, slavery, and war is usually deeply connected to hatred 
and disgust for the group being dehumanized. This is very rarely, 
if ever, the case for abortion. Those who are “pro-choice” do not 
hate babies, nor are they disgusted by babies, and they certainly 
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aren’t orchestrating a campaign either to exterminate babies as 
group from the planet nor to exploit babies’ labor for pro�t. Far 
from advancing the conversation in any meaningful way, these 
kinds of intellectually dishonest comparisons only deepen the 
divide. There’s a part of me that suspects that “pro-lifers” have 
adopted such extreme language as emotional and rhetorical 
overcompensation for the fact that abortion is far more compli-
cated than they want to admit.

On the other side, “pro-choice” extremists have adopted 
some language and tactics that are just as harmful to productive 
conversation. The recent “Shout Your Abortion” campaign on so-
cial media is an example of this. It’s very di�cult to convince 
people on the “pro-life” side that “pro-choicers” view abortion 
as a tragic necessity that should be “safe, legal, and rare” when 
women are celebrating abortions. While I believe “Shout Your 
Abortion” was a reaction to obstinate and compassionless “pro-
life” extremism, it nevertheless, as Cahill stated earlier, “widens 
division” and stymies productive conversation. Similarly, lan-
guage like “my body my choice” tends to, at the very least, over-
simplify the discussion. Even most “pro-choice” people believe 
there should be certain limitations on abortion after a certain 
level of development and understand that, at least on some level, 
the body of the unborn child di�ers from the body of its mother.

In short, if we’re going to �nd a productive way forward 
that both reduces abortions and protects women, we’re going to 
need to learn to build more bridges. I believe one of the ways we 
can do that is to be more careful about the kind of language we 
use. Extremist rhetoric on either side only reinforces and intensi-
�es the division. We should remember that most people fall some-
where in the middle between the two extremes and allow this 
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fact to shape our discourse into something productive instead of 
divisive.
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CHAPTER 12: A WAY 
FORWARD

Contrary to some accusations, I did not take on this pro-
ject not because I think abortion is a good thing that I 
want to see more of, but because I think abortion is a 

tragic reality that need not be. While it’s true that I’ve spent a 
disproportionate amount of time critiquing a particular expres-
sion of the “pro-life” movement, I did so because I’m afraid that 
well-meaning people with a sincere desire to protect life have 
actually exacerbated the problem by engaging it in misguided 
and ultimately counterproductive ways. By oversimplifying a 
dizzyingly complex issue and painting anyone who disagrees as 
a supporter of “murder” or “genocide,” this “pro-life” contingent 
has alienated many potential allies who actually do want to see 
abortion reduced and, ultimately, made obsolete. Don’t get me 
wrong, I also �nd much of the “pro-choice” extremism problem-
atic and counterproductive as well, but from my perspective, as 
I stated in an earlier chapter, the rise of “pro-choice” extremism 
has been a reaction to “pro-life” extremism and “pro-life” hyp-
ocrisy. Additionally, I am writing primarily as a Christian to a 
primarily Christian audience. I generally believe it’s best to start 

with my own house.
In this �nal chapter, however, I want to present a positive 

way forward that both e�ectively reduces abortions and respects 
and protects women. I think Lisa Cahill correctly observes that 
“the American public needs and may be ready for innovative and 
consensus-building policies that respect the complex realities behind 
simplistic abortion politics” (emphasis added). Peter Millican 
suggests that “the only way beyond the extreme polarization…
is to recognize that as a moral issue…[abortion] is unique, far 
less straightforward than commonly represented, and not best 
judged in the all-or-nothing terms implied by the usual lan-
guage.”[88]

Once again, I think Cahill is right to assert that “no posi-
tion on abortion will have persuasive power or wide credibility 
unless it is �rst veri�ed in practices that respect and choose life 
equally for women and for children, born or unborn,” and there-
fore

Any adequate solution to the problem of abortion 
must recognize the importance of sexual responsibil-
ity and equality for women and men; the responsibil-
ity of both parents for children, born or unborn; and 
the responsibility of every community to ensure that no 
one chooses abortion because she lacks health care, hous-
ing, food, or necessary childcare or because bearing a child 
would sound the death knell of educational and employ-
ment goals and hopes (emphasis added).[89]

