
Adventists and Abortion: 
A Principled Approach

by Gerald Winslow

It may seem odd that a 
church with stated 

positions on such matters as card playing and 
theater attendance has no official stance to
ward one o f  the most widely debated moral 
issues o f  modern times — abortion. But such 
is the case with Seventh-day Adventists to
day .1 Though we have published “ sugges
tive guidelines,”  we have not legislated 
hard-and-fast rules on abortion for church 
members or church institutions. N or is this 
paper a call for such legislation. N o one 
would be more dismayed than I if  our present 
efforts to address the moral questions in 
human biology and medicine were to result 
in attempts to produce moral conformity 
through policy-making.

What is needed, I will suggest, is a continu
ing discussion o f  the general moral principles 
which should guide decision-making about 
abortion. If moral consensus ever emerges, it 
will be because we have engaged one another 
in serious discourse at the principled level o f  
moral thought. Several years ago in a signifi-
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cant essay on abortion, Jack Provonsha indi
cated that his work “ should be considered as 
one more contribution to what should re
main, as yet, an ongoing conversation.” 2 
The present paper is based in part on the 
conviction that the possibility o f  such a con
versation remains open. M y purpose is 
twofold: to seek understanding o f  the evolu
tion o f  Adventist thought on abortion during 
recent years, and, in the light o f  this under
standing, to invite consideration o f  three 
moral principles which I think should inform 
decisions about abortion.

It should be obvious at the outset that even 
if  consensus were possible at the principled 
level o f  moral thought, this would in no way 
im ply the possibility  o f  uniform  m oral 
judgm ents at the level o f  specific cases. By 
any calculation, abortion presents us with a 
dilemma o f  immense complexity. The in
tricacies o f  borderline cases bring us to the 
edges o f  our ability to reason morally and 
threaten to reduce us to babbling.

But tough dilemmas, such as abortion, 
may also lead us toward moral maturity. The 
fact that an issue is called a moral dilemma 
generally reveals that two or more o f  our 
firmly held values are in conflict. If we do not 
rush to resolve the conflict in facile, one



dimensional ways, if  we pause long enough 
to explore in some depth our colliding val
ues, we may become clearer about why the 
problem troubles us so. And, as a result, we 
may be able to state with greater clarity and 
force those principles which we must balance 
if  we are to remain true to our Christian 
convictions and honest about the complexity 
o f  the moral dilemma confronting us.

It seems important to describe briefly the 
kind o f  abortion case I consider paradigma
tic. Too often, I am convinced, there is a 
tendency to concentrate a disproportionate 
amount o f  the discussion on the types o f  cases 
which are almost never encountered. My 
own view o f  a typical case is shaped, o f 
course, by my experience. Let me illustrate 
with a bit ofrecent biography. In one week o f 
a recent school year, four students came to 
my office at different times to talk about 
abortion. One had recently had an abortion; 
the other three were thinking about seeking 
abortions. All four were church members. 
Tw o were married, and two were not. Many 
o f  the basic elements o f  their situations were 
similar: unexpected pregnancies, fear o f  fi
nancial and academic difficulties, social em
barrassment, generally disrupted plans, and 
varying degrees o f  gu ilt. Their stories 
would, I think, elicit profound feelings o f 
compassion from any sensitive person. And 
few o f us would have ready-made solutions 
to offer. But, i f  we are to maintain integrity, 
such cases prompt us to scrutinize our own 
moral convictions.

T here is value in 
knowing where we 
have been before we proceed; otherwise we 

may be like the driver who did not want to 
check which road he was traveling because he 
was making such good time. I will therefore 
attempt briefly to reconstruct Adventist 
thought on abortion during the past few 
years. I base these remarks partly on personal 
experience and partly on the small amount o f 
literature which Adventists have written on 
the topic. Since I can lay no claim to be doing 
thorough church history on the matter, I 
must offer these observations in the form o f 
an extended hunch. I trust that others with 
more experience can add essential details and

correct inaccuracies.
Let me begin this reconstruction with 

another biographical note. In 1967, I was a 
newly graduated minister serving as a hospi
tal chaplain. Early in my experience, the 
physician in charge o f  the obstetrics and 
gynecology department asked for a confer
ence. Had I known at that time that he was a 
Roman Catholic, I might not have been so 
surprised at his concern: He was troubled by 
what he considered dubious therapeutic 
abortions. These abortions, he claimed, were 
being done for the most trivial o f  medical 
reasons, i f  indeed any medical reasons could 
be given at all. If Adventists had no moral 
compunctions about such cases, he won
dered, were we not at least concerned that 
such procedures were against the spirit and 
letter o f  the state’s abortion law? He closed 
the conference with a question which could 
not be easily forgotten: “ Do you Adventist 
theologians have nothing to say on such mat
ters?”

