
  



Refuting Religious Pro-Choice Arguments 
By Trent Horn 
 
When you think of the debate over abortion you often imagine pro-life Christians debating pro-choice 
secularists, and that’s often true, but there are exceptions. There are secular pro-lifers who have no 
religious creed but are pro-life because they believe our earthly life is the only life we get and it’s wrong 
to deprive anyone of theirs, and there are Christians who believe God doesn’t have a problem with 
abortion. 
 
When asked about abortion in a recent interview, Presidential candidate Pete Buttigieg defended his 
pro-choice position: “there’s a lot of parts of the Bible that talk about how life begins with breath,” 
implying that life begins after a baby takes its first breath outside the womb. You can even find self-
described Catholics and other Christians arguing for “reproductive justice” from religious principles, but 
here’s why their arguments don’t hold us. 
 
There are three scriptural passages that Christian pro-choice advocates typically use to defend legal 
abortion. The first is Genesis 2:7, which says, “[T]hen the LORD God formed man of dust from the 
ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and man became a living being.” To those who 
want abortion to be legal, this means that until a baby breathes outside of the womb, he or she is not a 
person and can be aborted. 
 
First, it proves too much, because many babies do not breathe immediately after birth and some can 
take up to a minute to breathe on their own outside the womb. This argument would justify infanticide 
as well as abortion. Secondly, the unborn do breathe before birth, but through an umbilical cord rather 
than their mouths. Before they develop the umbilical cord, they absorb oxygen through the lining of 
their cells in a process called “respiration.” Not only that, some injured born humans must breathe 
through a tube in their throat. May we kill these humans because they don’t breathe the “breath of life” 
through their nostrils like Adam did? 
 
Finally, God had to infuse a human soul directly into Adam (or breathe the “breath of life” into him) 
because Adam was the first human being. Since all other human beings come into existence from other 
human beings, the requirement that God must “breathe” life into them the way he did for Adam is 
unsupported. 
 
Another passage used to support abortion is Numbers 5:11–31, in which Mosaic Law requires a wife 
suspected of adultery by her husband to drink water mixed with dust from the tabernacle floor, which 
will allegedly cause a miscarriage if she has been unfaithful. One pro-choice author says this proves that 
“a planned abortion is part of God’s law given to Moses.” 
 
But even on such a shallow reading, these verses would prove only that it is up to God if a child 
conceived in adultery is to live or die. It doesn’t come close to justifying legal abortion for any reason at 
any stage of pregnancy. Plus, God’s killing of a child conceived in adultery would no more disprove that 
child’s humanity than God’s act of killing David’s or Pharaoh’s firstborn sons would disprove those 
children’s humanity. God is allowed to end human life; we are not. Finally, as Francis Beckwith notes, 
the passage does not seem to refer to the water causing a miscarriage but to causing the woman no 
longer to be fertile as a punishment for her adultery. 
 



Perhaps the most commonly cited passage from religious pro-choice advocates is Exodus 21:22–23, 
which describes what the punishment should be for accidentally harming an unborn child: 
 
    When men strive together, and hurt a woman with child, so that there is a miscarriage, and yet no 
harm follows, the one who hurt her shall be fined, according as the woman’s husband shall lay upon 
him; and he shall pay as the judges determine. If any harm follows, then you shall give life for life. 
 
Critics use this passage to argue that if the unborn were a full person, the punishment would not be a 
fine but the death penalty. One rabbi says, 
 
    from our earliest commentary on Hebrew scripture, it is interpreted to mean that if a woman who is 
pregnant is struck, her life is what is valued, and the fetus is of lesser value. We treat that fetus with a 
great amount of respect, but until it exits outside its mother or the person who is carrying it, it is not a 
life. 
 
How does it follow that because someone is fined for killing an unborn child God would approve the 
intentional killing of an unborn child through abortion? After all, there is a punishment, so the child has 
some value and is not equivalent to disposable medical waste as he is in our legal system. In the 
preceding verses a man who accidentally kills his slave is not punished, but in the next verse the 
intentional killing of a slave is treated as grounds for serious punishment, possibly even the death 
penalty (c.f. Exod. 21:20-21). 
 
There simply is no biblical directive about how to punish someone if he intentionally kills an unborn 
child, which is what happens in modern abortions. Therefore, it is inaccurate to say that the Bible allows 
intentional abortion because of the punishment prescribed for accidental miscarriage in these verses. 
 
It is also not clear exactly what the word “injury” in these verses means. It could mean an injury that 
occurs to the pregnant woman, the unborn child, or both. One way to interpret the passage is that if the 
woman is caused to have an early delivery, then the penalty is a fine, but any further injury to the child 
is covered under the lex talionis law of “an eye for an eye.” Indeed, the text refers to a “child” coming 
forth, and this is a difficult fact for pro-choice commentators to evade. 
 
One minister defends abortion by appealing to our free-will, “we’re not puppets controlled by God. 
Because of the image of God in us, we have freedom. That’s what’s really clear to me, is freedom.” 
 
But the fact that God gave human beings free will does not mean he condones everything we choose to 
do. Is God pro-choice when it comes to humans who choose to murder, rape, drive drunk, steal, or 
commit any other immoral act? Even pro-choice advocates believe there is a limit to actions we may 
perform with the free will God has given us. 
 
It’s true God gave us free will, and pro-life advocates believe women should exercise that free will. 
Outlawing abortion does nothing to inhibit free will, because people are free to break the law. It is 
simply the right thing to do when unborn children are being threatened by abortion. 
 
Other pro-choice advocates claim that if embryos are human beings, the high number of miscarriages 
(some say as high as 50 percent of all pregnancies) means that God is the greatest abortionist in history. 
But that makes as much sense as saying that the high number of born people who die of natural or 
accidental causes makes God the greatest serial killer of all time. God has the right to take human life as 



well as to judge people in the afterlife. These are rights human beings do not possess, and so human 
beings may not take innocent human life. 
 
Some writers claim these embryos are not human beings precisely because God would never allow such 
a high mortality rate. According to professors Thomas Shannon and Allan Wolter, saying these embryos 
are fully human is almost “sacrilegious” due to the “bungling” it implies on the part of an all-wise 
Creator. But would Shannon and Walter deny that infants are human beings even though there have 
been times in history when the infant mortality rate was as high as fifty percent? 
 