In other words, what we need now is a holistic approach to �nding 
an adequate solution. In what follows I will outline what I believe 
are helpful suggestions toward that end.
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Acknowledge The Complexity

Until the people on both sides of this issue recognize that 
it is far more complex than each side is generally willing to 
admit, it will be di�cult to have productive conversations. This 
brings me back to the questions I posed in the introduction. Can 
we understand why an otherwise reasonable and compassionate 
person might see this issue di�erently than we do? Are we willing 
to stop using “the Bible” and “science” and as rhetorical clubs and 
admit that neither one supports the extremist rhetoric on either 
side of the issue? I’d like to again quote Peter Millican at length 
because I think he skillfully addresses the complexity on both an 
intellectual and a practical level. He writes,

It is unique, far less straightforward than commonly 
represented, and not best judged in the all-or-nothing 
language of “rights” and “moral status”. Nowhere else 
do we �nd the existence of a determinate living being 
lacking the familiar morally signi�cant characteristics 
(sentience etc.) but with a clear potential to acquire 
them, and in no other circumstance is one living being 
so totally dependent on another and with so great 
an impact on her autonomy and life-plans. Viewed in 
this light, the considerations advanced by both sides 
can perhaps be seen not as �atly opposed but as 
complementary, leading back towards [a] more mod-
erate developmental approach…The anti-abortion-
ists’ principle of potentiality, for example, naturally 
lends itself to a developmental rather than absolutist 
interpretation. The pro-abortionists’ appeals to per-
sonhood do not exclude other developmental moral 
considerations, including a typically Christian respect 
for human life…These considerations can make even 
early abortion seriously regrettable without implying 
that it has the moral gravity of homicide. Very late 
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abortion, on the other hand, might well appear hard 
to distinguish form the killing of a new-born baby…It 
is di�cult to see how any reasonably broad consensus can 
be achieved except in this (admittedly complex and messy) 
middle ground (emphasis added).[90]

With that foundation, I’d like to o�er some practical suggestions 
for addressing the issue holistically.

Deprioritize Criminalization

As I explained in a previous chapter, when it comes to 
abortion, criminalization is impractical, ine�ective, and coun-
terproductive. Not only does criminalization fail to reduce abor-
tions, but it also causes real harm to women, even women who 
don’t get abortions. Simply put, criminalization doesn’t “protect 
the unborn.” This is especially true when criminalization occurs in 
the absence of other holistic measures addressing the root causes 
of abortion, which leads me to my second, but related suggestion.

Refuse “Single-Issue” Politics

I regularly hear talk of people who are “single-issue voters” 
on the issue of abortion, meaning that if they will always vote 
for a candidate who claims to be “pro-life” over a candidate who 
claims to be “pro-choice” regardless either candidate’s overall 
character or stance on other issues. As we’ve seen, however, being 
“pro-life” politically usually only refers to supporting criminal-
ization and regularly includes opposing more holistic policies 
that actually reduce abortions. Therefore, instead of making any 
meaningful progress toward reducing abortions, “single-issue 
voting” only perpetuates the deadlock and division.
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Support Evidence-Based Policies And Practices

We know that comprehensive sex education is far more 
e�ective than abstinence-only sex education in terms of redu-
cing unwanted pregnancies and, by extension, abortions. There-
fore, even if we have religious convictions about sex outside of 
marriage, we should support comprehensive sex education for all 
young people. The same goes for access to contraception. There 
is a direct link between access to contraception and unwanted 
pregnancies and again between unwanted pregnancies and abor-
tion rates. If reducing abortion really is as important as we claim 
it is, we should advocate for and support easier access to contra-
ception for everyone.

Additionally, because we know that there are direct ties 
between abortion and �nancial insecurity, we should support 
policies and programs that help mitigate �nancial need. As the 
Cahill quote above says, no woman should feel like she must 
“choose abortion because she lacks health care, housing, food, or 
necessary childcare or because bearing a child would sound the 
death knell of educational and employment goals and hopes.” 
Programs and policies like universal healthcare, paid parental 
leave, and subsidized childcare all reduce the burden of hav-
ing children. Matt Bruenig of The People’s Policy Project, in a 
recent publication called “The Family Fun Pack” has quanti�ed 
the �nancial burden of parenthood in America and has o�ered 
practical solutions to help families bear that burden. While he 
does not address abortion directly, we know from elsewhere 
that there is a direct connection between the perceived burden 
of motherhood and the decision to abort. The solutions Bruenig 
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suggests would undoubtedly create an environment in which 
more women would feel empowered to choose life for their un-
born children.