I was, I knew, a fledgling in the Adventist 
theological ranks. So I attributed my own 
lack o f  a position to the fact that I might have 
missed something in my education or experi
ence. But a search for articles by others treat
ing the subject from  the perspective o f  
Adventist theology led to the conclusion that 
little, i f  anything, had been written.

Why were we relatively silent on abortion? 
There were, no doubt, many reasons. But 
my guess is that two or three factors would 
rank near the top. First, there are no biblical 
passages explicitly prescribing or proscribing 
abortion. N or do the writings o f  Ellen White 
offer direct guidance. With these sources si
lent, it is not surprising that Adventists 
would be reluctant to take a definite position. 
Second, Adventists have roots in a conserva
tive type o f  Protestantism which, as Ralph 
Potter has pointed out, has traditionally dis
approved o f  abortion except in those rare 
cases when the life or health o f  the mother is 
seriously threatened.3 T h o u ^ l f  Ts empirT- 
cally unsubstantiated, my guess is that a large 
proportion o f  rank-and-file Adventists still 
holds essentially to this conservative position. 
Finally, and perhaps most importantly, state 
laws until the late 1960s and early 1970s gen
erally reflected a conservative stance toward



abortion.* 4 These laws provided an umbrella 
which protected many people from  the 
moral ambiguities o f  abortion. This point is 
illustrated by the reported words o f  one 
Adventist minister when he was asked about 
the “ church’s position on abortion.”  He re
plied: “ It’ s illegal in this state, and the 
church’s position is that we should abide by 
the laws o f  the state in such matters.” 5 My 
hunch, then, is that the basically conservative 
attitude o f  many church members coincided 
with conservative state laws and made taking 
a definite position unnecessary.

What happened in the 
late ’60s and early 

’70s was a rapid liberalization o f  the state 
laws. This process culminated in the Su
preme Court decision o f  1973 which ruled 
that the abortion decision during the early 
months o f  pregnancy is a private matter to be 
settled by the pregnant w om an and her 
physician.6

The movement toward more liberal abor
tion laws left many people in a moral quan
dary. People whose traditional attitudes had 
been largely unexamined now had to take 
conscious positions. As early as 1968, Potter 
made what turned out to be an accurate pre
diction. He suggested that a large segment o f 
Protestantism would support reform abor
tion legislation and judicial rulings. And he 
predicted that the reform would probably be 
patterned after the Model Penal Code o f  the 
American Law Institute.7 According to that 
code, a physician is justified in performing an 
abortion if  “ there is substantial risk that con
tinuance o f  the pregnancy would gravely 
impair the physical or mental health o f  the 
mother, or that the child would be born with 
grave physical or mental defect, or that the 
pregnancy resulted from  rape, incest, or 
other felonious intercourse.” 8

Only three years after Potter’s prediction, 
Seventh-day Adventists published the first, 
and, so far as I know, only set o f  “ suggestive 
guidelines” for therapeutic abortions. The 
similarity to the Model Penal Code is strik
ing. Even the order o f  in dications is the same: 

It is believed that therapeutic abortions 
may be performed for the following estab
lished indications:

1. When continuation o f  the pregnancy 
may threaten the life o f  the woman or seri
ously impair her health.

2. When continuation o f  the pregnancy 
is likely to result in the birth o f  a child with 
grave physical deformities or mental re
tardation.

3. When conception has occurred as a 
result o f  rape or incest.9
I have no idea whether or not the authors 

o f  the guidelines had the Model Penal Code 
in mind. M y point is that when we did for
mulate guidelines on abortion, they reflected 
the general tenor o f  a moderate reform posi
tion. The guidelines can be located some
where between the very restrictive traditions 
o f  earlier years and the very liberal position o f 
those calling for abortion  on dem and. 
Perhaps the element which is most obviously 
new in this moderate reform position was the 
inclusion o f  the likelihood o f  birth defects as a 
legitimate indication for “ therapeutic” abor-

“ The movement toward more 
liberal abortion laws left many 
people in a moral quandary. 
People whose traditional attitudes 
had been largely unexamined now 
had to take conscious positions.”

tions. This indication expands the earlier 
meanings o f  “ therapeutic” beyond the im
mediate well-being o f  the pregnant woman. 
Further evidence o f  the reform nature o f  the 
guidelines is revealed by the two indications 
which were later added to the statement 
which was sent to Adventist institutions:

