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      IT SEEMS APPROPRIATE THAT WRITING the first draft of this book took nine months, but the ideas gestated for much longer before and after that stage. Family life shapes us in ways that we may not fully see. Everyday life of a homeschooling family is busy. Any writing on the walls in my life is of the literal variety and is not done by me. It feels more stressful—or at least requires more immediate busywork—than any writing that I might have been able to do if I didn’t have to clean up walls or floors. And then, someone is always hungry (even five minutes after a meal), laundry is always piled up (even if I was doing it all day. I don’t get this), and I do not get to read and write as much as I might like (but then, who does?). But what I am clumsily trying to say here is: I am grateful for this beautiful gift—the privilege of life with these people, my people!—and the ways this life forces me as a parent to have a heart for the suffering of others. It is no coincidence that a mother would write a book like this one, although one key takeaway of writing this book for me was seeing the treasuring of human life in the New Testament come most powerfully and emphatically through Jesus’ care for unmarried and widowed women. To love others, we must see them as they are, suffering included. And that’s hard. If we truly see them, it will bring us to tears of compassion too.
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      Erika Bachiochi and Agnes Howard’s comments on drafts of the first four chapters were wonderfully helpful in revising the portions of the story with which, as a classicist by training, I was the least familiar. Jennifer Banks’s in-depth comments on chapter five offered key insights that proved useful for revising other portions of the book as well. Eric Miller, writer and editor extraordinaire, provided helpful comments on chapter ten, drawing on his considerable expertise in the work of Wendell Berry.

      Agnes Howard’s monthly Zoom group of writers on motherhood discussed chapter five, an occasion that offered the collective expertise of several gifted writers and scholars to improve that particular chapter. I want to thank Agnes Howard, Bria Sanford, Jennifer Banks, and Jessica Hooten Wilson for that discussion.

      It was a joy to work on this project with the editorial team at IVP Academic. I am grateful for Jon Boyd’s excitement for this “one-of-a-kind” book, as he described it early on, and for Rachel Hastings’s wide-ranging expertise as scholar and editor. Jeff Bilbro served as a peer reviewer for the manuscript, providing thorough and helpful comments and suggestions for revisions. I also want to express my thanks to the second peer reviewer (who remains anonymous), the third reader, and the copyeditor who read the manuscript in its entirety and took the time to engage with it thoughtfully and constructively. Their comments greatly improved this final product.

      Some ideas that have made it into this book have appeared in various forms in the following publications: Anxious Bench, Christianity Today, Church Life Journal, Fairer Disputations, Front Porch Republic, and Plough. I am so thankful for all these venues for encouraging my work and for supporting human flourishing as part of their larger mission. But the greatest thanks are to my main intellectual home these days: Current and the Arena blog I have the privilege of stewarding on Current’s site. The chance to work on Current with John Fea, Jay Green, and Eric Miller continues to be a joy and a wonderful learning experience.

      Dixie Dillon Lane and Ivana Greco, fellow homeschool moms and writers on issues connected to motherhood, offered near daily jokes and crazy kid stories, pie inspo, and the sort of moral support that is so important for human flourishing in the daily slog—yet is, well, scientifically immeasurable.

      My husband, Dan, provided me with near-weekly Saturday “writing retreats” by taking the kids to the zoo, parks, playgrounds, and this really creepy Bible wax museum in the next town over. I will never understand my children’s obsession with this last one, but I am grateful for the time to write, although it may mean using all future book royalties for the kids’ therapy fund.

      Finally, no list of gratitude for the opportunity to write a book like this one can be complete without acknowledging the beauty of the body of Christ, of Christians who model the sacrificial love of Christ for all in their midst and in the community. We moved from our longtime home in Georgia to Ohio as I was finishing the first draft of this book. I am deeply grateful for both King’s Chapel Presbyterian Church, which had been my family’s home for seven years before the move, and for Christ Community Church, our new church home.
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IN JULY 2023, I walked away from academia and tenure after fifteen years as a professor. This decision in and of itself was not so unusual. It is the twenty-first century, and plenty of people change careers, after all—especially in this post-2020 age of the Great Resignation. What shocked both friends and strangers alike, however, was what I decided to do instead. Instead of opting for the more typical alternative career choice for ex-academics, such as a consultant or UX researcher, I decided to stay at home full time (aside from some freelance writing and editing) to homeschool my children. “What a loss to the profession,” several friends and former colleagues commented. A couple of friends made tradwife jokes, all in good humor, about my becoming a stereotypical housewife. For what better image to evoke as the exact opposite of a serious academic professional, that stereotypical disheveled creature of crumpled tweed, elbow patches, and eyes perennially red from grading far too late into the night, powered by an excess of caffeine and peanut butter consumed straight out of the jar. With a spoon.

