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      “With the United States Supreme Court’s Dobbs ruling, we need Scott Klusendorf’s resource more than ever. He answers the question, Who are the unborn? with clear-minded thinking and carefully crafted arguments. Pro-life laypeople and lawmakers alike must come to the street corner or statehouse equipped to speak in defense of their unborn brothers and sisters. Klusendorf keeps the reader’s eye and heart fixed on the center of the pro-life position: the child in the womb.”

      Todd Wilken, Host, Issues, Etc.

      “Way too many people today are silent on abortion—not because they don’t care, but because they do not know how to make the case for life that they hold dear in their hearts. Scott Klusendorf does an amazing job equipping us to engage a culture of death toward a culture of life. The days of being silent about the truth that we know biblically and scientifically should not cause us to take a back seat anymore. We cannot use the excuse that we did not know.”

      Valerie Millsapps, CEO, Pregnancy Resource Center

      “For years I’ve trusted Scott Klusendorf and his team to teach the pro-life argument to every single student who attends a Summit Ministries course. The reason is simply stated in the logical syllogism Klusendorf shares: ‘It is always wrong to intentionally kill an innocent human being. Abortion intentionally kills an innocent human being. Therefore, abortion is morally wrong.’ Every human being has value. Clear thinking about this opens the way to clear thinking about everything else. The Case for Life encapsulates decades of wisdom from Klusendorf’s frontline defense of the pro-life cause. It is at the same time encyclopedic and fascinating, bringing the science, philosophy, and theology within reach through powerful illustrations and practical ‘how-to’ ideas for sharing the truth even with die-hard skeptics. This will be my go-to pro-life book from this point forward.”

      Jeff Myers, President, Summit Ministries

      “No one has had a greater impact teaching me the skills of defending the precious lives of unborn children than Scott Klusendorf. He is simply a master of his craft. If you want a single tutorial giving you everything you need to help make a mother’s womb the safest place for a child to be instead of the most dangerous place, read The Case for Life.”

      Gregory Koukl, President, Stand to Reason; author, Tactics and The Story of Reality

      “Scott Klusendorf’s The Case for Life is the single greatest pro-life apologetics book available from an evangelical author. I use it in my classes and strongly endorse it. It’s accessible in how it reads, comprehensive in its argument, and intellectually satisfying in making a definitive case for protecting human life at all stages. Klusendorf is to be commended for making high-level bioethical issues simple and grounding his argument in the complementary sources of Scripture and natural law. With Roe now in the ash heap of history, it was time for The Case for Life to be expanded and updated. Here it is.”

      Andrew T. Walker, Associate Professor of Christian Ethics, The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary; Fellow, The Ethics and Public Policy Center

      “The first edition of The Case for Life was the best pro-life apologetics resource on my shelf, and Scott Klusendorf has achieved something I didn’t think was possible—he’s made it better! His voluminous understanding of the abortion issue, coupled with his clear thinking and apologetical acumen, will equip you to answer every pro-abortion argument that the other side offers. This is an essential resource for anyone who engages others on the life issue. Whether you’re new to pro-life apologetics or a seasoned veteran in the field, you will benefit from this book.”

      Jim Osman, Pastor, Kootenai Community Church, Kootenai, Idaho

      “The recent Supreme Court decision to overturn Roe v. Wade has created an unparalleled moment and a critical juncture in the battle for life. A growing army of pro-life apologists needs clear and honest resources to help them engage in wise, sensitive, and reasoned conversations with their friends, family, coworkers, and classmates. For decades, Scott Klusendorf’s tireless efforts, and the resources he has developed, have been the gold standard for educating and equipping people to better understand and communicate the reasonableness of the pro-life position. As a pastor, I’ve recommended The Case for Life to countless people because this book really has made the pro-life argument accessible, compelling, and shareable! In my humble opinion, there is no better book on the pro-life cause than The Case for Life.”

      Michael Servello Jr., Pastor, Redeemer Church, Utica, New York

      “The Case for Life is the handbook every Christian needs for getting equipped with a robust understanding of the pro-life position. It’s clear, accessible, nuanced, and thorough. It’s also desperately needed; Christians can’t afford to not know the case for life in this increasingly confused and hostile culture. I highly recommend it to every Christian who cares about the sanctity of life—which should be every Christian.”

      Natasha Crain, speaker; podcaster; author, Faithfully Different

      “Years from now, if God is gracious, the world will look back with horror on abortion, and folks will discuss the movement that helped make it unthinkable. Part of that discussion will be how people, especially young people, were recruited and equipped to defend the preborn. A name that will continually pop up in those discussions will be Scott Klusendorf, how he compelled people not only to care but also to speak up. He has made the case for life, in part and in whole, to thousands and thousands. It is the definitive source for what it means to be pro-life, and now in this edition is expanded and improved.”

      John Stonestreet, President, Colson Center; Host, BreakPoint

      “Scott Klusendorf has produced a marvelous resource that will equip pro-lifers to communicate more creatively and effectively as they engage our culture. The Case for Life is well-researched, well-written, logical, and clear, containing many pithy and memorable statements. Those already pro-life will be equipped; those on the fence will likely be persuaded. Readers looking to speak up for those who cannot speak for themselves will find much here to say. I highly recommend this book.”

      Randy Alcorn, author, Heaven; If God Is Good; and Hand in Hand

      “The Case for Life is a veritable feast of helpful information about pro-life issues—the finest resource about these matters I have seen. It is accessible to the layperson, and it lays out a strategy for impacting the world for a culture of life.”

      J. P. Moreland, Distinguished Professor of Philosophy, Talbot School of Theology, Biola University; author, The God Question

      “Scott Klusendorf’s accessible, winsomely written book presents a well-reasoned, comprehensive case for intrinsic human dignity and worth. Klusendorf not only equips the reader with incisive, insightful responses to pro-abortion arguments; he also presents a full defense of the biblical worldview.”

      Paul Copan, Pledger Family Chair of Philosophy and Ethics, Palm Beach Atlantic University; coauthor, An Introduction to Biblical Ethics

      “This book will equip readers to articulate both a philosophical and a biblical case for life and to answer intelligently and persuasively the main objections to the pro-life position. It is easy to follow and hard to put down.”