Be Willing To Bleed

The preceding recommendations were intended for a gen-
eral audience irrespective of religious belief. I want to take a mo-
ment now to address Christian readers directly. While I realize 
that there is signi�cant disagreement among Christians regarding 
how and to what extent we should involve ourselves in the secu-
lar political processes of our day, I think the following passage on 
abortion from Greg Boyd’s Myth of a Christian Nation should ring 
true for everyone who claims to follow a Messiah who bled for us.

The distinctly kingdom question is not, How should 
we vote? The distinctly kingdom question is, How 
should we live? How can we individually and collect-
ively come under women struggling with unwanted 
pregnancies and come under the unborn babies who 
are unwanted? How can we who are worse sinners 
than any woman with an unwanted pregnancy—and 
thus have no right to stand over them in judgment
—sacri�ce our time, energy, and resources to ascribe 
unsurpassable worth to them and their unborn chil-
dren? How can we act in such a way that we com-
municate our agreement with Jesus that these women 
and their unborn children are worth dying for? How 
can we individually and collectively sacri�ce for and 
serve women and their unwanted children so that it 
becomes feasible for the mother to go to full term? 
How can we individually and collectively bleed for 
pregnant women and for unborn babies in a way that 
maximizes life and minimizes violence?[91]

A few pages later, Boyd tells the real-life story of a woman who 
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did just that. “Dorothy,” as he calls her, was a middle-aged, di-
vorced woman who came alongside “Becky,” an eighteen-year 
old unmarried woman experiencing an unwanted pregnancy. As 
Boyd tells the story, Dorothy promised to support Becky regard-
less of the decision she made. Believing, however, that choosing 
life was the best option for both Becky and the unborn child, 
Dorothy took extraordinary steps to make sure that Becky would 
not have to bear the burden alone. Dorothy ended up taking 
Becky into her home when Becky’s parents kicked her out. Not 
only that, but Dorothy took out a second mortgage on her home 
in order to support Becky �nancially during and after the preg-
nancy and helped raise the child so that Becky would still be 
able to pursue her dreams. Imagine what it would be like if our 
churches were full of Dorothys.

Richard Hays takes a similar stance in the conclusion to his 
chapter on abortion. Speci�cally addressing the question of how 
the church ought to engage the issue within culture at large he 
writes,

We must begin by recognizing that we cannot co-
erce moral consensus in a post-Christian culture…We 
should recognize the futility of seeking to compel the 
state to enforce Christian teaching against abortion…
because we recognize that the convictions that cause 
us to reject abortion within the church are intelli-
gible only within the symbolic world of Scripture…
Thus, the primary task of the Christian community on 
this issue is to form a counter-community of witness, 
summoning the world to see the gospel in action. This 
is why angry protests against abortion that employ in-
vective and intimidation are both un-Christian and in-
e�ective: rather than demonstrating the gospel in ac-
tion, they manifest another spirit altogether.
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Hays goes on to quote William Durland who writes,

If the energy now being poured into attempts to 
a�ect the Supreme Court decisions were dedicated to 
establishing viable alternatives to abortion and sub-
stantive support and long-range care for victimized 
women, “unwanted” children, and families struggling 
with poverty, mental illness, and domestic violence, 
perhaps we would begin to see Christian community 
being born in our midst—a light to the nations and a 
sure refuge for these needy ones.

Regarding this kind of vision, Hays warns,

A church that seriously attempted to live out such 
a commitment would quickly �nd itself extended to 
the limits of its resources, and its members would be 
called upon to make serous personal sacri�ces. In other 
words, it would �nd itself living as the church envi-
sioned by the New Testament.

In other words, such a church and its members would be required 
to bleed.

By my reading, Cahill, Boyd, and Hays are not encouraging 
the church to ignore the issue of abortion, but to engage it incar-
nationally. What do I mean by that? I mean that when God saw 
the mess of things that we humans had created, he didn’t respond 
by giving us more law and leaving us to our devices to �gure out 
how to follow it. Rather, as John tells us, “the Word became �esh, 
and dwelt among us” as the person of Jesus of Nazareth. This was a 
demonstration of God’s solidarity with us. Jesus entered into our 
mess and bore our burdens and took our sins upon himself. He 
bled for us to demonstrate the extent to which God was both for 
us and with us.