For the record, while everything else applies, unlike most male colleagues, I never did own a tweed jacket with elbow patches. Yet I am no tradwife frolicking in flower fields in a sundress and milking cows for cameras, rest assured. For one thing, sundresses are really not practical for either hanging out at flower fields or milking cows, I hear. But aside from the tradwife social media cosplays, too many married women today, evangelical and secular alike, have generally internalized the message that feminist writer and cultural icon Betty Friedan first articulated in her 1963 bestselling book The Feminine Mystique—even if they have never read Friedan or even heard of her.1 Friedan was a writer and journalist who was fired from her job for pregnancy, back when this was normal. She saw her contemporary stay-at-home moms (and, of course, herself) as bored, oppressed, and depressed. In response, she wrote her book as a manifesto for miserable modern married women’s liberation.2 (She had hoped that her therapist would cowrite the book with her. Alas, he turned down this irresistible offer.)3 An educated woman, in Friedan’s view, could never be truly fulfilled or happy if her life sphere were restricted to the domestic life. But what does such a view suggest about the value of motherhood and its essential companions—children?


DEVALUING CHILDREN AND MOTHERHOOD

Fast-forward sixty years. In August 2022, Bloomberg broke a sensationalizing news story, confidently asserting that “women not having kids get richer than men.”4 There it was, set forth already in the title of the article, a bold economic argument that put a price on human relationships and human life, leaping far beyond what Friedan, who was no absolute enemy of marriage and motherhood, had originally advocated. Marriage, the article aimed to show, cost something to women. And, of course, so did having children. In other words, if you are a woman and your chief aim is building up wealth and personal security (as the article presumes it surely should be), then your best course of action is clear. First, do not have children, and second, maybe marriage is not a good idea either. Here is an argument for a life of singlehood (albeit presumably not celibacy), and one that conflates economic wealth and career success with that more elusive and less easily measurable goal—flourishing.

I read this article a few months before I had finalized my decision to walk away from academia, but I did read it as a married mother of three children. To be honest, it made me angry. The argument boldly put on trial women like me—married and mothers—and found our lives and choices lacking. To be clear, it did not affect my joy in my family, but it was upsetting to learn that the article’s author might look at women like me with pity mingled with outright hyper-Friedanian disdain. I can only imagine what she would have said about my career change.

Before I go on to address responses to this article by experts, I must acknowledge an important point. There is often a perception in evangelical circles that church life is rigged to include and support mothers and exclude single women, making them feel lacking in much the same way as the Bloomberg article did for me. There is certainly some truth to this perception—although the precise degree varies depending on the specific congregation, theological tradition, location, and so on. There is no denying that single women experience significant challenges, and the church should do more to support their flourishing.5 And yet, there is also no denying that our surrounding culture is increasingly more hostile to motherhood and family.6 The cultural hostility to one group of women, in other words, in no way negates the existence of similarly intense hostility to another group. This brings us back to the Bloomberg article and the obvious question: Is this true? Are childless women really wealthier and happier than mothers?

Critics swiftly debunked the article’s false premises and misleading methodology, which did not include any married women in the study. Compelling data exists, in fact, that it is married women with children who are the best off economically of all categories of women in modern American society.7 Study after study shows that while single unwed mothers are not flourishing economically, people in happy marriages are financially better off, happier, and healthier.8 The happiness and health effects seem especially noticeable for men, who live longer if in a happy marriage, but women benefit too—in terms of both finances and health.9 Indeed, Brad Wilcox, who directs the National Marriage Project, has echoed Pope Francis in describing marriage as “a matter of social justice.”10

The veracity or falsehood of the Bloomberg article’s arguments, however, is less important than the mere fact of its existence and subsequent popularity. The very attempt in this work to propose the argument that it makes, and to do it so boldly, is a symptom of a pervasive problem in American society: the problem of devaluing motherhood and children in every sphere of modern life. That is the problem that I seek to confront in all its ugliness in the present book, with the conviction that it is impossible to address a problem whose existence and full repercussions in our world and our own lives we do not recognize or acknowledge openly. It is a problem that is symptomatic of a larger devaluing of human life in our society more generally.