      Patrick Lee, McAleer Professor of Bioethics and Director, Institute of Bioethics, Franciscan University of Steubenville
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      To Stephanie, my beloved wife, who has never wavered in her support for my pro-life work and whose love gives me courage to confront ideas that diminish us all.
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      Foreword

      There has never been a more exciting and important time to be a pro-life activist. With the overturning of Roe v. Wade on June 24, 2022, the power to truly protect all innocent human life is finally a real possibility. Before the overturning of Roe, we had an excuse. “Why was it legal to dismember a human child in her mother’s womb at any stage of pregnancy and for any reason?” we may have asked. “Well, the Supreme Court said we couldn’t stop it.” We could argue and debate all day long, but Roe v. Wade was a convenient and easy excuse for why Americans—especially Christian Americans—had let this killing go on for decades. But that excuse is gone. It is now the responsibility of every person who cares about respecting the dignity of life to make it a reality. 

      Setting the stage for the overturning of Roe involved years of effective advocacy and education in defense of human life. One of the most influential educators of our time is my friend Scott Klusendorf. Since The Case for Life first came out over ten years ago, it has been a vital resource for setting the intellectual foundations for why abortion is wrong. Scott explains with honesty, simplicity, and erudition that abortion is wrong because abortion is a violent act of killing committed against a living human being. 

      If you want to be winsome, thoughtful, and effective in winning over hearts and minds on the issue of abortion, then this new edition of The Case for Life is a must-read. While we may know the truth, we must also be educated on the opposition and equipped to communicate persuasively why every human life is precious and worth fighting for. The Case for Life is mandatory reading for every American hoping to understand the greatest civil rights issue of our time. From sidewalk counselors to social media activists, Scott will give you the information you need to stalwartly stand for life. The Case for Life was instrumental in helping me write my how-to guide for pro-life activism, Fighting for Life. 

      Christians, in particular, can take special lessons from The Case for Life. Devoting your life to “leaving our nets” and following Jesus Christ means devoting ourselves to understanding his teaching and acting courageously based on that understanding. Scott grounds the principles in The Case for Life in the teachings of Christ, equipping believers to articulate the truth in a Christ-centered, gracious fashion. 

      This new edition of The Case for Life is a riveting resource to equip pro-lifers in this brave new era. In the chapters ahead, you will learn how to clarify the debate, address worldview questions, debunk lies and falsehoods, and equip others to defend life. When Roe fell, we won a battle, but the struggle to ensure every human child is protected from the violence of abortion has only just begun. Reading this book could equip you to save a life.

      Lila Rose

    

  
    
      Preface

      This book bears the marks of two men who mentored my early development as a pro-life apologist.

      Gregg Cunningham, executive director of the Center for Bio-Ethical Reform, made the first investment, though I doubt he knew it the first time we met.

      The setting was a Saturday breakfast for pastors in November 1990. At the time I was an associate pastor in Southern California, and organizers from the local crisis pregnancy center and right-to-life affiliate invited me and a hundred others to hear a pro-life message aimed at equipping church leaders to think strategically about abortion. Four of us showed up.

      Undeterred by the dismal attendance, Gregg, with his background in law and politics (he served two terms in the Pennsylvania House of Representatives, where he wrote the bill ending tax-financed abortions in that state), launched into the most articulate case for the lives of the unborn I’d ever heard. That was impressive enough.

      But then he showed the pictures. Horrible pictures that made you cry. In the course of one seven-minute video depicting abortion, my career aspirations were forever altered, though it took me a few months to realize it. Gregg asked us to think of the two religious leaders in the parable of the good Samaritan who, although they most likely felt pity for the beating victim, did not act like they felt pity. Only the good Samaritan took pity, thus proving he truly did love his neighbor.

      For the next several months, I followed Gregg to many of his Southern California speaking events. I memorized huge portions of his talks and devoured his writings. Six months later I left my job as an associate pastor (with the blessing of the church) and hounded Gregg even more until he put me on staff as his understudy, a position I was privileged to hold for six years. Watching him dismantle abortion-choice arguments in front of hostile audiences, I lost my fear of opposition. Watching him sacrifice the comforts of this life so he could save unborn humans, I lost my desire for an easy job. Both losses have served me well. Gregg’s signature quote haunts me to this day: “Most people who say they oppose abortion do just enough to salve the conscience but not enough to stop the killing.” That’s a staggering truth. Every time I am tempted to quit, I remember it.

      While Gregg Cunningham taught me courage, Greg Koukl taught me to be a gracious ambassador for the Christian worldview. Koukl is not only a top-notch apologist; he’s also one of the most winsome guys you’ll ever meet. His mission is to equip Christians to graciously and incisively defend truth. That’s refreshing, as too many Christians lack the diplomatic skills needed to effectively engage listeners.

      I first heard Greg on the radio back in 1989. I thought, “Wow, this guy is really smart!” By 1993 his Sunday afternoon show was my personal clinic in clear thinking. In 1996 we met for the first time at a pro-life conference in Pasadena, where we were both presenters. In 1997 we met again, this time for lunch. Later that year I joined his staff at Stand to Reason. Shortly thereafter, Greg taught me a valuable lesson that continues to pay off each time I write or speak. The setting was the University of Illinois (Champaign), where I was scheduled to debate author and political science professor Eileen McDonagh. (I discuss McDonagh’s views in chapter 15.) Campus abortion-choice advocates did not want the debate to transpire and tried numerous ploys to stop it. First, they claimed that debates only serve to legitimize the “anti-choice” position. If you won’t debate slavery advocates, why on earth debate pro-lifers? When that didn’t fly, they went after me personally with a series of editorials in the school newspaper. Every one of those stories falsely claimed I was associated with groups advocating violence against abortion doctors, while some even claimed that I hated gays. In response, I typed out a heated reply that shot down each of those lies and sent it off to Greg for a quick review before faxing it to the school paper.