Finally, if you’re going to make a pro-life argument from Scripture, try using a simple one that relies on 
ironclad logic: God forbids the killing of human beings (Exod. 20:13, Prov. 6:16–17), because human 
beings are made in his image (Gen. 1:26–27). Since we know from science and philosophy that the 
unborn are human beings, it follows that abortion is wrong. No special argument or appeal is needed to 
show that abortion is wrong, just as no argument or appeal to Scripture is needed to show that 
infanticide or rape is wrong. Pope St. John Paul II wrote: 
 
    The texts of Sacred Scripture never address the question of deliberate abortion and so do not directly 
and specifically condemn it. But they show such great respect for the human being in the mother’s 
womb that they require as a logical consequence that God’s commandment “You shall not kill” be 
extended to the unborn child as well (Evangellium Vitae, 61). 
 
 
How the Pro-Life Movement Made Me Catholic 
By Eric Sammons 
 
I entered college as a fresh-faced, enthusiastic evangelical Protestant. I was eager to change the world 
for Christ. At my large public university, many campus groups offered ways to fulfill those plans. My 
freshmen year I tried a number of them, such as Campus Crusade for Christ and Navigators, two 
evangelical “para-church” organizations. Neither, however, scratched my itch to make an impact on the 
world. 
 
Then, near the end of my freshman year, my sister invited me to attend a meeting of the campus pro-
life group. This simple invitation would lead to a series of events that would radically change my world. 
 
I wasn’t a member for long before I became deeply committed. Although the pro-life group boasted a 
large membership roll, the number of truly active members was much smaller—less than a dozen. I soon 
discovered that I was the only Protestant among the ranks of the “active” members; the others were 
practicing Catholics. This inner circle welcomed me without reservation—no one questioned my pro-life 
convictions. 
 
However, there was a natural distance between the Catholic members and me. When we went to the 
abortion clinic to pray, I stood off to the side fingering my pocket Bible while the others prayed a rosary. 
When everyone else attended Mass on Sunday, I was trekking down to the local evangelical church for 
some praise and worship. 
 
Together in the trenches of pro-life activism (this was the early ’90s, at the height of the Operation 
Rescue movement), it was natural that we all became close friends. Even though we loved to strategize 
about the most effective ways to combat abortion, we also just hung out and debated every topic under 



the sun, from Buckeyes versus Hoosiers to which economic system was best. Unsurprisingly, since we 
were all serious about our faith, the discussion often turned to the differences between Protestants and 
Catholics. Many nights were spent arguing issues such as purgatory, the role of Mary, and 
transubstantiation, to name a few frequent topics. 
 
As intense as the debates could get, one thing I never doubted: my Catholic friends were Christian, and 
darn good Christians at that. I, fortunately, had never fallen into the trap of believing that Catholics were 
not Christian or were under the sway of the Whore of Babylon or any such nonsense. I went into college 
thinking Catholics were odd and esoteric in their beliefs but still Christian nonetheless. 
 
My experience with my pro-life Catholic friends only fortified that belief. I saw how much they loved 
Jesus and wanted to serve him, and, to me, an evangelical Protestant, that was the most important 
thing. So, even though our debates could get heated at times (I remember a particular debate that 
degenerated into a yelling match in the late hours of the night), I always knew that our differences 
didn’t negate our shared love for the Lord. 
 
As I became more involved in pro-life work, I also became more uncomfortable with my own Protestant 
denomination, the United Methodist church. At this time, the official position of this denomination was 
pro-abortion: it supported abortion as a moral choice in many instances. This scandalized me, and I 
decided to leave the denomination of my birth. This sent me on a search for another Protestant 
denomination. 
 
But then I discovered the ever-changing nature of various denominations’ teachings. For example, I was 
impressed with the Southern Baptists—they unapologetically proclaimed Jesus and were unabashedly 
pro-life. But I learned that in the initial years after Roe v. Wade, they were pro-abortion, changing their 
position only in the 1980s. So, I wondered, “What’s to prevent them from changing their position again 
in the future?” In fact, what’s to stop any denomination from changing its position on any fundamental 
Christian teaching in the future? This led me to an almost existential crisis. 
 
While I wrestled with this problem, I approached one of my pro-life Catholic friends and asked him, 
“How do you know that the Catholic Church won’t change its position on abortion in the future?” He 
looked at me as if I had just asked him about an alien invasion from the planet Vulcan. The question was 
simply inconceivable to him, almost like a four-sided triangle. He then simply answered, fully confident, 
“It just won’t.” 
 
Although his answer likely won’t go down in the annals of history’s great apologetic moments, it had a 
profound impact on me. I realized then that the way the Catholic Church operates is far different from 
how a Protestant denomination operates. It doesn’t rely on men and women voting to determine truth; 
it instead hands on what it has been given since the time of the apostles. The first-century Catholic 
document The Didache condemns abortion as immoral, giving evidence that the Church has always—
and will always—oppose the killing of innocent children in the womb. That teaching will never change, 
and one can count on it as much as one can count on the sun rising in the east. 
 
Many more factors led me to become Catholic (you can see my appearance on The Journey Home for 
more of those factors), but this was a major moment in the timeline of my conversion. In the Catholic 
Church, I saw a rock that could be counted on in times of trouble. Instead of worrying about what my 
denomination might teach tomorrow, I knew the Church would stay steady in the midst of the storm. 
 



The abortion holocaust is a tragedy whose magnitude is hard to comprehend. Yet even during such a 
horror, God still works to bring out good. I am eternally grateful for being led into the pro-life 
movement, and especially for my college friends who were led into it and who then helped lead me into 
the Catholic Church. 
 
 
How to Prove Life Begins at Conception 
By Trent Horn 
 
I remember during my first years as a pro-life advocate arguing with a college student over the question 
of when life begins. As a crowd swelled around us, he said, “Look, no one knows when life begins. It’s a 
religious question that can’t be answered!” 
 
I was determined to prove that life began at conception, but, without any data at my fingertips, I blurted 
out, “Everyone knows life begins at conception. I’ve read twelve embryology textbooks that say so.” 
 
As people began to disperse, an older pro-life man came up to me and smiled. “Twelve books,” he said. 
“That was quite a line.” 
 
He had me. At that time, I had read excerpts of maybe one or two books, so perhaps I combined the 
numbers 1 and 2 and came up with 12. More to the point, I had become flustered in the face of the 
skeptic who denied that anyone can know when life begins. 
 