Following the example of Jesus, are we willing to bleed for 
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pregnant women and their unborn children to demonstrate to 
them that we are both for them and with them, or are we content 
merely to signal our virtue by way of the legislature, regardless of 
whether or not it actually protects unborn children, let alone the 
women who carry them?

At this point I can imagine a number of well-intentioned 
people asking, “Why not both?” Why not commit ourselves both 
to come alongside of women experiencing unwanted pregnancy 
and to make abortion illegal? While I’m sympathetic to that idea, 
I simply don’t think that we have enough moral credibility in the 
eyes of the “pro-choice” public to do so. We’ve so overempha-
sized criminalization for so long, while at the same time oppos-
ing policies and practices that would actually help women and 
children choose life, that people simply don’t trust us when we 
say that we’re equally as interested in protecting and providing 
for women as we are their unborn children. As you’ll see in the 
appendix written from a non-Christian woman’s perspective, the 
typical “pro-life” movement is all too often perceived as judg-
mental and controlling instead of supporting. Plus, given the fact 
that criminalization is so ine�ective anyway, it seems that noth-
ing would be lost and everything could be gained by redirecting 
our focus and resources toward the kinds of things that do actu-
ally reduce abortions and demonstrate an equal concern for the 
well-being of women. And, in the end, if we can actually render 
abortion obsolete, then there’s really no need to make it illegal. 
Isn’t that really a win for everyone?
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APPENDIX: WHAT YOU 
CALL “PRO-LIFE” FEELS 
ANTI-WOMAN

A bortion is uniquely a women’s issue. Whether or not 
you agree with the idea that abortion is entirely an 
issue of female bodily autonomy, there is no denying 

that pregnancy and childbirth a�ect women and their bodies in 
ways that men cannot even begin to imagine. Even the burden 
of child-rearing is borne predominately by women. Furthermore, 
there is no denying that throughout history men have regulated 
and controlled women’s bodies and choices in myriads of ways. 
As Lisa Cahill notes, in the view of feminist theologians, abortion 
is best seen� as “liberation of women from patriarchal control and 
oppression.” She goes on to explain that “abortion may not be a 
good in itself, but it is a necessary step and option in reclaiming 
women's bodies and spirits from gender-unequal social institu-
tions that are often violent toward women.”[92]

It’s easy to make what we believe are clear moral judg-
ments when we are personally una�ected by the issue at hand. 
I, however, am absolutely convinced that if we all woke up on 



Monday and men were the ones who had to gestate and give birth 
to babies, the abortion debate would be over by Tuesday morn-
ing. In other words, I am convinced that men, who traditionally 
control the levers of power, are comfortable wielding that power 
over others in ways they would not allow for themselves.

Perhaps you’ve noticed that the vast majority of voices 
I’ve cited in this project have been male, especially in the his-
torical sections. That’s because for most of human history it has 
been men who have been passing judgment on an issue that that 
does not a�ect them directly. Only in the last 150 years or so have 
women been able to �nd a platform to advocate for themselves 
and their rights. Even now, female voices are often still a minor-
ity in published works, especially in science and theology. I am 
acutely aware that as a male writing about abortion I am contrib-
uting to that imbalance. That is why, in addition to asking some 
of my female friends to read this material before it is published, I 
have invited one female friend to share her perspective.

This appendix comes from Kaitlin Shirley. Kaitlin and I �rst 
connected on Twitter and then on Facebook and she expressed 
interest in o�ering insight into this project and contributing a 
guest post in the original blog series. Kaitlin actually identi�es 
as “staunchly pro-choice,” but she is also “pro-rendering-abor-
tion-obsolete” because “the things that would render it obsolete 
would make the world a better place.” Kaitlin was recently a PhD 
from the University of Texas at Austin, where she studied Russian 
& French Literature and teaches writing & language courses. She 
enjoys fostering dogs, kayaking, and boxing. She currently lives 
in Austin with her husband and dog. In this piece she explains 
why from a woman’s perspective, the “pro-life” movement often 
feels “anti-woman.” I would encourage those of you who con-

82 BEYOND THE BINARIES

• Have you ever talked to women who got abortions 
and do not regret it? 