      That was a smart move. Greg graciously suggested that I tone things down a bit, or a lot. Instead of anger, I should communicate sadness that a fine university committed to the free exchange of ideas would even think of censoring a debate over a legitimate public policy question. His advice saved the day. I revised the letter, and instead of looking like angry victims, the pro-lifers on campus now appeared reasonable and willing to debate, while the abortion-choicers looked like cowards out to suppress academic freedom. The school paper even hinted as much in a subsequent write-up after the debate was canceled. (I showed up anyway and, after making a defense for the pro-life view, took questions from critics, which made abortion-choicers look even more unreasonable.) The comic drawing alongside the story suggested that those censoring the event were “pansies.”

      From that day forward I had a Koukl filter. Even if I’m hundreds of miles away, I hear Greg asking if the piece I’ve just written or the talk I’ve just given communicates in a winsome and attractive manner. When the answer is no, guess where I go?

      Back to his radio show. Back to the CDs. Back to the commentaries on the Stand to Reason website. It’s there I recover my ambassador skills. I thank God for both of these men. They are responsible for saving countless lives and equipping many others for effective Christian service. I am but one they’ve impacted for eternity.

      Throughout the writing process, Jay Watts, Stephanie Gray, Steve Wagner, Rich Poupard, Clinton Wilcox, and Nathan Apodaca made valuable contributions, refining the contents of the original manuscript. Patrick Lee at the Franciscan University of Steubenville also made helpful suggestions.

      These are challenging days for pro-life advocates. Roe v. Wade is gone, but millions of our fellow citiizens remain committed to the proposition that an entire class of human beings can be killed simply because they are in the way of something we want. Since Roe’s demise, states like California, Colorado, Illonois, Michigan, and Vermont have swept away all limits on abortion and enshrined the practice into their state constitutions. These are challenging times for pro-lifers.

      But surrender is not an option. We must equip ourselves to engage in a post-Roe world.

      My prayer is that the words found in this book will give you courage to do just that.

    

  
    
      Introduction

      Roe v. Wade is history! After fifty years of court-mandated abortion-on-demand, pro-life advocates have finally won the day! The abortion debate is over, and we can move on to other issues.

      Only it’s not.

      In fact, the real fight to save unborn lives is only beginning, and your voice is needed now more than ever. That is precisely why I rewrote this book, adding several new chapters and substantially updating others. I want you to become an effective pro-life apologist. Lives depend on it.

      Why the Abortion Debate Is Not Over

      With Roe’s demise, the nine unelected judges on the Supreme Court no longer have sole legal authority to determine abortion policy.1 Rather, the individual states will now decide how the practice is governed. Put simply, the American people—your friends, your classmates, your coworkers, and your family members—will now decide if unborn humans enjoy the same legal protections as you and me.

      The good news—good news indeed!—is that pro-life advocates working through their elected representatives are now positioned to legally protect unborn humans in ways that Roe did not allow. The bad news is that the worldview assumptions that make abortion plausible to millions of our fellow citizens are deeply entrenched in the culture and aren’t going away anytime soon. Reversing Roe is not going to fix that problem. Indeed, since Roe was struck in June 2022 (a good thing), pro-lifers have lost every single time the abortion issue has been put directly to the public for a vote. Even in a red state like Montana, voters rejected a modest ballot measure that did not ban abortion outright, but only protected children who survive abortion procedures and are born alive. A larger March for Life isn’t going to fix the problem at the ballot box. More pregnancy centers won’t fix it. To position ourselves for eventual political victory, the kind that results in legal protection for unborn humans, we must engage the public with a persuasive case for life that confronts abortion at the worldview level.

      Making that case is what this book is about.

      Consider this: right now as you’re reading this sentence, people in the United States (and to some degree, the United Kingdom and Canada) are having a huge worldview argument over two key questions that will impact you, your children, and even your grandchildren for decades to come. How we answer these two questions will do nothing less than determine the future of human beings.

      First, we’re arguing about truth. Is moral truth real and knowable, or is it just a preference, like choosing chocolate ice cream over vanilla?

      Second, we’re arguing over human value. Are you and I valuable for who we are intrinsically, or only for what we can functionally do?

      The question of truth and the question of human value are driving our national debates on abortion, cloning, and embryonic stem cell research (ESCR). The debates are contentious because they involve deep worldview commitments that get to the heart of who and what we are as people. But the debate itself is not complex. Either you believe that each and every human being has an equal right to life or you don’t.

      Pro-life Christians provide one answer. Although humans differ in their respective degrees of development, they are nonetheless equal because they share a common human nature that bears the image of their Creator. All humans have value simply because they’re human.

      Some leading abortion advocates provide a radically different perspective. They say that although you’re identical to the embryo you once were—the same being now as you were then—it doesn’t follow that you had the same right to life then as you have now. Being human is nothing special; your right to life is strictly accidental. You enjoy the right only because of some acquired characteristic you have that embryos do not have.

      But here’s the problem with that thinking. If humans have fundamental value only because of some characteristic they possess in varying degrees, then those with more of that characteristic have greater value than those with less. So-called human equality is only a myth!

      My own thesis is that (1) a biblically informed pro-life view explains human equality, human rights, and moral obligations better than its secular rivals, and that (2) rank-and-file pro-life Christians can make an immediate impact provided they’re equipped to engage the culture with a robust but graciously communicated case for life.

      In this book, part 1 helps clarify the abortion debate and sets ground rules for engagement. In an increasingly subjective culture, things that were once givens—the rules of logic, the nature of arguments, and even what it means to be pro-life—are up for grabs. Failure to define terms and weed out distractions can short-circuit a pro-life case before it gets a hearing. Truth is, debates over abortion and embryonic stem cell research are not morally complex, though they’re often presented that way. Can we kill the unborn? Yes, I think we can, if . . . If what? If the unborn are not human beings.

      Part 2 is about foundations. What worldviews are idling beneath the abortion debate? Ever feel like you’re talking right past a friend or colleague on abortion, as if you’re coming from radically different worlds? You most likely are. Once you figure that out, get ready to be grilled incessantly on every one of your starting points. You’ll be pressed to explain how a right to life can stand apart from fundamental religious underpinnings, why those underpinnings should be allowed to inform public policy, and why anyone should suppose that just because I exist as a human, I have a right to life that others are obliged to respect. The truth is, both sides bring prior metaphysical commitments to the debate and are asking the same exact question: What makes humans valuable in the first place? In short, the abortion issue—now more than ever—is becoming a worldview fight. You need to be aware of the big ideas idling beneath the surface.