The choice of someone to conduct “research” and write the piece, not to mention the willingness of a prominent media corporation such as Bloomberg to publish it, shows a desire in our society, one that is hidden in plain sight, to devalue motherhood and children by pricing human life. In any attempts to make such pricing happen overtly and in distinctly economic terms, the value of mothers (the ones who produce children) and children (the products that mothers nurture at various costs—first and foremost to themselves) invariably seems to come up short. Even if the main claim of the article is faulty, there are real costs attached to children and motherhood—costs that Anna Louie Sussman has declared have led to “The End of Babies.”11

First, the health-care costs associated with pregnancy and childbirth alone are staggering—even for a perfectly healthy pregnancy and delivery. As one recent study notes, “Women who give birth incur almost $19,000 in additional health costs and pay about $3,000 more out-of-pocket than women of the same age who do not give birth.”12 Then there is the cost of work hours lost to the employer, if a working mother takes leave according to the Family and Medical Leave Act (FMLA), and the cost of wages lost to the employee. If the child has any disabilities that require assistance in school or later in life, then there is further economic cost to both the parents and society. In addition, the costs for disaster situations, such as those that require children to be placed in the foster-care system, require yet more financial resources from the state.

Numbers, one could say, do not lie. Children in this day and age are expensive, which means that motherhood is as well. This makes both children and motherhood luxury goods by economic default. It seems callous and crass to speak of motherhood and children in terms of plain economics, even as this has been the implied reality since the original legalization of abortion in 1973. The legal right to abortion made having children an economic choice, and the reversal of Roe v. Wade has not reversed this deeply embedded societal belief. Arguments for abortion as a necessary measure of poverty relief continue unabated.

At the same time, we know instinctively deep down—or, at least, we should know it, if we reflect—that this is not how it is meant to be. This is not how God looks at any of us—in his eyes, every single image bearer is priceless. Nevertheless, so often in our society, we conduct this kind of pricing of human “goods” without even thinking. The deadly storm over the past two years of the converging trifecta of the Covid-19 pandemic, reactions to the repeal of Roe, and the Russian invasion of Ukraine, to mention just some relevant examples, has brought such conversations and questions to the fore more openly than before.

What is a human life worth? Are some lives more economically beneficial to society than others? And are there not ways of estimating the worth of a life that are not economically driven at all? As a historian of the ancient world and the early church, I am reminded of the way the earliest Christians challenged the longstanding values of the pagan world around them to display a love of all humanity that was utterly radical—and costly. The early Christians’ pro-life stance included, at the economic level, a radically different and selfless use of money for the benefit of others.13 That we do not do so in our society today is a powerful reminder that the values of our society at large, including those of many confessing Christians within it, are values of the post-Christian culture all around rather than the church.


Without God and without the understanding of the imago Dei within each human being, what is a human life worth? The pre-Christian Mediterranean world gives us a terrifying answer: it depends.



Those same values were also the values of the pre-Christian culture. Without God and without the understanding of the imago Dei within each human being, what is a human life worth? The pre-Christian Mediterranean world gives us a terrifying answer: it depends. We are living in a crisis of devaluing all human life, and especially the lives of children, even as the June 2022 repeal of Roe is lending a false veneer of security or even victory for the pro-life cause.




GOD’S ECONOMY VERSUS THE MODERN SECULAR ECONOMY

In March 2020, the conversations around the shutdown of the economy brought up questions about the value of human life in direct and tangible ways. In those days, as the pandemic was cruelly carrying off one in every one hundred Americans over the age of sixty-five (a milestone achieved by December 2021), Texas lieutenant governor Dan Patrick openly called for older people in society to sacrifice themselves so that the economy could get back on track. Meanwhile, in an NPR conversation, economists brought up a very straightforward number, shifting the question from the metaphysical to the literal: a human life is worth around $10 million, although the cost of death, more precisely, for a family breadwinner could be calculated more along the lines of $800,000.14 Then, in September 2021, in another instance of pricing human life, a Texas law proposed a $10,000 reward for those who successfully prosecute abortion providers. Precious lives, again, reduced to mere numbers.

But, again, it is not these figures that should shock us as much as their sheer existence. It is a disturbing reflection of our society’s disordered vision of human beings vis-à-vis money that it occurred to so many people to sit down and determine complex formulae that would enable such calculations. What is a human life worth? The answer can, it turns out, be presented as a simple, albeit quite large, number. In contemporary America, making these calculations has become just regular business—a good business practice sometimes, as long as good is defined by sheer profit numbers. Here’s another example.

In the 1970s, the Ford Motor Company decided not to make safety improvements to its subcompact car model Pinto based on financial calculations. The car manufacturers knew that a safety flaw existed in the Pinto: the positioning of its fuel tank made an explosion likely even in a low-speed rear-end collision. The manufacturers knew how it could be fixed. But calculations based on costs concluded that while recalling the car and providing the necessary safety improvements would have saved lives, the safety improvements would have cost more than paying the families of a few people who were expected to die in this defective car model (Grimshaw v. Ford Motor Company, 1981). In other words, the company made a profit-driven decision after pricing the safety features needed vis-à-vis the price of paying for the deaths of a few drivers.