He probably took a cue from Roe v. Wade, the U.S. Supreme Court case that decriminalized abortion, 
which said: 
 
    We need not resolve the difficult question of when life begins. When those trained in the respective 
disciplines 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 position to speculate as to the answer. 
 
Why is there disagreement over this question? The problem is, the question of when human life begins 
is actually two distinct questions. It can be a scientific question about the beginning of a human 
organism, or it can be a philosophical question about when a human organism acquires intrinsic value, a 
right to life, or becomes a “person.” In this essay I’ll focus on the scientific question and show that there 
is no doubt that unborn children are young, biological human beings. 
Making our case 
 
How can pro-life advocates prove the unborn are biological human beings? It may be tempting to use in 
utero images, or ultrasounds, of children as our sole evidence of their humanity. While this tactic is 
useful in some cases, it has the potential to reinforce the idea that our human value comes from what 
we look like instead of what we are. It’s not a good way to demonstrate the humanity of a four-week-old 
child who resembles a tadpole. 
 
Pro-life advocates should also avoid making simplistic claims such as “Abortion kills a life” or even 
“Human life begins at conception.” This leaves them open to a rebuttal such as this one from atheist Carl 
Sagan: 
 



    Despite many claims to the contrary, life does not begin at conception: It is an unbroken chain that 
stretches back nearly to the origin of the Earth, 4.6 billion years ago. Nor does human life begin at 
conception: It is an unbroken chain dating back to the origin of our species, hundreds of thousands of 
years ago (Billions & Billions, 201). 
 
While it is true that living cells or human cells have a long history, the same is not true for individual 
human beings. Sagan’s criticism is overcome if we drop the assertion “Life begins at conception” and say 
instead, “A human organism begins to exist at conception” or “The life of an individual human being 
begins at conception.” 
 
The difference may seem like purely semantical, but it is important to use this vocabulary with pro-
choice advocates who may think an embryo is alive in the same sense that sperm and egg are alive. This 
mistaken set of assumptions may cause the pro-choice advocate to think that an embryo’s life never 
really began at conception. He might instead think that at conception life in the form of sperm and egg 
was rearranged and became life in the form of an embryo. This new “rearrangement” would then have 
the same value as an egg or sperm until it becomes a human being later in pregnancy. 
 
When it comes to defending the claim that an individual human being begins to exist at conception, I 
don’t recommend generic appeals to authority such as “Science says life begins at conception” or “All 
scientists agree life begins at conception.” The members of your audience may simply not believe you, 
or they may think the authorities you are citing are wrong. Instead, I recommend using a simple 
argument that shows that at conception two body parts (sperm and egg) recombine and form a new 
living, whole, human organism who is growing and developing into adulthood. 
 
My favorite argument for the humanity of the unborn is based on Steve Wagner’s “10-second pro-life 
apologist” (Common Ground Without Compromise, 69). Steve was once flustered that he could not 
defend his pro-life beliefs in an impromptu conversation, so he crafted a 10-second sound bite that goes 
like this: 
 

• If it’s growing, isn’t it alive? 
• If it has human parents, isn’t it human? 
• And human beings like you and me are valuable, aren’t we? 

 
Sometimes Steve’s sound bite will do the trick, and the person to whom you are talking will accept that 
the unborn are biological human beings. Other times you may have to use more evidence to prove that 
the unborn are (1) alive, (2) human, and (3) whole organisms. 
Are the unborn alive? 
 
Clearly, the unborn are alive, because they are receiving nutrients from their mother that cause them to 
grow via cellular reproduction. I’ve heard some argue that the unborn are not alive because they can’t 
survive without their mothers or because they can’t survive outside of her body. The problem with these 
objections is that they prove only that the unborn are alive in a certain place, not that they aren’t alive. 
 
The critic even concedes this when she says that unborn children can’t live on their own or that they 
can’t live outside the womb. This is just a roundabout way of saying that unborn children live with the 
assistance of their mothers (just as a newborns can live only with assistance from their mothers or 
another human). If the fetus is growing, has a heart that is pumping blood through a circulatory system, 
and is sending electrical signals through a nervous system, how could it not be alive? 



 
Another simple way to show that the unborn are alive is to ask the question, “What does abortion do to 
the fetus?” Most people will say that abortion kills the fetus, while some stubborn pro-choicers will say 
abortion removes the fetus from the womb. You can ask these stubborn people what happens to the 
fetus after it is removed. The critic must admit that the end result of these actions is the death of the 
fetus. But in order for something to die, wouldn’t it have to be alive at some point? 
 
Of course—but so what if the fetus is alive? Bacteria and oak trees are alive, and we kill them all the 
time. To answer this objection, we must show that the unborn are not just alive but that they are a 
special kind of living thing. 
Are the unborn human? 
 
Remember that when some people say the unborn are not human, they are usually using the word 
human in a philosophical sense to mean a valuable human being or a person. Remind them that you 
want to answer the question, “Are the unborn members of our species?” Only after that question is 
answered can we debate the philosophical question, “Is every member of our species a person with a 
right to life?” 
 
When it comes to demonstrating that the unborn are biologically human, or members of our species, 
there are two kinds of evidence the pro-life advocate can use. First, we can ask what kind of animal the 
parents of the fetus in question are. If the parents are dogs, then the fetus will be a dog. If the parents 
are cats, then the fetus will be a cat. If the parents are human, then the fetus will be a human. Second, 
we (or science) can examine genetic code, or DNA. If the fetus possesses a human genetic code, with 
approximately forty-six chromosomes, then he is a human being. 
 
Some critics will make this bizarre objection: “It’s not human. It’s a fetus.” When a pro-choice student 
tried to make this argument in front of a crowd of cheering protesters, I asked in reply, “What is a fetus? 
Could you define what that word means, or what it refers to?” The protester became uncomfortable 
and said, “Well, if you’re so smart, why don’t you tell me what the word fetus means?” 
 
“I’d be happy to,” I said. “Fetus is a Latin word that means ‘little one.’ According to most medical 
dictionaries, among humans, fetus refers to a human being from the eighth week of life until birth. An 
embryo is a human being from conception until the seventh week of life. The words embryo and fetus 
are like toddler and teenager—they are stages of development in the life of a human being. So isn’t a 
fetus by definition human?” 
 