      Pro-life advocates also need a working knowledge of their most thoughtful critics—the people in the ivory towers. You don’t need to master their arguments, but you do need to survey them. Part 3 looks at a few of the major players in the abortion debate. We won’t take a deep dive into their thinking, but we will outline the contours of their arguments.

      For Christians fearful they’ll get caught with nothing to say on abortion, part 4 provides answers to the most common objections, including appeals to the hard cases, mere assertions dressed up as arguments, and personal attacks that ignore the real issue. Pro-lifers who stay focused on the one question that truly matters—the status of the unborn—won’t be sidetracked.

      Part 5 is about teaching and equipping. That means it is about you. First, how can lay pro-lifers communicate their ideas persuasively in public forums? How can we build pro-life churches? What is the role of the pro-life pastor? To make an impact on culture, pro-life pastors must not only understand the times but pursue certain vital tasks, which I outline in some detail. Second, are evangelicals compromising the gospel when they work with Catholics, Jews, and others to reform culture? Some evangelicals say yes. I say no, provided we draw careful lines between cobelligerence and co-confession. Third, how can post-abortion women and men find hope? Many precious pro-life advocates I meet are trying to atone for past abortions with tireless activity. There’s a better way. It’s called grace. Finally, I conclude with three goals designed to lay a foundation for victory.

      I don’t pretend to have written an exhaustive defense of the pro-life view. That’s been done already by selected authors I cite throughout the text. My purpose is different. This book will take those sophisticated pro-life defenses and put them in a form that hopefully equips and inspires lay Christians (with or without academic sophistication) to engage the debate with friends, coworkers, and fellow believers.

      More Than Ever, Your Voice Is Needed

      Roe’s demise is good news for the pro-life movement. But abortion is here to stay as long as so many of those who might be predisposed to accept our view and contend for it never actually experience pro-life teaching. Whatever our gains in Washington, we are falling far short in our churches and Christian schools. And the political cost of that failure is steep. Sustained political victory happens when large coalitions of pro-life voters command the electoral landscape to the extent that we can elect and protect pro-life candidates while thwarting those who want to protect and perpetuate abortion. Christian students are especially vital to building that coalition, but they’re not hearing from us.

      The problem is not messaging. It’s access. For many Christian leaders and gatekeepers, the thought of pro-life teaching is dead on arrival.

      Anyone who doubts me on that should visit Summit Ministries. Each summer, Summit runs regional worldview conferences in such places as Colorado, Arizona, and Georgia. The purpose is simple: prepare Christian students for the intellectual challenges they will face once they leave the safety of their local churches and step onto the university campus.

      I teach the abortion sessions at Summit. For the last eight summers, I’ve conducted an informal survey of attendees. I ask for a show of hands on a specific question: “How many of you, prior to coming to Summit, have heard a pro-life apologetics presentation in your church aimed at equipping you to defend the pro-life view with unchurched friends?” The numbers have improved slightly as of late, but overall they are remarkably consistent. Out of 1,800 students present each summer, an average of 75 have prior exposure to a pro-life apologetics presentation in their local churches. Let that sink in: 75 out of 1,800! That’s only 2.8 percent.

      Churches aren’t the only challenge. Life Training Institute (LTI), where I serve as president, trains Christians to make a persuasive case for life in the public square. The primary way we fulfill our mission is by making pro-life apologetics presentations in Catholic and Protestant high schools. Unlike other pro-life presentations that focus on chastity or sexual purity (programs we fully support), LTI presentations focus exclusively on why the pro-life view is true and reasonable to believe. It takes a Herculean effort and a lion’s share of our budget to get in front of Catholic and Protestant high school students. Many private schools ignore us.

      Credentials aren’t the problem. Anyone who spends five minutes on Google can see that LTI speakers engage students with persuasive content and earn favorable reviews everywhere they go. Students routinely thank us for making persuasive arguments instead of emotional appeals. A common response is, “That was amazing. You’re the first person to actually give us reasons.”

      Speaking fees aren’t the problem either. We understand that most Christian schools are broke. Thus, we often send our speakers for free. It’s still tough getting in.

      Put simply, our problem is subject matter. We’re offering an abortion presentation that many Christian schools and churches don’t want. Our challenge is to make them want it, to convince them it’s vital to the formation of a Christian worldview, and to persuade them that students will thank them for hosting it.

      If you think accessing Christian schools is tough, try popular Christian conferences geared to college-age and other young adults. Women ages eighteen to twenty-four are most at risk for abortion, yet you would never know it by surveying the typical speaking lineups at these conferences. You’ll find sessions on global sex-trafficking, world hunger, economic justice, climate change, refugees, and racism, but there’s no passion to engage the culture on the legally sanctioned killing of 61 million innocent human beings in our own nation since 1973. At times, pro-lifers encounter outright hostility. In 2015, Urbana—once the premier evangelical student conference—featured a Black Lives Matter speaker who used her keynote slot to criticize pro-lifers for “only doing activism that is comfortable” and for “withholding mercy from the living so that we might display a big spectacle of how much we want mercy to be shown to the unborn.”2 Does any of this sound like an evangelical community awakened to love our unborn neighbors?

      Meanwhile, we shouldn’t assume that Christian students will get pro-life teaching from evangelical thought-leaders when some of the most influential ones consider pastoral silence a theological virtue. This tendency to silence goes far back. In 1994, Billy Graham said that addressing abortion in the pulpit could impede his “main message” of salvation. “I don’t get into these things like abortion,” Graham told talk show host Larry King.3

      While all this is profoundly disheartening, we can be thankful the pro-life movement lives to fight another day. Think back to 2016. In California, pro-life pregnancy centers were forced to advertise abortion services or pay crippling fines. In New York, Catholic nuns were told to fund abortion in their health care plans or dissolve. Nationally, pro-life doctors were pressured to refer patients for abortion or risk their medical credentials. Politically, the outlook was grim. Abortion activists were one appointment away from commanding the Supreme Court. And the candidate sworn to uphold abortion at any stage of pregnancy appeared to be running away with the election.