4. When the case involves an unwed 
child under 15 years o f  age.

5. When for some reason the require
ments o f  functional human life demand the
sacrifice o f  the lesser potential human
value.10
More important, for our present purposes,

than an analysis o f  these specific indications 
for abortion are the theological and moral 
w arrants for the p o sition s taken. The
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guidelines are prefaced with the following 
words:

The basis for these guidelines exists on 
the person-image concept, which is gov
erned by a system o f priorities with an 
ascending scale o f  values. It is believed that 
this person-image concept is the Biblical 
basis enjoined upon the church, is one that 
can be defended, and is one that we should 
support.11
What is this “ person-image concept?” The 

preface does not elaborate, but an article by 
R. F. Waddell does discuss this notion. The 
author affirm s that human beings were 
created in the image o f  God, and it is this 
image which gives human beings their value. 
Therefore, the author adds, “ man should at
tempt by every means at his disposal to en
sure that offspring be perfect in mind, body, 
and spirit.” 12

One o f  the means for ensuring the best 
possible reproduction o f  the image o f  God is 
apparently the abortion o f  defective fetuses. 
The author says that the pregnancy may be 
terminated if  there is evidence that the fetus 
has been “ mutilated, deform ed, or u n 
developed to the extent that it cannot become 
a normal individual.” 13

It is not entirely clear from this article how 
close to normal one must be in order to be 
deemed a possessor o f  the “ person-image.” 
But it is clear that during the early months o f 
pregnancy the “ person-image” is not consid
ered to be present. It is said that justified 
abortions should be done early in the preg
nancy because “ During those first three 
months the embryo . . . has not reached the 
stage where it can be considered an iden
tity.” 14 The author adds that during the first 
trimester the embryo cannot be deemed to 
“ possess life in itself.” 15

It seem s fairly  clear, then, that the 
“ person-image concept” encompasses the 
following set o f  ideas: The embryo does not 
have a “ person-im age”  during the first 
trim ester. From  that tim e forw ard the 
“ person-im age”  gradually develops. N o 
time is designated for the completion o f  the 
“ person-image.” However, any serious de
fects — as examples, the article lists mental 
retardation, being crippled, and having an 
incurable disease16 — lessen or limit the po

tential for attaining the “ person-im age.” 
Thus, on the view o f fetal life which appar
ently undergirds the “ suggestive guide
lines,” the fetus achieves whatever protecta
ble value it has on the basis o f  its potential 
personhood.

Probably  the m ost 
significant Adventist 

statement o f  a type o f  potentiality perspec
tive is Jack Provonsha’s essay on therapeutic 
abortion published about the same time as 
the “ suggestive guidelines.” According to 
Provonsha, the fetus is a potential human 
being at least from the time o f  implantation. 
The quality which makes a being truly") 
human is the capacity to experience value and ! 
meaning made possible by the ability to use- 
symbols. On this view, the fetus is not yet 
human. But the fetus stands for or sym
bolizes the human. In Provonsha’s words: 
“ The increasingly potential human organism 
developing in its mother’s body is not yet 
human — but it ‘means’ human and can serve 
human values by crystallizing and condition
ing respect for human life.” 17 Thus, the fetus 
is a “ secondary symbolic value.” Full human 
value is achieved only when the being is able 
to join  in the community o f  those who use 
symbols, experience value, and make moral 
decisions.

Since the publication o f  this essay and the 
guidelines, most Adventist authors have con
tinued to develop a moderate position, at
tempting to balance the life o f  the fetus (vari
ously described) against the life, health, and 
choices o f  the pregnant w om an.18 Less preva
lent, but not unknown, are Adventists whose 
stated positions are similar to the 1973 Su
preme Court decision — the pregnant w om 
an’s choice is the basic indication for abor
tion .19 The other end o f  the spectrum is also 
represented in Adventist literature. In what 
may be a growing reaction to rapid liberaliza
tion o f  the låst decade, some authors appear 
to be taking a fairly conservative stance. Typ
ical o f  this view is a recent editorial in which 
the w riter says that a pregnant w om an 
“ holds in her hands the future o f  at least two 
human beings: herself and that o f  the child 
within her body.” 20 And apparently rejecting 
something akin to the “ person-image con-



cept,” the editorial adds: “ Even during the 
first trimester . . . we see too much evidence 
that the creature growing within her [i.e., the 
pregnant woman] is a living human being, 
not merely a mass o f  cells or protoplasm .” 21 

If the foregoing reconstruction is at all ac
curate, then it seems clear that the main
stream o f  published Adventist thought can 
be described as moderate on abortion, re
forming the more restrictive positions o f  the 
past but generally unwilling to endorse abor
tion on demand. M y own perception is that a 
significant proportion  o f  the A dventist 
membership holds views somewhat more 
conservative than the mainstream o f pub
lished statements, while much o f  Adventist 
practice could be characterized as more lib
eral than the published statements. What 
seems almost totally lacking is any sustained 
moral discourse in which Adventist thinkers 
engage one another in published discussion at 
the level o f  moral principles. It is with the 
goal o f  promoting such a discussion that I 
now wish to consider three examples o f 
moral principles which I believe should in
form decisions about abortion.