At this point some critics say, “If sperm and egg are alive and human, and fetuses and embryos are also 
alive and human, then aren’t sperm and egg human beings in the same sense that fetuses and embryos 
are human beings? Isn’t it an act of homicide to kill sperm or egg cells?” 
 
Sperm, egg, fetus, and toddler are all human in the adjectival sense of the word, since they possess 
human DNA. Unlike sperms and eggs, however, fetuses and toddlers are also human in the nounal sense 
of the word. A fetus is a human and a toddler is a human, while an individual sperm cell or egg cell is not 
a human. This is similar to how we might say apple pie and the U.S. president are both American, but 
the president is an American, and the apple pie is not. Since sperm cells and egg cells are not individual 
humans, the act of destroying these cells is not an act of homicide. 
 



This helps answer another common objection: “A blueprint is not a house, and an embryo with human 
DNA is not a human being.” The problem with this argument is that pro-life advocates don’t say a mere 
strand of human DNA is a human being (or “a blueprint is a house”). We are saying that an embryo with 
human DNA is a human being because it is a human organism. A human embryo is more like a complex 
computer with instructions (i.e., DNA) that allow it to acquire new parts and build itself, and not like a 
simple blueprint. 
 
Put simply, a human embryo is a human organism and not a mere clump of human tissue like sperm 
cells or cancer cells. A human being in the embryonic stage of life differs from you and every other born 
human being only in terms of size, level of development, location, and degree of dependency. Just as we 
don’t discriminate against born human organisms (aka human beings) that differ in these ways, we 
should not discriminate against unborn human organisms just because they also differ in these ways. 
Are the unborn organisms? 
 
What do we mean when we say the unborn is an organism? According to the Oxford English Dictionary, 
an organism is a collection of biological parts, or organs, that function together to sustain the existence 
of a whole being that possesses the qualities of life. I use the following simple test to show something is 
an organism and not just a clump of cells: 
 
“If I can give this living thing time, nutrition, and a proper environment, and it is able to develop toward 
becoming a mature member of its species, then it is an organism and not a mere body part.” 
 
Body cells such as skin, sperm, and egg—even given time, nutrition, and any environment— can never 
develop into an adult human, so they fail the organism test. You and I, however, are organisms, because 
if we are given time, food, and the proper environment (i.e., not on the moon or at the bottom of the 
ocean), we will continue to develop into mature members of the human species. 
 
Likewise, an unborn child, when given time, nutrition, and a proper environment (i.e., not outside the 
uterus) will develop into a mature human being if he does not die prematurely. Embryologist E.L. Potter 
points out, “Every time a sperm cell and ovum unite, a new being is created which is alive and will 
continue to live unless its death is brought about by some specific condition” (Pathology of the Fetus 
and the Infant, 3rd ed., vii). 
 
From the moment they begin to exist at conception, the unborn differ in kind from human tissue or 
body parts like sperm, egg, or skin cells. Unborn humans are also not like cancerous tumors that can 
grow and even sprout body parts such as hair or teeth but lack the potential to develop into an adult 
human. The fact that some embryos and even other born children die before they become adult 
humans does not negate the fact that they are human beings, because they have the intrinsic capacity 
to develop into a mature member of the species—even if their development is tragically cut short. 
 
Pro-choice bioethicist Peter Singer agrees. “[T]here is no doubt that from the first moments of its 
existence an embryo conceived from human sperm and eggs is a human being,” he writes, “and the 
same is true of the most profoundly and irreparably intellectually disabled human being, even of an 
anencephalic infant—that is, an infant that, as a result of a defect in the formation of the neural tube, 
has no brain” (Practical Ethics, 3rd ed., 73). 
Just a parasite? 
 



At this point some critics argue that an organism has to exist independently of other organisms. Because 
an unborn child requires his mother’s body to live, these critics maintain he isn’t independent and so is 
not an organism. Some people will go so far as to say that the child’s dependence makes him a parasite, 
and that is why abortion is not wrong. 
 
The description of the unborn as a parasite is inaccurate, as is demonstrated in Thomas L. Johnson’s 
excellent essay “Why the Embryo or Fetus Is Not a Parasite” (available online atl4l.org/library/ 
notparas.html). But even if this claim were accurate, it would not help the critic’s case, since parasites 
are a kind of organism. To say an organism exists independently of another organism simply means it 
can’t be a literal part of another being, such as an arm or a leg. It has to be able to develop itself apart 
from any other organism’s DNA. This doesn’t mean, however, that the organism survives without 
interacting with or depending on any other organism in order to survive. There are hardly any organisms 
like that. 
 
We normally do have the right to kill parasites, but that is true only because parasites usually belong to 
species that have no right to live. Since the unborn are human organisms, and thus human beings, 
calling them “parasites” because of how dependent they are is as offensive as calling mentally 
handicapped persons “retards” because of how less developed they are. 
 
A student of history will also remember that, during the Holocaust, the Nazis called Jews parasites and 
used it as a rationale for exterminating them. Does the critic really want to invoke this same kind of 
rhetoric against another group of human beings? 
Call in the experts 
 
Once you have defended the claim that from conception the unborn are biological human beings by 
using the 10-second pro-life apologist, it is more than appropriate to augment that argument with 
appeals to relevant authorities. For example, in Planned Parenthood v. Rounds (2008), the Eighth Circuit 
Court of Appeals found that requiring abortionists to say that the fetus is a “living, separate, whole 
human being” does not force an abortionist to espouse an unconstitutional religious viewpoint. The 
Court ruled that this statement was a biological fact that even physicians affiliated with Planned 
Parenthood accept. 
 
Distinguished scientists and philosophers back up the Court’s opinion. The standard medical text Human 
Embryology and Teratology states, “Although human life is a continuous process, fertilization is a critical 
landmark because, under ordinary circumstances, a new, genetically distinct human organism is formed” 
(8). 
 
Leading pro-choice philosophers agree that human fetuses are human beings. David Boonin, author of A 
Defense of Abortion, writes, “Perhaps the most straightforward relation between you and me on the 
one hand and every human fetus on the other is this: All are living members of the same species, homo 
sapiens. A human fetus after all is simply a human being at a very early stage in his or her development” 
(20). 
 