      By God’s gracious providence, the election that year went the other way and the new president, though serving only one term, reshaped the federal courts to the extent that Roe is history.4 Pro-life advocates now have a fighting chance. But make no mistake: an escape is not a triumph—not when millions of students predisposed to accept our message aren’t hearing the teaching.

      There’s a remarkable scene in Christopher Nolan’s Dunkirk, a movie that depicts the rescue of 340,000 battle-weary and trapped British soldiers in May of 1940. As troops disembark from the hundreds of small boats sent to deliver them, a solider remarks, “All we did is survive.” That was enough, given the circumstances. But Winston Churchill was quick to say, “We must be very careful not to assign to this deliverance the attributes of a victory.” Four long years would pass before those same soldiers advanced on Normandy to begin the liberation of Western Europe.

      The 2016 election of a pro-life president—and the subsequent rejection of Roe that his judicial appointments helped orchestrate—provided welcome relief to battle-weary pro-lifers. Some called Roe’s demise a miracle. Yes, it was. However, we should be quick to admit that it was more like Dunkirk than Normandy. We were spared further judicial defeat, but it did not signal a major advance of pro-life ideas—not when the worldview assumptions that make abortion plausible remain largely unchallenged, and millions of students predisposed to accept our message aren’t hearing it.

      Now that Roe is history, the real work of changing hearts and minds begins. And in that work, it’s vital that we as pro-life Christians do these five things:

      1. Clarify the debate.

      2. Address worldview questions.

      3. Survey the major thinkers.

      4. Answer objections persuasively.

      5. Teach and equip.

      Consider this book your marching orders. In a post-Roe world, we’re all apologists now!
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      Pro-Life Christians Clarify the Debate
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      What Is the Pro-Life Argument?

      Seeking adventure, you post the following to your social media page and hang on for the ride: “Some choices are wrong. We can do better than abortion.”

      Right away a “friend” is typing. Six minutes later, you have a string of comments, not all of them nice. “Why do you hate women? Do you want them to die in back alleys?” “What are you doing for kids after they’re born?” “Do you have a uterus? If not, shut up!” “If you were truly pro-life, you’d care about all life, not just fetuses!” “Who are you to dictate what’s right or wrong? Don’t impose your views on me!” You expected controversy, but marvel at how much outrage your brief post provoked. It feels like something else is going on here.

      Indeed it is.

      What’s driving the abortion controversy is not who loves women and who hates them. Rather, it’s a serious philosophical debate about who counts as one of us. Either you believe that each and every human being has an equal right to life, or you don’t. That’s why abortion debates can heat up in a heartbeat.1

      The Essential Pro-Life Argument: Keeping the Main Thing the Main Thing

      How can pro-life advocates keep cool under fire in a deeply polarized culture? The key to successful engagement is clarity: when critics muddy the waters with phony appeals to tolerance, gender, or caring about other issues, it’s crucial that you stay anchored to the three most important words in pro-life apologetics:

      1. Syllogism

      2. Syllogism

      3. Syllogism

      A syllogism is a form of deductive reasoning consisting of a major premise, a minor premise, and a conclusion. It’s a way to formally state your argument. The pro-life argument can (and should) be stated as a syllogism. If you do not stay tethered to your syllogism, critics will change the subject.

      The pro-life argument—its syllogism—can be stated as follows:

      Premise 1: It is wrong to intentionally kill an innocent human being.

      Premise 2: Abortion intentionally kills an innocent human being.

      Therefore,

      Conclusion: Abortion is morally wrong.

      As we shall see, pro-life advocates support their formal argument with science and philosophy. They argue from the science of embryology that the unborn are distinct, living, and whole human beings. You didn’t “come from” an embryo; you once were an embryo.

      In the 2020 edition of their medical textbook The Developing Human: Clinically Oriented Embryology, authors Keith L. Moore, T. V. N. Persaud, and Mark G. Torchia write this:

      Human development begins at fertilization when a sperm fuses with an oocyte to form a single cell, the zygote. This highly specialized, totipotent cell (capable of giving rise to any cell type) marks the beginning of each of us as a unique individual.2

      Pro-life advocates argue from philosophy that between you the embryo and you the adult, there’s no essential difference that could justify intentionally killing you at that earlier stage of development. Differences of size, level of development, environment, and degree of dependence are not good reasons for saying you had no right to life then but you do now. Stephen Schwarz suggests the acronym SLED as a helpful reminder of these nonessential differences:3

      Size: You were smaller as an embryo, but since when does your body size determine value? Large humans are not more valuable than small humans.

      Level of development: True, you were less developed as an embryo, but six-month-olds are less developed than teenagers both physically and mentally, but we don’t think we can kill them.

      Environment: Where you are has no determinative bearing on what you are. How does a journey of eight inches down the birth canal suddenly change the essential nature of the unborn from someone we can kill to someone we can’t?

      Degree of dependence: Sure, you depended on your mother for survival, but since when does dependence on another human mean we can kill you? (Consider conjoined twins, for example.)

      In short, humans are equal by nature, not function. Although they differ immensely in their respective degrees of development, they’re nonetheless equal because they share a common human nature—which they’ve possessed from the moment they began to exist.

      Again, we’ll explore that scientific and philosophic defense in detail later, but for now, notice the key point: pro-life advocates present an argument for their position.

      Arguments can be evaluated three ways. First, for clarity: Are the terms clear? Second, for soundness: Are the premises true? And third, for validity: Does the conclusion follow logically from the premises? If the argument passes these tests, it stands.

      Defining Our Terms

      For the purpose of clarity, let’s define what we mean by some key terms used in the abortion debate.

      1. What do we mean by “wrong”? We’ll take a closer look at this question later, but to say that abortion is wrong is to make an objective moral claim rather than a subjective one. Subjective claims are about what I like or prefer—for example, ice cream flavors. Objective claims are about what is morally true regardless of likes or preferences. When pro-life advocates state that abortion is wrong, they aren’t saying they merely dislike abortion. They’re saying abortion is wrong regardless of anyone’s personal tastes or preferences. Their claim is objective, not subjective.