T he statement o f  gen
eral princip les, no 
matter how carefully formulated, will not 

assure responsible moral judgm ents. Moral 
decision-making requires, in addition, vir
tues such as sensitivity, imagination, com
passion and courage. And, from beginning 
to end, the Christian acknowledges the es
sential guidance o f G od’s Spirit. Even then, 
there is no total escape from all uncertainty. 
Nevertheless, we should not underestimate 
the value o f  systematic reflection on and the 
precise exposition o f  moral principles with 
supportive reasoning. Such principles estab
lish presumptions in favor o f certain types o f 
actions and against others. And exceptions to 
the principles are required to bear the burden 
o f  proof.22

With this understanding o f  the purpose o f 
principles in mind, I now wish to state three 
which I believe are relevant to the discussion 
o f  abortion.

1. The principle of respectfor human life. The 
Bible leaves no doubt: human life is the pre
cious gift o f  G od .23 The expensive plan o f

salvation reveals G od’s incalculable com
mitment to bring life to dying human beings. 
But what quality gives this human life such 
great value?

The answer often given in Christian theol
ogy is that human life is valued because o f 
God’s overflowing love. We love and respect 
others because He first loved u s.24 The worth 
o f  a human life is not seen to reside in any 
identifiable quality in the life itself. Whatever 
worth or dignity human beings have is at
tributed to them because o f  G od’s steadfast 
love. Thus, Christians have sometimes re
ferred to the value o f human life in terms o f 
an “ alien dignity.” 25 This is a dignity be
stowed upon human life by the choices o f God 
in creation and redemption, and not by the 
achievements o f  human beings themselves. 
This means that the fundamental respect we 
have for human life is not dependent on 
measurements o f  some developed capacity. 
Such measurements w ould always be in 
terms o f  “ more or less,” but our respect for 
hum an life is u n con ditional. H elm ut 
Thielicke does well to remind us that “ Even 
the most pitiful life still shares in the protec
tion o f  alien dignity.” 26 We stand in awe o f  
human life because we stand in awe o f  God 
and His abiding love.

But the question with regard to abortion 
is: Does the principle o f  respect for human 
life extend to prenatal life? Should the life o f  a 
human embryo or fetus also be accorded re
spect? Those who turn to Scripture for a 
definitive answer are likely to be disap
pointed. The Bible offers no specific instruc
tions about how prenatal life should be 
tre a te d .27 B ut the B ib le  in form s our 
decision-making in many more ways than 
sim ply by direct com m ands.28 Scripture 
provides an over-arching universe o f  sym 
bolic meaning which lends value or disvalue 
to specific acts. Through its stories and sym
bols, the Bible enlivens moral imagination.

A n illustration o f  how 
m oral im agination  

may be shaped by the Bible is provided by 
the familiar story o fjoh n  the Baptist’s birth. 
At least four elements o f  this story merit 
scrutiny because o f  their potential for affect
ing our view o f  prenatal life:



a) The conception o f John is portrayed as 
the miraculous fulfillment o f  the divine man
date. Many times in biblical stories, G od’s 
power is pictured as being revealed in the 
conception o f  a child.29 Indeed, it seems to be 
a favored strategy for reaffirming G od’s in
timate presence in the lives o f  His chosen 
ones.

b) John ’s mission in life was designated 
even prior to his conception. This is also an 
oft-repeated theme in the Bible. Take, for

. . the Bible leads us, 
through its stories and symbols, 
to value prenatal life and to 
consider the fetus one whom God 
has called by name. This view of 
prenatal life is also supported in 
the works o f Ellen White.”

example, Jeremiah’s poetic description o f  his 
own prenatal call:

N ow  the word o f  the Lord came to me
saying, “ 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 na
tions.” 30
c) Even John ’s prenatal movements were 

given symbolic significance and were inter
preted as an earnest o f  his later service as 
forerunner o f  the Christ. In a similar manner, 
the prenatal movements o f  the twins, Jacob 
and Esau, were understood to have signifi
cance for their adult lives.31

d) John ’s name was chosen by God prior 
to his conception and birth. This last point 
may be o f  greatest symbolic significance for 
imagining the value o f  prenatal life. In mod
ern cultures, children’s names are often 
selected without reasons more significant 
than the fame o f  a movie star or the latest fad. 
But anyone who is acquainted with the Bible 
know s that God takes names seriously. 
When one was especially designated for a 
unique calling, when one returned to God, or 
when an important change in the life oc
curred, God would take care that the name

was appropriate. Abram became Abraham. 
Sarai became Sarah. To name, then, is sym 
bolic o f the recognition o f  one’s uniqueness, 
one’s character, and one’s mission. Nam ing 
represents caring.