Ford’s calculations are far from the only time a modern company has used cost-benefit analysis about human life to reach similar conclusions. I could continue listing examples, but the point is clear. Whenever calculations of pricing human life come into the equation, it turns out that people and their well-being are generally not worth as much as industrial or corporate profit. This economics-driven, practical approach to estimating the value of life may seem to make sense in a utilitarian society, in which the chief goal is to do what is most useful and the least costly for the greatest number of people around. But is the United States today a utilitarian society?

Ford’s economics-driven approach to pricing human life—an approach that invariably results in devaluing human beings—is an example of a secular company prioritizing profits. Companies do this all the time, we might say and dismiss this example as irrelevant to the present conversation. And yet, while evangelical Christians claim to be staunchly pro-life, both evangelical individuals and institutions are no less guilty on a regular basis of promoting utilitarian policies that, if we analyze them more closely, amount to pricing human life and devaluing motherhood and children. I was shocked to learn, for example, that many evangelical colleges have maternity-leave policies for employees that are even worse than at the secular state university where I taught.

Seeing such inconsistencies grieves me as an evangelical woman and the mother of three image bearers. Christ-followers are people who believe in God’s incredible love for all human beings, who are made in his very image, in Christ’s atoning death on the cross for this sinful human race, and in his resurrection, which changed everything and is a radical call for Christ’s followers to live transformed lives of caring for others. If this is who we are, we need to recognize the clash of values that our identity in Christ presents with the worldly value of pricing human lives in economic terms.

In God’s economy, children (and, really, all people) are not goods. Rather, in God’s vision of creation, children are good in that absolute sense that goes back to the very beginning of creation, in which God expressly pronounced that blessing, the proclamation of goodness. But without God’s proclamation that everything and everyone in creation is good, there is no worth except that which people arbitrarily bestow on goods (including people). Without the idea of every single human being as bearing the imago Dei, an economically driven universe—the sort that secular economists gleefully ordain with their complex formulae—makes perfect sense.

My goal in this book is to push back against the acceptance of this clash of worldly and Christ-centered values regarding human life, especially the lives of children and by implication mothers, in our society today, particularly in evangelical circles. Indeed, the devaluing of children is inextricably connected to the disdain our society conveys for the work of mothers—from the process of pregnancy to the work and resources expended on child rearing and education. In other words, our society has a built-in disdain for motherhood as a concept. So, I want to begin with an examination of the symptoms that we overlook in our body politic—those nagging body aches and mysterious rashes that we have lived with for so long as to not notice them. We have suffered them so long that we do not realize that anything is wrong, even as the body so desperately tries to tell us that something really has gone terribly awry. This was not how we were created to live, think, and perceive our own worth and the worth of other human beings.

These general themes, of course, are nothing new. Catholic theologians, including Pope John Paul II in his encyclical Evangelium Vitae, have been leaders in this conversation about the sanctity of human life for a long time.15 Evangelical thinkers have not lagged far behind. The work of Francis Schaeffer readily comes to mind, as he spent much of his career charting this very history of the devaluing of human life and worth in Western civilization, and warning against consequences yet to come if these trends were to continue.16 More recently, over his prolific writing career spanning six decades and counting, Wendell Berry has also considered similar questions in connection to local culture and agriculture. Human dignity and worth, for Berry, are under extreme threat in our industrialized and viciously and unnaturally industrializing world.17

I cannot improve on their works, but this book has something new to add to the conversation yet. My focus is specifically on ways in which the problem of devaluing human life manifests itself so insidiously and pervasively in our society’s widely accepted attitudes toward children and those who invest so much into children, beginning with the very investment of their own bodies—mothers. Through this focus I pursue the attendant historical and theological question—What difference does the belief in imago Dei make?—and also aim to propose countercultural answers, likewise rooted in a historical exploration.

There are important new implications and applications that emerge from this narrower starting focus on devaluing of children and motherhood in our culture, if considered from the perspective of a mother who holds evangelical theological views. It seems that too often, after all, reflections on children and motherhood come from a worldview that is thoroughly secular and feminist, a tradition ranging from Virginia Woolf’s writings to Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique to, most recently (to name just a few representative examples), Sophie Lewis’s books Full Surrogacy Now: Feminism Against Family and Abolish the Family: A Manifesto for Care and Liberation, and Julie Phillips’s The Baby on the Fire Escape: Creativity, Motherhood, and the Mind-Baby Problem.18