      2. What do we mean by “abortion”? The pro-life argument (syllogism) defines abortion as the intentional killing of an innocent human being. That abortion entails intentional killing is acknowledged and even affirmed by many who defend the practice.

      Abortionist Warren Hern, author of Abortion Practice—the standard medical text that teaches abortion procedures—made the following statement to a Planned Parenthood conference:

      We have reached a point in this particular technology [dilation and evacuation (D&E) abortion] where there is no possibility of denying an act of destruction. It is before one’s eyes. The sensations of dismemberment flow through the forceps like an electric current.4

      In a Salon piece, feminist Camille Paglia, writes this:

      I have always frankly admitted that abortion is murder, the extermination of the powerless by the powerful. Liberals for the most part have shrunk from facing the ethical consequences of their embrace of abortion, which results in the annihilation of concrete individuals and not just clumps of insensate tissue.5

      Philosopher and jurist Ronald Dworkin describes abortion as “a choice for death,” one that “deliberately kills” a developing embryo.6

      In a dissenting opinion in the 2000 Supreme Court case Stenberg v. Carhart, former Justice Anthony Kennedy states this:

      The fetus, in many cases, dies just as a human adult or child would: it bleeds to death as it is torn from limb to limb. . . . The fetus can be alive at the beginning of the dismemberment process and can survive for a time while its limbs are being torn off.7

      Feminist Naomi Wolf says that abortion involves a “real death,” and that to claim otherwise cheapens our view of human life:

      Clinging to a rhetoric about abortion in which there is no life and no death, we entangle our beliefs in a series of self-delusions, fibs and evasions. And we risk becoming precisely what our critics charge us with being: callous, selfish and casually destructive men and women who share a cheapened view of human life. . . . We need to contextualize the fight to defend abortion rights within a moral framework that admits that the death of a fetus is a real death.8

      As early as 1970, an editorial in the medical journal California Medicine conceded that abortion kills a living human being and that claiming otherwise was intellectually dishonest:

      Since the old ethic has not yet been fully displaced it has been necessary to separate the idea of abortion from the idea of killing, which continues to be socially abhorrent. The result has been a curious avoidance of the scientific fact, which everyone really knows, that human life begins at conception and is continuous whether intra- or extra-uterine until death. The very considerable semantic gymnastics which are required to rationalize abortion as anything but taking a human life would be ludicrous if they were not often put forth under socially impeccable auspices. It is suggested that this schizophrenic sort of subterfuge is necessary because while a new ethic is being accepted the old one has not yet been rejected.9

      In his book A Defense of Abortion, David Boonin—a philosophy professor at the University of Colorado—writes that “a human fetus, after all, is simply a human being at a very early stage in his or her development.”10 Yet he argues for abortion anyway, even while conceding that you’re identical to the embryo/fetus you once were. You are the same human being today as you were then.

      In Writings on an Ethical Life, Australian ethicist and philosopher Peter Singer states:

      Whether a being is a member of a given species is something that can be determined scientifically, by an examination of the nature of the chromosomes in the cells of living organisms. In this sense, there is no doubt that from the first moments of its existence an embryo conceived from human sperm and eggs is a human being.11

      3. What do we mean by “innocent”? Human fetuses are innocent in that they do nothing to warrant intentional killing. Their age and development confirm this innocence: dependent human beings at this stage of life cannot intentionally harm anyone. They can only present their need to be sustained.

      Abortion is therefore defined as the intentional killing of an innocent human being—a definition that’s accepted even by some who nevertheless support abortion.

      Finally, visual evidence confirms that abortion intentionally kills innocent human beings. Visual depictions of abortion are controversial, but they reawaken moral intuitions and convey truths in ways that words alone cannot. As Gregg Cunningham points out, “When you show pictures of abortion, abortion protests itself.”12

      Consider movies like Schindler’s List, Hacksaw Ridge, Saving Private Ryan, and The Passion of the Christ. Chances are you paid money to watch these films, despite lengthy sequences of gruesome imagery. Perhaps teachers at your local high school took students to see them for educational purposes. Even if they didn’t, I suspect they used grisly imagery from World War II or the Vietnam War in classroom presentations to convey the reality of those events. Intellectual honesty requires that we teach the abortion controversy with no less academic rigor.

      Almost a decade before the American Civil War, Black abolitionist Frederick Douglass gave an immortal speech that became famously known as “What to the Slave Is the Fourth of July?” He confronted critics who said reasoned arguments were enough to end slavery. According to Douglass, the slavery debate had been won on the level of reasoned argument, but the public had yawned. He argued that in order to awaken the moral conscience of the nation, “it is not light that is needed, but fire; it is not the gentle shower, but thunder.” Douglass was absolutely right. The practice of slavery was being sustained not by reasoned arguments but by slaveholders’ desire for self-preservation, as well as by apathy or inactivity among those who were not slaveholders. The battle to be fought wasn’t only a battle of ideas; it was also a battle of conscience.13 Antislavery advocates later circulated gruesome photographs depicting the inhumanity of chattel slavery. These pictures helped galvanize antislavery sentiment in the North. The same, I submit, is true of the abortion debate today. Millions of Americans will tolerate abortion as long as they never see abortion.

      I realize that some may object to abortion victim images on grounds that they substitute emotion for reason and therefore should not be used in public presentations. But this objection misses the point entirely. The question is not, Are the pictures emotional? They are. The real question is, Are the pictures true? If so, they ought to be admitted as evidence. We ought to avoid empty appeals to emotion—those offered in place of good reasons. If, however, the pictures substantiate the reasons being offered, and do not obscure them, they serve a vital purpose. Truth is the issue.

      This is precisely the point feminist Naomi Wolf made on abortion imagery in her article “Our Bodies, Our Souls.” Speaking to her fellow abortion-choice advocates, she candidly writes:

      The pro-choice movement often treats with contempt the pro-lifers’ practice of holding up to our faces their disturbing graphics. . . . [But] how can we charge that it is vile and repulsive for pro-lifers to brandish vile and repulsive images if the images are real? To insist that truth is in poor taste is the very height of hypocrisy. Besides, if these images are often the facts of the matter, and if we then claim that it is offensive for pro-choice women to be confronted with them, then we are making the judgment that women are too inherently weak to face a truth about which they have to make a grave decision. This view is unworthy of feminism.14

      To review, here’s the basic pro-life argument (stated again as a syllogism with two premises and a conclusion):

      1. It is wrong to intentionally kill an innocent human being.

      2. Abortion intentionally kills an innocent human being.

      3. Therefore, abortion is morally wrong.

      This argument stands or falls on its merits. To defeat it, you must do one of three things: (1) show that the terms are unclear; (2) show that the conclusion doesn’t follow from the premises; or (3) show that one or more of the premises is untrue. Outside that, the argument stands.