After reviewing several medical and embryology textbooks, I have yet to find a single one that denies 
that a human embryo or fetus is a human organism. Since, by definition, a human fetus is a stage of 
development for a human organism, I doubt I ever will find such a claim in a serious textbook. 
Case closed 
 



When someone tells you, “No one knows when life begins,” ask him, “How do you know that’s true?” 
Remind him that you are talking about the beginning of a biological human being’s existence, not when 
humans acquire personhood or the right to life. Disagreement among laymen does not negate the fact 
that experts, including those who support legal abortion, agree that the life of an individual human 
organism, or a human being, begins at conception. Once you’ve established this indisputable fact, you 
can move the pro-life argument forward by asking, “Shouldn’t all members of our species, or all 
biological human beings, have the same basic rights, including the right to life?” 
 
 
How to Explain Abortion to Little Kids 
By Leila Miller 
 
After her children had gone to sleep one night, pro-life author Jean Garton was finishing work on a 
presentation on abortion that included a picture of a baby aborted at ten weeks. She narrates what 
happened next: 
 
    Suddenly I heard, rather than saw, another person near me. At the sound of a sharp intake of breath, I 
turned to find that my youngest son, then a sleepy, rumpled three-year-old, had unexpectedly and 
silently entered the room. His small voice was filled with great sadness as he asked, “Who broke the 
baby?” 
 
Explaining abortion to a young child is an awful, horrifying thing to do. In our home, this explanation is 
necessary because of our involvement with crisis pregnancy centers and diocesan pro-life activities. Our 
kids start to hear the word abortion at a fairly young age, and so at a certain point I must tell them, 
gently, the meaning of the word. 
 
It’s dreadfully surreal when a mother first exposes the concept of abortion to her child. I usually take a 
deep breath and say, “Sometimes mommies or daddies don’t want their babies, and they pay a doctor to 
take the baby out too soon.” Obviously, this is simplistic and not the full range of scenarios, but it leads 
to the next question: “But what happens to the baby?” Your honest answer: “It’s very sad, honey, but 
the baby dies.” 
 
So far, each of my children has had the same reaction: disbelief, confusion, denial, and alarm. “How 
could anyone do that?” they ask, recoiling. “Who forces a mommy to do that?” “Why would a doctor do 
that to a little baby?” 
 
Children are naturally pro-life, and they really get the horror of it. 
 
You don’t have to paint a picture or get graphic. The idea of someone deliberately killing a baby in his 
mother’s womb is so foreign to small children as to be absurd, nonsensical, insane. Their little minds 
sense the disorder and evil immediately, and they reject it. 
 
After our little ones experience that initial shock, we must be sure to remind them about God’s mercy 
and about our duty love both the babies and their mothers. You might say something like this: 
 
    I know! It’s so sad that someone would do this. Some mommies think they can’t take care of the baby 
and others don’t even think it is a baby, because people have lied to them about that. But lots of 
mommies feel terrible later, because deep down they know that what they did was wrong. But God loves 



us and he always wants to help us, even if we do something really bad. So let’s pray for the mommies, 
daddies, and doctors who do this, because God and those little babies want to see all of them in heaven 
one day. 
 
Sometimes children learn of the value of human life when their mother has a miscarriage. When I 
miscarried our seventh child, our children were heartbroken. They had anticipated and already loved 
this little one as their sibling! We allowed them to mourn, to write poems, and to draw pictures for the 
child we lost. We have those memorials to this day, tucked away. None of them, even those in 
adulthood now, have forgotten that sibling. They hope in an eternal meeting one day. What a beautiful 
lesson for children about the inherent worth of each and every human life! 
 
When we explain abortion to children, it can feel like we’re taking away their innocence. After all, once 
they understand that our nation not only allows but celebrates the murder of children nestled in their 
mothers’ wombs, just as they or their siblings had been nestled so recently, how could they not be 
affected to their core? But it’s important to balance the darkness of abortion with the light of God’s 
truth. Here are three concepts that refute the pro-abortion mindset (and many other evils), which you 
can and should instill in even your smallest children: 
 

• The Beauty of Human Life: This is the easiest (and most fun) way to teach your children to be 
pro-life. There are lots of great videos on the internet that show human development in the 
womb through 4D ultrasound, computer graphics, and even high definition videos shot from 
inside the uterus with a tiny camera. Another fun thing is to borrow a fetal model display from 
a pro-life organization and let your children hold and love these tiny model babies. And here is 
a “guessing game” that will delight your children and stick with them forever: pull out the 
children’s Bible and have them tell you how many people were at the Visitation (Luke 1:39-
44). They may guess two at first, but then they will see that there were four: Mary, Elizabeth, 
Jesus, and John! 

 
• The Equal Dignity of Human Beings: I remember reading a pro-life author who described what 

happened when his seven-year-old saw a double amputee. She whispered to her father that 
the man had no legs, but then she said to him, drawing on the lessons he taught her, “But he 
is still just as valuable as everyone else!” Teach your children early that our dignity and value 
as human beings is the same no matter how smart, strong, or old we are—or aren’t. And of 
course, as they say in that children’s classic, Horton Hears a Who: “A person’s a person, no 
matter how small.” 

 
• Good Ends Don’t Justify Evil Means: The most basic principle of the natural law and Christian 

morality is, “Do good, avoid evil.” Unfortunately, some people think that it’s okay to do “what 
is necessary” to achieve a good end, even if the means of getting there are evil. 

 
Always remind your children that, if they have a problem, they must never do something wrong—even a 
little wrong—in order to solve it. For example, a kid can’t cheat “just a little” on a test, in order to get a 
good grade and make Dad proud, just as Dad can’t secretly skip out on his work behind his boss’s back 
to spend time with his family. 
 
Finally, explain to your children that many people have changed their hearts on the issue of abortion, 
including women and men who have procured them and even abortionists themselves! Some of them 
even fight against abortion similar to the way that St. Paul, who used to murder Christians, went on to 



become one of the greatest Christians of all time. Let them know that even though the world can be an 
unfair and even scary place, God is bigger than the world because he created it. Jesus said, “In the world 
you will have trouble; but don’t be afraid, I have overcome the world!” (John 16:33). 
 
 
Straight Talk About Abortion 
By Jimmy Akin 
 
Every year it kills more people than heart disease, stroke, lung disease, cancer, diabetes, AIDS, accidents, 
murder, and war—put together. 
 
It kills almost as many people as all other causes combined. 
 
It is the single largest preventable cause of death. 
 
It is abortion. 
 