It seems clear that the Bible leads us, 
through its stories and symbols, to value 
prenatal life and to consider the fetus one 
whom God has called by name. This view o f 
prenatal life is also supported in the works o f 
Ellen White. The absence o f  specific passages 
about abortion should not cause Adventists 
to overlook the clear-cut significance which 
Ellen White assigns to the prenatal period o f  
hum an life . “ The [pregnant] m oth er’ s 
needs,”  she writes, “ should in no case be 
neglected. Two lives are dependent upon 
her. . . .” 32 Explicitly rejected is the idea that 
prenatal life may be treated casually. One 
who “ endangers the physical, mental, and 
moral health o f  the child” through negli
gence during the tim e o f  pregnancy is 
“ com m itting  a direct sin again st [the] 
Creator.” 33 The life which develops prena- 
tally is not the possession o f  other human 
beings:

Children derive life and being from their 
parents, and yet it is through the creative 
power o f  God that your children have life, 
for God is the Life-giver. Let it be remem
bered that children are not to be treated as 
though they were our own personal prop
erty.34

(With regard to this passage, it is important 
to note that Ellen White uses the world 
“ child” for the fetus in utero.) I cannot imag
ine a line o f  argument which would begin by 
saying that great care should be taken to 
safeguard prenatal life and thus enhance the 
later life o f the person and would end by 
saying that abortion is a matter o f  little con
sequence.

T he thrust o f  this dis
cussion o f  respect for 

human life calls into question the frequent 
attempts to determine when human life really 
begins. In one very important sense, since the 
sixth day o f  creation, human life never begins 
but is always a gift o f  earlier human life. As 
fire is passed from one torch to another, so 
life is the gift o f  previous life. Ultimately^



this gift is the endowment o f the Lifegiver. 
When human gametes unite, as my medical 
dictionary puts it, “ to initiate the develop
ment o f  a new individual,” 35 human life has 
been transmitted to a unique and unrepeata
ble new form — a new genotype. To search 
for the period o f  time when this new indi
vidual life may be destroyed without regret is 
to miss the point o f  respect for G od’s magni
ficent gift o f  human life.

Yet, in their own way, nearly all the 
“ times”  which have been proposed as the 
“ true”  beginning o f  human life remind us 
that something important is transpiring: the 
unique form o f  human life initiated at con
ception is on its way to becoming personal.36

“ But few who consider 
abortion a moral dilemma would 
deny that one o f the values at 
stake is the personal autonomy 
o f the pregnant woman.”

For example, the transition from embryo to 
fetus reminds us that the human body is tak
ing shape. The onset o f  brain waves is a 
promise o f  future thought. “ Quickening”  in
forms at least the mother that someone with 
nerves and muscles is “ alive and kicking.” 
Certainly by the time o f  viability and birth 
we know that we have a new member o f  the 
human community.

O bviously, this new member does not 
function as a person, in the full sense, either 
before birth or for a long time thereafter. 
Potentiality principles, such as those based 
on the “ person-image concept”  discussed 
earlier, remind us o f  this fact. To be sure, 
what we value about human life, as opposed 
to plant or lower animal life, has much to do 
with those traits which led us to call a human 
being a person. Among these traits are self- 
awareness, the ability to make plans, the abil
ity to use symbols, the ability to deliberate 
rationally, and so forth. One o f  the reasons 
we value bodily human life is that such life

serves as the basis for the exercise o f  these 
personal traits. And one o f  the reasons we 
should respect and protect prenatal life is that 
in most cases it has the potential for later 
personal life. M oreover, this developmental 
perspective with its emphasis on potentiality 
helps us to realize that in cases o f  tragic con
flict prepersonal human life may have to 
yield to personal human life. (More on this 
later.)