In such examinations and manifestos, children are forced to give way and get written out of the narrative exalting mothers’ creative impulses. There are other equally worthy—or, Lewis contends, much worthier—competitors for the mother’s affections than children. This, as I will show, is yet another symptom of the devaluing of both children and motherhood in our society. In God’s economy, even the most amazing works of art will never compete with people, every single one of them made in his very image. Besides, as Jennifer Banks shows in her book Natality: Toward a Philosophy of Birth, it is reflections on birth and on being born, even if not always in connection with motherhood proper, that define the creative thought and writing of many leading thinkers of the modern world, from Mary Shelley to Hannah Arendt and Toni Morrison.19

To be clear, several thoughtful voices have recently advocated for the recovery of a different kind of feminism from that presented by Woolf, Friedan, and Lewis. In her book Rights of Women: Reclaiming a Lost Vision, Erika Bachiochi presents a poignant call to growth in virtue for both men and women based on the philosophical writings of Mary Wollstonecraft.20 Women’s full flourishing, Wollstonecraft argued over two centuries ago, requires supporting their full intellectual development and access to education. It also requires seeing marriage and the work of child rearing as a joint project of men and women together, growing in virtue as parents. Wollstonecraft’s vision of feminism—and we would be remiss to not recognize it as feminism!—involves celebrating mothers and furthermore viewing women’s education in moral and intellectual spheres as essential for their ability to fulfill their calling as mothers, wives, and productive members of society.

In her book on the history of pregnancy, Showing: What Pregnancy Tells Us About Being Human, Agnes Howard makes a similar case for the natural growth in the virtues that pregnancy fosters in expectant mothers.21 Meanwhile, in her book Motherhood: A Confession, Natalie Carnes tracks this personal growth that a mother experiences through her journey into this unfamiliar land by rewriting Augustine’s Confessions from her own perspective as a new mother.22 Finally, the new journal launched in 2023, Fairer Disputations, and its contributors—including Bachiochi, Leah Libresco Sargeant, and Mary Harrington, among others—argue effectively that contrary to its claims, modern secular feminism has been decidedly antiwoman in its treatment of women’s bodies and psyches.23

This book contributes to the valuable dialogue that these and other thinkers have started, but my chief contribution to this conversation comes in my capacity as a classicist and historian of the ancient world. The contrast between the pre-Christian Roman world and the values of the early church provides a striking argument for the role of Christianity in creating a wholly countercultural valuing of human life, no matter age, gender, social status, family connections, or ability level. This story, in turn, shows ways in which the recovery of these values of the early church could yet reshape our own society’s blighted discourse on human life.

It is ironic indeed to acknowledge that at this moment, following the repeal of Roe, the number of abortions in the United States has not diminished significantly. In fact, in states where abortion is legal, it has increased dramatically.24 The numbers may be even higher than reported, as increasingly more abortions are completed by medication.25 Acrimonious divisions only foment further polarization over the subject of abortion access in different states and smaller locales. Meanwhile just to the north of the United States, in Canada, euthanasia continues to grow and expand. It is only through the recovery of the valuing of all human life, so deeply countercultural in our world, that there is a chance to change the broader culture, at least in some circles. How we talk about human life has the potential to reshape the current conversations that have largely stalled.




PRICELESS: RECOVERING THE COUNTERCULTURAL VALUING OF ALL HUMANITY

There are three main questions I want to answer in this book. First, in what ways does this devaluing of motherhood and children in our own society manifest itself? Just how deep does this problem go? Second—and this is where my historical expertise will particularly come into play—how might the history of the extraordinary and unconditional valuing of human life in the early church help us to get back on track?


We need to restore this countercultural valuing of all humanity in our own world. While this means not thinking of human life primarily in economic terms, it also means recognizing, as the early church did, that we sometimes must redeem others at a cost to ourselves. Cost-benefit analysis is not a Christian approach to thinking about human beings.



The early church, while not always living up to its own teachings, aimed to be deeply countercultural in the cruel setting of the ancient Mediterranean. We need to restore this countercultural valuing of all humanity in our own world. While this means not thinking of human life primarily in economic terms, it also means recognizing, as the early church did, that we sometimes must redeem others at a cost to ourselves. Cost-benefit analysis is not a Christian approach to thinking about human beings. The work of Charlie Camosy, among others, in advocating for family-friendly policies in contemporary America as the key to reducing abortions thus directly responds to some of the calls of the earliest Christians to fight against the dominant culture that was as antilife as it is in our own world.26

Third, where do we go from here? In responding to this final question, I consider the ideas of three select thinkers, two ancient and one modern, who have been pushing us to see the preciousness of all humanity in ways that acknowledge the challenges of this present life while insisting on the eternal truth about the priceless value of every human life.