Every year around 44 million children die before birth due to induced abortion. By comparison, only 57 
million people die after birth from all causes of death annually. Abortion is by far the biggest killer today. 
 
Yet few realize the gravity of the situation. Many have been deceived into thinking that abortion doesn’t 
really kill children, and others—who do recognize the humanity of the unborn—simply do not 
understand the urgency of the problem. 
 
That is why it is time for straight talk about abortion. 
 
Facts About Unborn Children 
 
A new human being comes into existence at the moment of conception, when the father’s sperm and 
the mother’s egg unite. From this very first moment, the child has a complete genetic code—different 
from anyone else’s. If nature is allowed to take its course, he will swiftly grow and develop and, in nine 
months’ time, be born. 
 
Along the way there are several milestones. Around a week after conception, the child “implants,” or 
attaches to the mother’s womb to receive nutrients from her body. 
 
Around three weeks after conception the child has a heart that is pumping his own blood (frequently a 
different type than the mother’s). 
 
By the fifth week the child is developing eyes, hands, and legs. The next week his brainwaves are strong 
enough to be detected by current medical devices. 
 
In the seventh week he has both fingers and toes and is kicking and swimming in the womb. By the 
eighth week the baby has every organ of the body and is forming his own, unique set of fingerprints. 
 
By the ninth and tenth week, teeth and fingernails are growing, and the baby can turn his head and 
frown. He also hiccups, sucks his thumb, and reacts to loud noises. A week later he begins grasping 
objects placed in his hand and can smile. 



 
By week twelve, his nervous system is developed enough to feel pain. 
 
Additional growth and development occurs during the remainder of pregnancy. For example, by week 
seventeen the baby experiences REM (rapid eye movement) sleep—a sign that he is dreaming. 
 
Milestones such as these—as well as images taken from within the womb—illustrate the humanity of 
the unborn child in a profound way. Thanks to modern technology, today we have a clear understanding 
of the stages we all passed through when we ourselves were in the womb. 
 
Undeniable Logic 
 
The logic of the pro-life position is straightforward and undeniable: 
 
1)      Deliberately killing an innocent human being is always wrong. 
 
2)      Abortion deliberately kills an innocent human being. 
 
3)      Therefore, abortion is always wrong. 
 
The argument is so simple that even a child can understand it. If the two premises are true then the 
conclusion that follows from them is also true. 
 
 
Why Catholics Can’t Be Pro-Choice 
By Trent Horn 
 
During the Montgomery Bus Boycott of the mid 1950s, a reporter asked civil rights activist Thurgood 
Marshall, “Do you think all Negroes should boycott the buses?” Marshall replied, “Oh, by no means. I 
think all freedom-loving Americans should boycott the buses.” 
 
Marshall was able to highlight the fact that opposition to racial segregation was not merely a “black 
issue,” it was an issue that all just and reasonable people should support, regardless of their race. In a 
similar vein, when someone asks me if I think all Catholics should oppose legal abortion, I reply, “Oh, by 
no means. I think all reasonable people should oppose legal abortion.” 
 
Unfortunately, there are many people who call themselves Catholic and yet believe, for one reason or 
another, they can be “pro-choice,” or support legal abortion, without compromising their Catholic Faith. 
When I say someone is “pro-choice,” I don’t mean only that he has voted for a political candidate who 
happens to support keeping abortion legal. I mean that person is committed to the idea that legal 
abortion is necessary and that he votes for laws and politicians with the intention of keeping abortion 
legal. 
 
I contend that Catholics cannot support legal abortion for two reasons. First, Catholics are reasonable 
people, and the most reasonable position on abortion is to outlaw it. Second, Catholics are guided by 
faith, and our faith clearly teaches that abortion is a serious evil that must be stopped. 
Evidence from reason 
 



While the many reasons that motivate women to choose abortion—such as poverty or lack of familial 
support—are important to address at a social level, morally, the issue of abortion comes down to one 
question: “What are the unborn?” If the unborn are not human beings, then abortion is harmless 
surgery. But if the unborn are growing, they must be alive. 
 
The standard medical text Human Embryology and Teratology states, “Although human life is a 
continuous process, fertilization [also called conception] is a critical landmark because, under ordinary 
circumstances, a new, genetically distinct human organism is thereby formed” (p. 8). 
 
If the unborn are human beings who have the same intrinsic value you and I possess, then abortion 
cannot be tolerated. It is true that an unborn child is smaller, less developed, and more dependent on 
another (his mother) than we, but a newborn infant also differs from us in these ways. None of these 
differences justify killing either newborn infants or unborn children. (For a more in-depth treatment of 
this argument, see “Forty Years Is Long Enough,” available online in the January/February 2013 issue of 
Catholic Answers Magazine). 
Evidence from revelation 
 
Along with reason, revelation tells us that abortion is wrong. While the Bible does not explicitly mention 
abortion, it does describe how human life exists in the womb (Genesis 25:21, Luke 1:41) and that it is 
wrong to kill an innocent human (Exodus 23:7, Proverbs 6:16-17). A first-century document called the 
Didache states, “You shall not procure abortion, nor destroy a newborn child” (2:1-2). By A.D. 314, the 
ecclesial Council of Ancyra thought it was being “lenient” in reducing a woman’s penance for procuring 
an abortion to ten years of fasting (canon 21). 
 
Some pro-choice advocates claim that the Church’s teaching on abortion has changed because some 
theologians, such as Augustine, speculated that human beings might receive their souls several months 
after conception. In the first place, those Church Fathers who believed ensoulment occurred after 
conception never endorsed the view that abortion was moral. Second, they operated under the 
mistaken view of human development espoused by the philosopher Aristotle. He thought that unborn 
children progressed through vegetable and animal stages of life before their bodies were “animated” 
with a rational soul and they became human beings later in pregnancy. 
 
Other early Church writers like Tertullian made it clear that it does not matter “whether you take away a 
life that is born, or destroy one that is coming to birth. That is a man which is going to be one; you have 
the fruit already in its seed” (Apology 9:8 [A.D. 197]). Tertullian himself believed “the soul also begins 
from conception; life taking its commencement at the same moment and place that the soul does” (The 
Soul, 27). 
 
Early Christians agreed that it was a grave evil to kill the developing human life in the womb, regardless 
of whether or not God had “formed” it with a soul. This is powerfully articulated by St. Basil the Great, 
who said in the fourth century, “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.” (First Canonical Letter. 
canon II, [A.D. 374]). 
 