I would suggest, however, that the clarity 
o f  both our language and our moral ju dg
ments is better served by referring to life with 
a human genotype as human life and the po
tential o f that life as personal life. Otherwise, 
when confronted with a normal six-month- 
old infant, we must say that this is not human 
life. This point deserves special emphasis if 
we are to avoid a new kind o f  anthropologi
cal dualism which once again denies or di
minishes the value o f bodily human life and 
claims that what really counts is the “ interi
or” functioning o f  some type o f  mentation. 
In my view, it is tenable to affirm that per
sonal human life deserves respect and protec
tion without denying that prepersonal and 
postpersonal life also deserve respect and 
protection. This conclusion need not entail 
an idolatrous vitalism in which life is wor
shipped in place o f  the Lifegiver. Rather, 
respect for human life should be part o f  our 
appropriate response to the love o f  the 
Creator. Acceptance o f  the principle o f  re
spect for human life establishes a strong 
moral presumption in favor o f  preserving 
human life, including prenatal human life. 
Exceptions such as abortion must bear a 
heavy burden o f  proof.

2. The principle of respect for personal au
tonomy. If the principle o f  respect for human 
life encompassed all that we consider morally 
valuable, then our discussion w ould be 
nearly finished. The dilemma o f  abortion, if 
indeed it could be called a dilemma, would be 
resolved for nearly all cases. Abortion simply 
would not be permissible except, perhaps, in 
those extremely rare cases when the life o f  the 
fetus is in direct conflict with the physical life 
o f the mother. But most o f  us sense, at least 
intuitively, that the problem o f  abortion is 
not so simple. As precious and irreplaceable 
as each individual human life is, life itself is



not the only human good. N or is it the high
est. Christians know that other goods may 
sometimes take priority: loyalty to God, the 
life o f  another, justice, personal integrity, 
freedom.

Few o f us would really mean it if  we said, 
“ G ive me liberty  or g ive me death !”  
Nevertheless, personal liberty is a value for 
which many lives have been willingly sac
rificed. And Christian faith has helped to fos
ter a high regard for individual autonomy. 
God’s people are liberated from all types o f 
worldly bondage so that they may serve their 
Lord in a relationship o f  true freedom .37

Seventh-day Adventists have been made 
keenly aware o f  the importance o f  personal 
autonomy: “ In matters o f  conscience the soul 
must be left untrammeled. N o one is to con
trol another’s mind, to judge for another, or 
to prescribe his duty. God gives to every soul 
freedom to think, and to follow his own 
convictions.” 38 When we value personal au
tonomy, we imitate God. For God created 
human beings with the ability to make free 
choices. And God valued human freedom so 
much that He was willing to permit the grave 
misuse o f  freedom rather than reduce human 
beings to automatons.39 Much o f  what we 
mean when we say that we respect a person is 
that we are unwilling to restrict his or her 
autonomy.

Surely , one o f  the 
most basic elements 

o f  personal autonomy is the freedom to de
cide what happens to one’s own body. In 
recent years, much o f  the abortion debate has 
focused on this one aspect o f  personal au
tonomy: the right o f  the pregnant woman 
freely to determine what she does with her 
own body. As one author states the case: 
“ The only criterion [for abortion] should be 
whether such an induced abortion is consis
tent with the individual wom an’s personal 
set o f  moral and religious values, and that is 
something only she can ju d ge .” 40

If we fail to comprehend the thrust o f  this 
line o f  reasoning, we certainly will not un
derstand an im portan t factor in the 
worldwide trend toward liberalized abortion 
laws. Even if  the embryo or fetus is accorded 

full human rights, it can still be argued that

the decision to continue or terminate the 
pregnancy properly belongs to the pregnant 
woman (and possibly her spouse).41 Ordinar
ily we do not coerce a person to use his or her 
body for the good o f  another even if  that 
good is exceedingly important. For example, 
there are many people with end-stage renal 
disease whose lives might be greatly im
proved or extended if  only there were no 
shortage o f  transplantable kidneys. Yet we 
have not conscripted kidney donors. We do 
not even require a person to make provision 
for donating his or her kidneys at death. N or 
do we force people to participate as subjects 
o f  human experimentation. And, so far as I 
know, we require no one to give even a pint 
o f  blood in order to save the life o f  another. 
Such actions are permitted, and in some in
stances, encouraged as acts o f  moral heroism. 
But, partly because we value personal au
tonom y, these actions are not required. 
Why, then, should a woman be enjoined to 
provide her body to preserve another human 
life?

Some will find this line o f  argument less 
than entirely convincing. But few who con
sider abortion a moral dilemma would deny 
that one o f  the values at stake is the personal 
autonomy o f  the pregnant woman. And few 
would claim to be so wise that they could 
specify in every case just what the pregnant 
woman should decide.