With these overall questions in mind, part one of the book focuses on the symptoms of the disease in the body that is modern American society. Each chapter offers a close examination of those symptoms, which suggest that something truly is wrong and that our society at large, including Christians and non-Christians alike, has absorbed the view that motherhood and children are too costly and insufficiently valuable in economic terms. I argue that different people may not project this assumed disdain for motherhood and children in exactly the same ways. Yet, regardless of who we are, where we live, and even how many children we have (or don’t have), this devaluing of children and motherhood has become so deeply and universally ingrained that we project it in some way, thought, or behavior.27

Chapter two looks at the death of the dream of becoming a parent, which used to be a natural part of expectations of a fulfilling life as recently as the mid-twentieth century but no longer. In examining the signs of the death of this dream, which show the devaluing of motherhood in our world, I consider the modern approach to pregnancy and delivery. For instance, what messages do expecting mothers encounter when they go to a typical doctor’s office for prenatal care? You’d be surprised.

In the third chapter, I turn to the objectification of children as commodities, as seen in fertility practices and the educational system. I argue that in both cases, there is a desire to engineer the ideal child, and this desire ultimately ignores personhood and the uniqueness of God’s own design for each child. Ultimately, the modern view of children proposes an assembly-line life that denies any personhood and individuality, preferring instead to commodify children to their parents’ and society’s preferences. Faulty models at all stages of the assembly line ought not to be tolerated.

To conclude part one of the book, I consider in the fourth chapter the most personal of all the symptoms of devaluing motherhood and children, at least for me as a wife and mother who also happens to be a writer. This symptom is the encouragement of women, over the course of the second half of the twentieth century on, to think of themselves as writers, intellectuals, artists, and capitalist producers, all at the expense of thinking of themselves as mothers. Instead of thinking of these identities as overlapping and supplementing each other, the emphasis is rather on competition for a woman’s time and energy. In this particular economy, children yet again come up short in the writings of such leaders as Roland Barthes, Betty Friedan, and Julie Phillips. All three writers’ arguments in favor of women’s liberation and empowerment as creative doers ironically dismantle women’s value as women and mothers. In the process, their arguments reflect a devaluing of children in favor of the idol of self-gratification. Furthermore, I argue, the mother becomes reduced in the process to the role of mere surrogate.

Taken together, the chapters in the first part of the book show remarkable similarity in our world’s devaluing of children and motherhood to that in the pre-Christian pagan Roman world. So, shifting gears to dig deeper into the historical background, part two of this book examines the contrast between the overwhelming devaluing of life in pre-Christian antiquity with the revolutionary embracing of the value of life, and especially of mothers and children, in the early church. While the undervaluing of life in the pre-Christian Roman world is obviously not an exact correlation to the modern American experience, the similarities to our increasingly post-Christian society should nevertheless give us pause. Without the doctrine of imago Dei, what is the perception of humanity and the worth of any life, including those of women and children? The answer that emerges is clear: without an understanding of the value of humans as made in God’s image, there is no reason to regard them as priceless.

Chapter five turns to the devaluing of women and children in the pre-Christian ancient Mediterranean. The surviving sources from classical Greece and into the Roman Empire show clearly that in the socially and economically stratified communities of the ancient Mediterranean, misogyny was rampant, women were largely valued as mere sex objects, and children’s value depended on their status and perceived health. As table IV of the earliest Roman law code, the Twelve Tables, states, the father of the household had the duty to kill a deformed infant upon birth.

Chapter six will consider the perception of the members of ancient Mediterranean society who did not fight in war—meaning women, children, and the elderly—as achrestoi, the useless ones. The connection between the value of people for the military and their value in society was definitive in antiquity. Citizenship was only available to those eligible to serve in the military as well. At the same time, civilians were most likely to be victimized by war in various ways—from systematic rape and genocide to sale into slavery. Julius Caesar’s own account of the Gallic Wars will be one of our chief guides in considering this phenomenon. In addition, the treatment of captive women as portable trophies to be traded at will, seen already as early as in Homer’s Iliad, further underscores the objectification of women and the devaluing of their lives in the pagan worldview.28 Overall, this is what a world without Judeo-Christian theology of personhood looks like. Last but not least, however, ancient warfare practices also show that valuing life is connected to stewarding the land. By contrast, devaluing life is connected to destroying the land in which people live. This has implications for today, to which I will turn in the concluding chapter of the book.

Chapter seven highlights some of the ways in which the early church overturned these deeply ingrained values by seeing all people as precious and valuable, because they were made in God’s image. One particularly key point that emerges is that valuing single people, the childless, and other “rejects” in ancient society sets the stage for valuing all other human life, including mothers and children. In Christ, every human life is precious, and this valuing stands in sharp contrast to the ancient world, where one’s value depended on family of origin, marital status, and childbearing, among other factors.