Today we know that a biological human organism is not “formed” like a clay model but possesses a 
human genetic code. This makes an unborn child a developing human being whose life begins at 
conception and therefore deserves respect and protection under the law. 
 



The Catechism of the Catholic Church states, “Since the first century the Church has affirmed the moral 
evil of every procured abortion. This teaching has not changed and remains unchangeable. Direct 
abortion, that is to say, abortion willed either as an end or a means, is gravely contrary to the moral law” 
(CCC 2271). 
 
“I can’t impose my faith” 
 
When he ran for president in 2004, Massachusetts senator John Kerry said, “I can’t take my Catholic 
belief, my article of faith, and legislate it on a Protestant or a Jew or an atheist” (Telegraph Herald, July 
2004). The standard line for pro-choice Catholics is that abortion is wrong for them because the Church 
forbids it, but they cannot in good conscience impose their faith upon unwilling non-Catholics by making 
abortion illegal. By this reasoning, a Catholic can be pro-choice and allow other people to choose 
abortion while he remains personally opposed to the practice. 
 
Now, it is true that the state cannot, in the words of the Second Vatican Council’s document Dignitatis 
Humanae, “impose upon its people, by force or fear or other means, the profession or repudiation of 
any religion,” but this is irrelevant to the issue of legal abortion. 
 
For example, a Catholic politician could not force his constituents to accept his views on racial equality 
that spring from his faith, but he could use the law to stop some of them from committing racist acts of 
violence such as lynchings. That is because his faith also coincides with the common-sense view that 
human beings have a right to life regardless of their race, age, or level of development. 
 
In fact, the Catholic Faith demands that politicians be not merely “pro-choice” about lynchings and work 
to stop their “underlying causes,” it demands they protect the innocent victims of lynching as well as 
victims of other acts of violence by making such acts illegal. Pope John Paul II said, “[A] law which 
violates an innocent person’s natural right to life is unjust and, as such, is not valid as a law. For this 
reason I urgently appeal once more to all political leaders not to pass laws which, by disregarding the 
dignity of the person, undermine the very fabric of society” (Evangelium Vitae 90). 
 
The mere fact that a law—whether it is a ban on lynching or a ban on abortion—happens to align with a 
widely held religious belief does not mean that such a law is unconstitutional. According to pro-choice 
Harvard law professor Laurence Tribe, “The participation of religious groups in political dialogue has 
never been constitutional anathema in the United States. . . . [T]he theological source of beliefs about 
the point at which human life begins should not cast a constitutional shadow across whatever laws a 
state might adopt to restrict abortions that occur beyond that point” (Abortion: The Clash of Absolutes, 
116). 
 
As long as non religious evidence can be provided from the science of biology to show that the unborn 
are human organisms, there is no political problem in advancing laws to protect those humans from 
being unjustly killed. 
I must respect differing views 
 
Some people claim that everyone should be free to answer for themselves the question of when life 
begins and that it should not be legislated. While this approach sounds both fair and practical, in reality 
it is neither. Upholding the right for individuals to define when life begins would lead to morally heinous 
consequences. Should the state allow some indigenous tribes or secular philosophy professors who 
believe that newborn infants are not persons to practice infanticide in accordance with their beliefs? In 



Reynolds v. The United States (1879) the Supreme Court held that religious freedom was not absolute if 
it undermined the common good. Chief Justice Morrison Waite wrote in the Court’s unanimous opinion: 
 
    Can a man excuse his practices to the contrary because of his religious belief? To permit this would be 
to make the professed doctrines of religious belief superior to the law of the land, and, in effect, to 
permit every citizen to become a law unto himself. Under such circumstances, government could exist 
only in name. 
 
The Supreme Court also ruled in Prince v. Massachusetts (1944) that a child’s right to life and good 
health supersedes his parents’ right to practice their religion. The Court said, “The right to practice 
religion freely does not include liberty to expose the community or the child to communicable disease or 
the latter to ill health or death.” Pro-life advocates simply believe that the principle of protecting born 
children from the dangerous religious beliefs of their parents should also be applied to their unborn 
brothers and sisters in order to protect them from the dangerous belief of some of their parents that 
they are not a person until birth. 
 
Finally, the state is clearly not neutral to the question of when life begins, having accepted “birth” as the 
correct answer (which is why infanticide is illegal). Pro-life advocates simply maintain that the state 
should endorse an answer to the question of when life begins that is backed by science and common 
sense and not one that is backed by convenience or a desire to keep abortion legal. 
The Church has not defined ensoulment 
 
Catholics for Choice is an organization started in 1973 by former nun Frances Kissling that is, according 
to its website, “the most effective counterpoint to the vocal, well-financed and powerful Roman Catholic 
hierarchy.” CFC has long engaged in dissident activities that publicize the contempt its supporters have 
for the magisterium. These activities include crowning the group’s female president “Pope” at New 
York’s St. Patrick’s Cathedral as well as unsuccessfully trying to have Vatican City (which is the smallest 
country in the world) stripped of its position as a permanent observer at the United Nations. 
 
CFC uses a variety of arguments to advance the idea that one can be a faithful Catholic and support legal 
abortion. For example, it claims that in the 1974 Declaration on Procured Abortion, the Vatican 
“acknowledged that it does not know when the fetus becomes a person.” It highlighted this quote from 
the document: “There is not a unanimous tradition on this point [the exact moment of ensoulment] and 
authors are as yet in disagreement” (The Truth About Catholics and Abortion, Catholics for Choice, 
2011), 
 
This quote comes from a footnote in a section of the declaration that both affirms the humanity of the 
unborn child from conception and condemns any discrimination against human beings, regardless of 
their level of development. The document says that the humanity of the unborn child from conception 
has been “confirmed by modern genetic science,” and this fact is true apart from any discussion about 
when a human embryo receives an immortal soul. 
 
It is true that there is disagreement among Christian theologians on exactly which moment during the 
process of conception an embryo receives a soul. But there is also no way to prove empirically that a 
newborn infant, or anyone for that matter, has an immortal soul, and so this argument from agnosticism 
proves too much and would justify killing humans at any stage of life. 
 