It seems likely that future events will place 
more, not less, emphasis on the woman’s 
freedom to control her own procreation. 
There is little evidence that the general drift 
o f  societies toward more liberal abortion 
laws will soon be reversed.42 M oreover, 
those who wish to restrict the wom an’s deci
sion for abortion are likely to find their ef
forts annulled by developments in medicine 
such as the use o f  prostaglandins. Thus, the 
decision to abort may become a very private 
matter which only the pregnant woman need 
know about.

3. The principle of justice. To conclude that 
the abortion decision will (or should) con
tinue to be governed by the pregnant woman 
obviously does not resolve all questions 
about what constitutes morally responsible 
reasons for the decision to abort. It is not 
illogical to say that the decision to have an



abortion belongs to the pregnant woman, 
while at the same time insisting that the 
choice should be informed by appropriate 
moral principles. N or is it illogical to add that 
the decision to perform an abortion belongs 
to the involved medical personnel. Medical 
practitioners need to remember that they are 
caring for two patients. And the pregnant 
woman needs to remember that two lives are 
dependent on her actions.

When abortion is sought, it should gener
ally be assumed that a conflict exists between 
the rights and interests o f  the fetus and the 
rights and interests o f  the pregnant w om an.43 
What reasons for the abortion could the 
pregnant woman give which would lead us 
to say that her decision would be morally 
justified? In situations o f  this type, when 
human lives and interests are in conflict, the 
moral decision-maker generally must make 
some appeal to the concept o f  justice.

Justice may seem an 
appropriate word to 
use at this point. For reasons somewhat 

obscure to me, some people tend to associate 
justice primarily with the concept o f retribu
tion. Justice is viewed as an antonym for 
mercy. But justice may also refer to a much 
broader range o f  actions: the appropriate dis
tribution o f  both burdens and benefits. When 
used in this way, justice is associated with our 
concepts o f  fairness and impartiality. The 
first (formal) principle o f justice is, “ Give to 
each what he or she is due.” And a corollary 
o f  this principle is that equals should be 
treated equally. Such principles, often dis
cussed by moral philosophers, are only for
mal; they prescribe theform o f  just action, but 
they do not specify the material or substan
tive criteria for making just decisions.44

But in the Bible we find the substance o f 
justice which can give the formal principles 
meaning and direction. According to the bib
lical faith, each human being is considered 
no less than a child o f  God. And God loves 
His children impartially. The alien dignity 
which God bestows on human life is given 
without gradation or qualification. G od’s 
love is for those w ho, from  a hum an 
standpoint, appear unworthy as well as for 
those who seem worthy. Indeed, without

G od’s saving love, all human beings are un
worthy and deserving o f  condemnation. 
Therefore, God is not influenced by what 
humans call excellence, nor can His love or 
justice be purchased:

For the LO R D  your God is God o f  gods 
and Lord o f  lords, the great, the mighty, 
and the terrible God, who is not partial and 
takes no bribe. He executes justice for the 
fatherless and the widow, and loves the 
sojourner, giving him food and clothing. 
Love the sojourner therefore; for you were 
sojourners in the land o f  E gypt.45 
In this passage and throughout the Bible, 

those who have accepted God’s love are en
joined to imitate God by caring for others in 
need. And special care is prescribed for those 
who are most in need. As Bennett has stated: 
“ G od’s love for all persons implies a strategic 
concentration on the victims o f  society, on 
the weak, the exploited, the neglected. 
. . ,” 46 This strategic concern for the disad
vantaged is not a denial o f  an essential human 
equality, but rather an outgrowth o f  it. Pre
cisely because human beings are loved

. . many o f the ‘typical’ cases 
o f abortion seem unacceptable. 
The reasons o f convenience 
and expedience . . . could only 
be deemed sufficient if a very 
low value were attached 
to prenatal life.”

equally, the weak and vulnerable require spe
cial attention.

Thus, response to G od’s love entails a view
o f justice which begins with the affirmation
o f  basic human equality. This is not simply 
the formal equality o f  the philosophers’ prin
ciples ofjustice. Rather, as Mott has recently 
written: “ Love has changed justice from 
merely the equal treatment o f  equals to the 
equal treatment o f  all human beings solely on 
the grounds that as human they are bestowed 
worth by G od .” 47

Biblical justice, then, is a reflection in 
judgm ent and action o f  G od’s impartial love.