The concluding part of the book aims to present more practical reflections that might heal our world and encourage the church to be countercultural in its treasuring of mothers, children, and all humanity. In the third part of the book, I examine closely the arguments of three thinkers, two ancient and one modern, who offer exemplary voices of life. All three push us in different ways to embrace a comprehensive and consistent pro-life ethic of valuing children and motherhood and all humanity as good in an absolute sense. All three have relevant answers for us in considering where to go from here, if we want to advocate for the kind of countercultural valuing of life that the early church defended. This means embracing a slower-paced life that provides comfort in the difficulties of raising children, challenges the idolization of technological progress, consistently condemns war and violence, and, finally, recovers the importance of rootedness in a specific place as an essential aspect of valuing human life and flourishing.

The first of these three thinkers, whose writing I examine in chapter eight, is the martyr Perpetua, who was killed along with an enslaved Christian woman, Felicity, in Carthage in AD 203. Perpetua’s prison journal while she was awaiting martyrdom brings up questions of priorities, earthly and eternal, for Christian mothers, presenting a powerful answer to the antimotherhood ethos of modern feminist manifestos.

In chapter nine, I turn to Augustine. For him, valuing life involved acknowledging the horrors of war head-on, as we see especially in the brutal Gothic sack of Rome in AD 410, which inspired his City of God. Augustine’s emotional retelling of Roman history in the wake of this tragedy that rocked the Roman Empire shows his conviction that a proper understanding of history is essential for a theologically accurate valuing of human lives in all periods, including in the present. Augustine’s response to the sack of Rome gives us powerful tools for processing modern traumas of devaluing human life. Finally, Augustine’s love of writing for the church reminds us of the importance of maintaining Christian community through writing that convicts, encourages, and transforms. This is what the redemption of writing looks like. It is not just an act of self-fulfillment but a transformational act of evangelism and love.

I conclude the book with a chapter examining the thoughts on personhood and the valuing of life by Wendell Berry, a writer who has devoted his life to writing about ways we could honor and value humanity in connection to God and the land. He speaks of the power of words and seemingly simple actions to heal and make whole bodies, hearts, and souls that have been wounded by life in the modern world. Ultimately, valuing mothers and children for who they are, rather than bemoaning their economic cost, is about celebrating the preciousness of human life in the context of family and community. This means stripping away all the extras that we sometimes make into idols that move us more than the real image bearers all around, who need and deserve our love.

We live in a time of crisis. In fact, we live in a time of many crises, but as has been the fate of the weak in all of human history, this crisis, revolving around the valuing of children, has simply not been taken as seriously as some others. It is a social and ethical crisis that encompasses such hot-button issues as the nature of the family, the definition of marriage and its purposes, abortion and fertility treatments, and larger questions about human flourishing in a world that reduces people to machines while elevating machines to the status of persons. But we cannot forget that at its heart, this is a theological crisis. Without acknowledging the existence of this crisis and seeing it for what it is—the seeping of societal values into the church—God’s people will only continue to lose their saltiness. Ultimately, a society that lives as though the imago Dei is not true has a crisis of unbelief.
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NESTLED IN RICHARD SCARRY’S 1968 COLLECTION, Best Storybook Ever, assembling under one binding eighty-two stories that had also been published as self-standing Golden Books, is Patricia Scarry’s “The Bunny Book.” It is a sweet story about a daddy bunny who is joyfully playing with his baby at the end of the day as he wonders what his baby will grow up to become.1 Various relatives eagerly present their thoughts about possible careers for the baby bunny, as relatives are wont to do with any baby—perhaps he could become a mailman, or a candy decorator, or a railroad engineer, or a pilot, or even a farmer.

But as the reader turns to the final page in the story, a surprising revelation awaits. As it turns out, the baby bunny, who spends this conversation quietly munching a carrot, the way a good baby bunny should, already knows what he would like to grow up to be. But it is not any of the career options his loving relatives have suggested. Instead, “He will have lots of little bunny children to feed when they are hungry. He will read them a story when they are sleepy, and tuck them into bed at night. And that is what the baby bunny will grow up to be. A daddy rabbit.”2

I did not grow up in the United States. Richard Scarry’s books came into my life with my husband, who has wonderful memories of reading them with his parents growing up and who made sure to get our children this particular collection. But the story about this particular baby bunny got my attention when my second son, while still quite young, once remarked after hearing it that he too would like to grow up to be a dad, just like his own daddy. The reason this comment stuck in my mind has to do with its rarity. This is not a comment we hear often today. And that should give us pause. Why don’t more children today dream of becoming parents themselves?