The footnote goes on to say that a human life is still present in the womb, and this fact justifies 
prohibiting abortion. It also says that if we are unsure about the status of an embryo, then we should 
not risk killing a person whose existence in the womb is at least “probable” (just as we would not shoot 
a figure in the woods that was “probably” a hunter and not a deer). 
A person must follow his conscience 
 
Catholics for Choice promotes the idea that an individual’s conscience is the sole and final authority in 
moral issues. It writes, “[T]he teaching on the primacy of conscience means that every individual must 
follow his or her own conscience—and respect the rights of others to do the same.” But the idea of a 
supreme and infallible individual conscience is illogical. For example, my conscience informs me that 
abortion is tantamount to murder, and it should be made illegal. Should I follow my conscience and 
work to outlaw abortion? If CFC says I should not do that because that interferes with other people’s 
consciences, then CFC is wrong about conscience being the sole or final arbiter of truth. 
 
Rather than being the final authority, conscience is like a compass that guides people in unfamiliar 
situations towards the true “moral” north. But just as a faulty compass will lead people astray, a faulty 
or ill-formed conscience will lead people into error. The Catechism states that while we “must always 
obey the certain judgment of [our] conscience,” it’s possible our conscience can make an “erroneous 
judgment” due to ignorance or even blindness caused by sin (CCC 1790-1791). 
It’s not an infallible teaching 
 
CFC also asserts that because the immorality of abortion has not been infallibly defined by the pope, it is 
a teaching that Catholics are not bound to follow. Like many of CFC’s arguments, this is a half-truth that 
cleverly camouflages a clear falsehood. It is true that no pope has infallibly declared abortion to be 
morally wrong, but Catholics are obligated to obey not just the special infallibility present in the pope’s 
ex cathedra declarations. They are also obligated to obey teachings that are infallibly taught by the 
ordinary magisterium of the Church, or those doctrines that the bishops and the pope uniformly and 
definitively teach about the Faith. 
 
In his encyclical The Gospel of Life, Pope John Paul II issues an authoritative statement that stops just 
short of ex cathedra infallibility but relies on the ordinary sense of the term in order to underscore the 
binding nature of his teaching: 
 
    Therefore, by the authority which Christ conferred upon Peter and his Successors, in communion with 
the Bishops—who on various occasions have condemned abortion and who in the aforementioned 
consultation, albeit dispersed throughout the world, have shown unanimous agreement concerning this 
doctrine—I declare that direct abortion, that is, abortion willed as an end or as a means, always 
constitutes a grave moral disorder, since it is the deliberate killing of an innocent human being. This 
doctrine is based upon the natural law and upon the written Word of God, is transmitted by the 
Church’s Tradition and taught by the ordinary and universal Magisterium (EV 62). 
 
It’s important to know that even if the pope were to infallibly declare abortion to be wrong, CFC would 
not accept this. In CFC’s magazine Conscience, Rosemary Radford Ruether says that if the Pope were to 
infallibly define the Church’s prohibition on contraception, it “would have the immediate effect of 
focusing Catholic dissent on the doctrine of infallibility itself. . . . A storm of dissent, and even ridicule, 
directed at infallibility itself would ensue from such a declaration” (“Catholics and Abortion: Authority 
vs. Dissent,” Conscience, March-April 1989.)  So rather than obey Church teaching, dissenters like CFC 
would simply reject whatever Church teaching they don’t agree with. 



The fetus is not a person 
 
A more sophisticated Catholic defense of abortion, which provides the academic muscle behind CFC’s 
sound bites, is found in a book by Daniel Dombrowski and Robert Deltete, A Brief, Liberal, Catholic 
Defense of Abortion. The authors claim it is the possession of a complex brain that can receive an 
immortal soul that makes something a person, as opposed to a mere animal, and fetuses lack this 
characteristic. 
 
But if Dombrowski and Deltete are right, then why should we believe that newborn infants have souls? 
After all, a newborn’s brain, like an early fetus’s brain, is not complex enough to engage in rational 
thought. In fact, the newborn’s brain is hardly more complex than a cow’s brain. If that is the case, then 
why not treat infants like cattle? 
 
Dombrowski and Deltete anticipate this objection and claim that infants do not have any biological traits 
that warrant granting them a right to life. However, they claim this fact should motivate us not toward 
the approval of infanticide but the “Franciscan protection of the lives of animals. [Born infants] are 
actually sentient and it is a fundamental moral axiom that no being that can experience pain or suffering 
ought to be forced to experience pain or suffering gratuitously” (73). 
 
This leads Dombrowski and Deltete to a dilemma, because with anesthesia we can kill newborns 
painlessly. If it is not wrong to euthanize animals like cats, then it would not be wrong to euthanize 
infants who have brains as complex as a cat’s. If it is wrong to euthanize infants, then veterinarians 
around the country should be rounded up and put on trial for euthanizing animals with brains that are 
similar to newborns. 
 
Since I doubt Dombrowski and Deltete would accept either alternative, it seems that their argument 
defending abortion without conceding infanticide fails. The only logical explanation for why adults and 
infants equally possess a right to life is that both belong to a rational kind, or the human species. Of 
course, all unborn children belong to the human species, and this would justify granting them the right 
to life and consequently prohibiting abortion. 
Our response 
 
So how should we respond to family and friends who claim that there is no contradiction in being 
Catholic and supporting legal abortion? First, agree with them that Catholics should not unnecessarily 
impose some requirement of our Faith onto other people, such as the requirement to attend Sunday 
Mass. But then ask them if it is okay to impose some aspects of our faith onto other people, such as the 
commandment “Thou shall not kill.” 
 
Now your conversation is focused on the question “Can we know abortion is wrong from reason alone, 
just like we know from reason alone that child abuse is wrong?” Show them the visual and scientific 
evidence that unborn children are simply small human beings and ask, “If abortion is like child abuse, 
then why not pass laws that prohibit abortion?” 
 
Finally, if you sense that a past abortion experience is motivating the person to support legal abortion, 
gently encourage the person to speak with a Catholic post-abortion counselor and to seek the 
sacrament of reconciliation. This person might be “pro-choice” in order to justify past actions and 
mitigate feelings of guilt. Let the person know that pro-life advocates believe all human beings have 
value and deserve to be treated with dignity. This includes not just unborn children but their mothers—



and fathers—as well. Offer this person hope and friendship because, in the words of Pope John Paul II, 
past experience with abortion and ability to repent and trust in God can make one “among the most 
eloquent defenders of everyone’s right to life.” 
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