If we seek justice o f  this sort, we must be 
prepared to resolve human conflicts by sac
rificing personal bias and adopting the impar
tial “ perspective o f  eternity.” With regard to 
abortion, we must be willing to imagine our
selves in the position o f  all those, including 
the fetus, who are substantially affected by 
the decision.48 And we must ask what, on 
balance, we would consider a just or fair 
decision. It must be granted that adopting 
this impartial perspective is exceedingly dif
ficult when we are among those who will be 
substantially affected. But this fact does not 
argue against attempting to seek justice, so 
much as it argues for serious reflection on 
moral dilemmas such as abortion prior to the 
“ crunch”  o f  actual decision-making. With
out careful attention to principle ahead o f 
time, we can generally expect decisions to be 
made in an ad hoc and capricious manner.

A t this point, I must 
invite my readers to 

adopt the impartial perspective ofjustice and 
ask which abortions, if  any, would be war
ranted. Even if  it were possible, I have no 
desire to complete this work for others by 
describing a wide variety o f  cases and argu
ing for the courses o f  action I would consider 
just. I must say, however, that when I try to 
assume the perspective ofjustice and weigh 
the various claims and interests, many o f  the 
“ typical” cases o f  abortion seem unaccept
able. The reasons o f  convenience and expedi
ence which sometimes characterize such de
cisions could only be deemed sufficient if  a 
very low value were attached to prenatal life.

But if  one discerns with compassion, rea
sons o f apparent convenience are often found 
to mask reasons o f  genuine despair. N o 
woman ever becomes pregnant in order to 
have an abortion. An unexpected and un
wanted pregnancy can threaten the person- 
hood o f the woman in multifarious ways, 
some evident and some hidden. N o one is 
better able to assess these factors than the 
pregnant woman who must live with the 
decision.

All this means that there are exceptional 
cases. Some are fairly obvious. In those cases 
when the life or health o f  the mother is seri
ously threatened, I have little difficulty be

lieving that an impartial judge would protect 
her life over the prenatal life. The claims and 
interests o f  the established personal life (in
cluding the likelihood o f  responsibility to 
other persons) are greater in such cases. And 
in the unusal instance when a pregnancy re
sults from rape, it seems unconscionable to 
compound the injustice o f  the original crime 
by urging that the woman continue the preg
nancy. But some exceptional cases are less 
obvious. Life may endanger other life at 
many different levels o f  well-being. The 
principle ofjustice prescribes fair considera
tion o f  such exceptional cases, even the ones 
which bring us to the borders o f  our other 
principles.

From the foregoing, it should be clear that 
I have little or no quarrel with the first and 
third indications for therapeutic abortions as 
published  in the church ’s “ su g gestiv e  
guidelines.” But from the perspective o fju s
tice, the second indication raises a number o f 
troublesome questions: Why should poten
tially defective fetuses be aborted? H ow  
many normal fetuses are we willing to abort 
in order to assure that no defective baby will 
be born? How normal must a human life be 
in order to deserve respect and protection? 
For whose sake is the selective abortion per
formed? Answering these and related ques
tions must be the work o f  another paper. 
But, whatever else we might mean by the 
“ person-image concept,” I hope we do not 
mean that human life must meet some stand
ard we have set in order to earn our funda
mental respect and protection. On this point, 
I am inclined to agree with Karen Lebacqz: 
“ If indeed the strength o f  a people can be 
measured by their attitude toward the weak, 
the defenseless, and the outcast, then selec
tive abortion points to the weaknesses in our 
society and in ourselves.” 49

T hose who have been 
waiting for extensive 

casuistry — the application o f  moral princi
ples to a variety o f  specific cases — will now 
be disappointed. The desire for casuistry is 
always present. But for me to produce such 
at this point would counter part o f  my own 
thesis: What the church needs throughout its 
membership is a sustained discussion o f  the



moral principles which stem from 9ur shared 
faith and which should guide decisions about 
specific cases. Principles such as the three I 
have tried to enunciate are often like the un
matching pieces o f a jig-saw  puzzle. One o f

the great values o f  engaging one another in 
serious moral discourse about such principles 
is that we may be better able to balance and 
match our principles.
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Four Ways o f Making 

Ethical D ecisions

by David R. Larson

War. Eugenics. Eutha
nasia. Racism. Clon

ing. Money. Starvation. Abortion. In vitro 
fertilization. Pollution. Feminism. Urbani
zation.

The list o f  issues now attracting serious 
ethical analysis is as fascinating as it is long!
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and the Seminary, is completing his doctorate in ethics 
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versity.

One important branch o f such analysis is that 
o f  “ normative ethics.”  It helps us discover 
what sorts o f  persons and things are really 
valuable and what methods o f  making ethical 
decisions are truly valid. Before we can know 
if  we are obligated to be or to do something 
— before, indeed, we can deal responsibly 
with timely ethical questions — we must 
know how to make such decisions. We need 
some decision-making methods, some con
ceptual tools.

This essay surveys four ways o f  making