• Have you ever been in an abusive relationship gotten 
knocked up? 

sider yourself to be compassionately pro-life to take this honest 
feedback to heart. I believe there are lots of people like Kaitlin 
who are actually interested in a genuine third-way that unites us 
around a common goal of both reducing abortions and protecting 
and respecting women. Here’s what Kaitlin has to say.

✽ ✽ ✽

“I was once escorted/Through the doors/Of a clinic/By a 
man/In a bulletproof vest/And no bombs/Went o� that 
day/So I am still here to say/Oh Birmingham/I’m giving you 
all of my best/on this election day” 

-HELLO BIRMINGHAM, ANI DIFRANCO

I remember listening to this song as a teenager as I was 
walking by the protesters outside of the clinic on Comm. Ave in 
Allston when I went to pick up my friend who had just had an 
abortion. I was thankful that no bombs went o� that day either. 
The protestors screamed at us that we were “murderers” who 
were “going to hell,” which is their prerogative—I can’t tell them 
how to feel or what to do with their time. They don’t feel the 
same way. Some of them are even willing to kill they are so pro-
life. That seems odd.

Anti-abortion rhetoric and policy outrages me because it 
feels like a violation of my bodily autonomy. As a woman, it 
doesn’t feel like it’s about saving babies, it truly feels like it’s about 
control. I have some questions for you.
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• Do you know what it’s like when the condom breaks 
and you’re a teenager and you know that you can’t be 
a mother now because no one will support you? (Most 
teenagers are not ready to be parents, and for the most 
part, society stigmatizes teenage parents, not sup-
ports them.) 

• Do you know how it feels when your rapist doesn’t 
have the decency to use a condom?�  (Some women 
don’t want to carry their rapist’s fetus to term. And 
can you really blame them?)������������� 

To be perfectly honest, it often feels like anti-abortion crusaders 
don’t care about getting rid of abortion, it feels like they just want 
to punish women who exercise their reproductive rights. It feels 
like they care more about fetuses than they do us.

With their extreme rhetoric, anti-abortionists act like 
women who get third-term abortions do it on a whim, which is 
just not true. No, those women do it because their own life is in 
danger or because of some extreme fetal abnormality or because 
they couldn’t a�ord to travel to get it earlier like the rich women 
do. It often feels like the anti-abortion crusaders are willing to 
trade our lives for the potential life inside of us. In their quest to 
give rights to fetuses it feels like they strip them from us. It feels 
like they think they know better than I do what is right for me, 
my life, and my body.�������������

People don’t go out and get pregnant just so they can get an 
abortion. Nobody enjoys getting abortions. Women get abortions 
because they feel like need to get them, because they feel like 
there is no other way. To add insult to injury, the same group of 
people that demands that laws be passed banning abortions also 
regularly opposes laws that would support us and help us actually 
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be able to a�ord raising a child.
Most of us don’t actually want abortions. Most of us want a 

world where abortion is obsolete, a world that I believe is within 
the realm of possibility. That world is attainable by pragmat-
ically and compassionately addressing the reasons women get 
abortions, but I see very few anti-abortion crusaders advocating 
for that. If anti-abortion crusaders want a world without abor-
tion then why don’t they work even a fraction as hard to elim-
inate rape culture and rape, or to make sure everyone has easy 
access to contraception, comprehensive sex education & family 
planning options, or to develop and nurture supportive commu-
nities, or to invest in ways to help people raising a child? There 
are things they could do to actually make abortion a thing of the 
past. Wouldn’t that be the ultimate pro-life goal?

Instead, the anti-abortion movement is focused only on 
justice for fetuses, not on actually reducing abortion, or at least 
that’s how it often feels. They focus more on ensuring there will 
be punishment for abortions, not realizing that criminalization 
doesn’t work, instead of working to eliminate the need for abor-
tion itself. That’s a rather odd position to call “pro-life.”

In completely honestly, it feels like actually reducing abor-
tion is not the ultimate goal of the pro-life movement, or, at 
least the most vocal proponents of it. It feels like they just want 
to make it illegal so they can say they’ve done their civic duty 
by making sure someone is punished for it. From where I sit, it 
all feels less “pro-life” and more “anti-woman.” Perhaps that’s not 
what they mean, but it’s certainly how it comes across, at least to 
me.
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