      What This Debate Is Not About

      In the broader conversation of the abortion debate, certain statements or lines of thought are brought up which detract from what this debate is really about. We can therefore attain further clarity by stripping these nonessentials away.

      The abortion debate is not about labels. Dismissing the pro-life argument as “religious” is common, but mistaken. Ignore for the moment that there are secular pro-lifers and religious pro-choicers. Calling an argument “religious” is only a dodge, not a refutation. As Francis J. Beckwith points out, arguments are either sound or unsound, valid or invalid. Calling an argument “religious” is a category mistake—like asking, How tall is the number three?15 Pro-lifers argue that because it’s wrong to intentionally kill innocent human beings and because abortion does that, abortion therefore is wrong. If critics can refute that argument, fair enough. But dismissing it with a label is intellectually lazy.

      The abortion debate is not about the origins of an argument. Dismissing an argument based on where and how it might have originated is also a dodge, and not a refutation. Suppose chauvinistic men popularize the pro-life argument because they secretly despise women. How does this lamentable character flaw refute the pro-life syllogism above? The answer, of course, is that it doesn’t. That syllogism stands or falls apart from one’s behavior. Likewise, the fact that Margaret Sanger was a racist who promoted eugenics does nothing to prove that abortion is wrong or that the pro-life syllogism is right. An abortion-choice advocate might aptly reply, “Well, maybe she was and maybe she wasn’t a racist. But how does that help your argument or refute mine?”

      To cite another example, a Muslim philosopher by the name of Al-Ghazali once formulated the following argument for theism:

      1. Everything that begins to exist has a cause.

      2. The universe began to exist.

      3. Therefore, the universe has a cause.

      Assuming the argument is a good one, should Christian theists reject it based on its non-Christian origins? Of course not. The argument stands or falls on its merits, not on the person or belief system generating it.

      The abortion debate is not about motives. Arguments stand or fall quite apart from the motives of those making them. Suppose an elite trial lawyer defends a client solely for the money. Does his motive for taking the case invalidate his argument on behalf of the client? Likewise, even if it were true that pro-lifers defend the unborn only for political expediency, or only because they hate women (both of which are not remotely true), it wouldn’t follow that their pro-life argument is invalid or unsound.

      The abortion debate is not about perspectives. As Christopher Kaczor points out, there is no such thing as a “woman’s perspective” on abortion any more than there is a male perspective or a brown-eyed person’s perspective.16 Indeed, feminists—like women in general—do not share identical perspectives on the abortion issue, and that’s true even for feminists who support abortion. For example, feminist Naomi Wolf calls abortion “a real death,”17 while feminist Katha Pollitt thinks it’s no different from vacuum-cleaning your house.18 In short, while gender perspectives on abortion help us understand personal experience, they are no substitute for rational inquiry. Arguments must be advanced and defended, and they stand or fall strictly on their merits.

      The abortion debate is not about psychology. True, many women regret their abortions. However, many others do not. What follows? Nothing follows in terms of the rightness or wrongness of abortion. The swiftest rejoinder to a sign reading “I regret my abortion” is one reading “I don’t regret mine.” Both signs speak to the psychological state of the subject, not the morality of the act itself. Abortion is not wrong because a woman regrets having one. It’s wrong because it intentionally kills an innocent human being. Thus, while post-abortion experiences help us understand the personal feelings of those involved (and this is important for healing), they do not speak to the moral question of abortion. My feelings about something don’t determine whether it’s right or wrong.

      The abortion debate is not about lost benefits. Pro-life advocates sometimes forget their own argument. Abortion is not wrong because it kills future doctors who might cure cancer or future musicians who will rival Beethoven. It’s wrong because it intentionally kills an innocent human being, regardless of his or her eventual gifting or brilliance. Put simply, it’s just as wrong to intentionally kill a homeless man with only a grade-school education as it would be to intentionally kill some highly prominent contributor to our society’s advancement.

      The abortion debate is not about moral neutrality. If you believe that all moral views are equally valid, you are not neutral—and you haven’t refuted the pro-life argument. You’re espousing moral relativism, a view that says right and wrong are either up to each individual or up to society, and are never objective truths that we discover. Morality, like choosing your favorite flavor of ice cream, is strictly a matter of personal preference. We’ll take up relativism in a later chapter, but take note: relativism is not neutral. Relativists think that they’re right and nonrelativists are wrong—or else they wouldn’t oppose nonrelativists who argue that moral truth is real and knowable.

      The abortion debate is not about legal neutrality. The state either recognizes the humanity of the unborn, and thus protects them, or else it doesn’t recognize their humanity and thus permits killing them. Suppose it’s 1860 and the Supreme Court takes no position on the humanity of slaves, but affirms the legal right to own them. Would this be neutral?

      Bad Ways to Argue

      A few more guidelines for effective argument need to be mentioned.

      First, argue rather than attack. If you attack the person rather than engage with his or her argument, you commit the ad hominem fallacy. The Latin phrase ad hominem is just another term for name-calling. Attacking the person is fallacious, because even if the personal attack is true, it does nothing to refute the argument presented.

      Consider the charge that pro-life advocates have no right to oppose abortion since they refuse to adopt unwanted children. That claim is not true, but suppose it were. How does a pro-life advocate’s alleged unwillingness to adopt a child justify an abortionist killing that child and others? How does it refute the pro-life syllogism? In short, it doesn’t. At best, the ad hominem attack only demonstrates that the pro-life advocate fails to live out his view, not that his argument is invalid or unsound.