THE DREAM THAT DIED

When Richard Scarry originally wrote his stories, with their focus on family values and their delight in large families, whether of mice or rabbits or chipmunks, it seems that there were a lot of Americans for whom this was indeed the dream goal of life. This was the Baby Boom age immediately after World War II, when so many Americans were getting married young, having lots of babies—an average of 3.62 per family in 1960!—and enjoying a greater degree of economic prosperity than ever before, which certainly helped with raising all those babies.3 So when did the baby bunny’s dream die in our society, or at least became the dream of only the very select few?

The answer that the demographic data suggest is soon after 1960. After reaching their zenith around 1960, birthrates were in steady decline until 1980, when the average US family had only 1.84 children. The average number of children per US family has stayed relatively stable ever since, only briefly rising above two around the new millennium, then dipping down to a new historic low of 1.73 per family in 2018. The age of parents at the birth of their first child has been rising for a while, but a 2021 survey showed that a “growing share of childless adults” in the United States “don’t ever expect to have children.”4

But demographics can tell only one part of the story. Of greater significance here are the cultural shifts that produced a sea change in how society valued children—and what it takes to raise them. Indeed, already by the time Richard Scarry’s Best Storybook Ever appeared in print, the dream of growing up to have a large family of one’s own was starting to give way to a new dream, the product of the wild side of the 1960s. It was a dream of never growing up—or, at least, never settling down to have a family. In this new dream, there was no room for children or the task of parenting, which was a hindrance to all the fun one could be having instead.

To be fair, seeds of this dream were planted much earlier. In considering the rise of reproductive rights and in particular the vision of Margaret Sanger’s Planned Parenthood, Angela Franks explains: “Sanger developed a worldview that I call the ‘ideology of control,’ which promoted three types of control: birth control, population control, and eugenic control. All of these were put in service of Sanger’s other passion, an untrammeled pursuit of sexual pleasure.”5

Sanger opened her first birth control clinic in New York City in 1916, but it took another half century for her vision to take deeper root and come to fuller fruition. The eugenic control of the movement, manifest in forced sterilization of women of color, was an early chapter in making this vision come true.6 The 1960s at last provided fertile ground for the explosive growth of Sanger’s vision. The concomitant rise of feminism and panic about global overpopulation in the 1970s only contributed additional reasons for devaluing children and the task of parenting as anything worthwhile. Children and those who dared bring them into the world, instead of being valued, became the enemy of the environment, the ones who were deliberately killing this overpopulated planet. Indeed, Paul Ehrlich’s The Population Bomb, perhaps the most famous book on this topic, appeared in 1968, the same year as Richard Scarry’s book.7 The bunny’s dream, nostalgically looking back to an imagined better past, became already by the time it was published the enemy of the world—literally so in the eyes of some contemporaries. The 1973 legalization of abortion on demand in Roe v. Wade provided a proverbial final nail in the coffin for the respectability and desirability of the bunny’s dream.8

Over half a century after the publication of the bunny’s story, many more repercussions are readily visible, some directly stemming from the 1960s and others arising more recently. Taken together, to use the analogy of a vicious disease that affects every part of the body without altogether killing the patient, these are the symptoms of systemic and pervasive illness in the American body politic. These symptoms show a surprising truth that we may find difficult to believe following the repeal of Roe in June 2022.

The difficult truth that this first part of the book uncovers is that contemporary US society utterly devalues children, motherhood, and the dignity of human life more generally. This devaluing is an invisible cancer within our society that has pervaded every system of the body politic, including even the church. It is so ever-present that we do not realize that all the symptoms we experience in our life rhythms tell a horrifying tale: in our society, we have embraced thoroughly pagan values about the worth of human life. And it is making all of us feel correspondingly worthless and miserable—feelings that have led to the skyrocketing rates of depression in people of all ages.

Some of the symptoms of this insidious disease, as noted already in the previous chapter, include evaluating the worth of motherhood and children in economic terms, by which they are guaranteed to come up wanting. But additional, related symptoms involve distorted patterns of thought concerning every area of life—beginning with the subject of this chapter, the expectations for and messages to women about pregnancy and childbirth.


The early Israelites, and then the early Christians, were in utter awe of one idea that was so outrageous that no one else in the ancient world could believe it: God delights in humanity! In our modern world, without even noticing that we have done this, too many Christians live as though this were not true. In our regular values and actions, we have somehow exchanged the truth for a lie.



These symptoms, utterly ingrained in our minds and taken for granted by Christians and non-Christians alike, are myriad and show the tragic ways in which we ourselves and those around us reflect the scars of living in this postmodern secular world. All is not well, but we have lived in sickness for so long that we do not even realize we are sick. This is our normal, but it does not have to be.
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