      Or take the charge that some pro-life advocates are inconsistent because they oppose abortion but not the death penalty. How does their alleged inconsistency refute their pro-life syllogism? Could the unborn still be human—and abortion wrong—even if pro-lifers are inconsistent? Of course. However, the pro-life view is not that it is always wrong to kill, but only that it’s wrong to intentionally kill an innocent human being. In our society’s legal systems, the death penalty by definition does not entail killing an innocent human being, but a guilty one. Thus, there’s no inconsistency.

      A second guideline is to understand the difference between a mere assertion and a well-supported argument. Suppose a pro-life advocate lays out the pro-life syllogism above and supports it with science and philosophy. Instead of refuting the pro-life syllogism, the critic responds, “Well, women have a right to choose.” Is that an argument or assertion? It’s only an assertion, and the obvious question to ask in response is, “A right to choose what? And where does that right come from?”

      Sometimes the assertion comes in the form of a hidden premise. For example, a critic may discount a pro-life argument with an assertion: “The embryo is not self-aware and has no immediately exercisable desires.” The hidden and undefended premise is that self-awareness and desires give us a right to life. But the critic presents no argument for that hidden premise. Why does self-awareness or having desires matter? Why are they value-giving in the first place? These claims must be argued for, not merely asserted.

      Again, remember the importance of the basic syllogism for the pro-life apologist:

      1. It is wrong to intentionally kill an innocent human being.

      2. Abortion intentionally kills an innocent human being.

      3. Therefore, abortion is morally wrong.

      So when critics attack you for hating women or for promoting male-centered perspectives or for arguing religion, ask yourself: How does this objection refute my pro-life syllogism? Framed that way, many objections against the pro-life view are shown to miss the point entirely.

      The crux of the abortion debate is not about a surgical procedure. If having an abortion were morally equivalent to removing your appendix, there would be no debate. It’s about one question that trumps all others: Are the unborn members of the human family? Everything else is a distraction.

      Finally, here’s a real-world application of what this chapter has been about. When accused of hating women, the pro-life advocate might clarify the issue in this way:

      “I hope you don’t believe that pro-lifers hate women, but I think you are right about one thing: if the unborn are not members of the human family, I am indeed unfairly imposing my views on women. However, if each and every human being has an equal right to life—and if the unborn is one of us, sharing humanity with you and me—can you see things my way? If you shared my position that abortion intentionally kills an innocent human being, wouldn’t you do everything you could to stop it? Wouldn’t you want unborn humans protected by law just like everyone else? Of course, I realize you don’t share my position, so my point here is really quite modest: the issue that separates us is not that I hate women and you love them. What separates us is that I believe the unborn are members of the human family and you don’t. That’s the issue I hope we can talk about.”
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      What’s the Issue?

      Emily never saw it coming. A fifteen-year friendship was on the brink of disaster over one word. Abortion.

      She’d met Pam at a Christian college, and the relationship paid off immediately. Emily excelled at language and history, while Pam was a math and science whiz. Together they could tackle any required course, and they did. Both graduated with honors a semester ahead of their classmates. Within a year they both married their college sweethearts.

      Later, when kids came along and budgets got tight, they swapped baby clothes and enjoyed occasional sack lunches together. Even when a job change forced Pam to move fifty miles away, they still managed to meet for coffee at least once a month.

      Emily looked forward to her times with Pam, who was easy to talk to, optimistic, and always lifted Emily’s spirits. Sometimes they shared prayer requests.

      But now—Emily wondered if they would ever feel connected again. For the hundredth time, she replayed the conversation that started it all.

      Pam: Did I tell you my niece Sarah is pregnant?

      Emily: The one in California? We’ve never met, but you talk about her a lot.

      Pam: Yes, that’s the one. You’d love her. She’s nineteen and a freshman at college. Sweet, sweet girl. Smart as a whip and drop-dead gorgeous. I would have never thought . . . 

      Emily: Did her parents have any clue she was in trouble?

      Pam: None. Sarah goes to church and never had a serious boyfriend before Jack. They met over the summer, in a class they both took. He swept her right off her feet.

      Emily: What about his parents?

      Pam: Seldom home, and very liberal. Sarah told Jack she wanted to wait, but with no adults around, well, you can guess the rest.

      Emily: I don’t have to. Have they talked to their pastor?

      Pam: Well, Jack’s not the churchgoing type. He’s very liberal, like his parents. Says Christianity is a bunch of fairy tales, a crutch for the weak.

      Emily: You mean she’s romantically involved with a non-Christian?

      Pam: I tried to warn her, but she insisted she could change him. Even now, she thinks he’ll change over time.

      Emily: Oh dear. Since when has that ever worked? We used to call that missionary dating.

      Pam: Yeah, only in this case, the missionary is pregnant. And now Jack wants out. He says he’ll pay for the abortion, but that’s it.

      Emily: But what if she doesn’t want one? What if she keeps the child?

      Pam: I guess he won’t stick around to find out.

      Emily: What a loser! He’s going to bolt no matter what she does. What’s she thinking?

      Pam: Right now, only about keeping him, whatever it takes.

      Emily: How about her parents?

      Pam: Funny you ask. They think Jack has a point.

      Emily: What? You mean they think abortion might be an option?

      Pam: Jack told Sarah that if she has this baby, she’ll never finish college and won’t make enough money to support herself. She was already pursuing a modeling career, so she’d have to forfeit that. Plus cause her parents untold embarrassment—her dad’s a deacon, you know. Maybe Jack’s on to something.

      Emily: But what are you saying?

      Pam: Only that Sarah stands to lose a lot. She needs to think about what Jack said.

      Emily: Are you already buying what Jack’s telling her?

      Pam: Personally, no. I oppose abortion, and I’d never have one. But if Sarah thinks it’s the right decision for her at this time—well, it’s not my place to judge. I’ve never walked in her shoes.

      Emily: Pam, I’m shocked. How could intentionally killing an innocent human being ever be the right call?

      Pam: I personally don’t think that’s what it is. Like I said, I don’t like abortion one bit. I hope she keeps the baby. But it’s not my decision. If you and I don’t like abortion, we shouldn’t have one. But maybe Sarah feels differently. We shouldn’t force our views on her.

      Emily: I still don’t understand. How can a Christian ever say abortion’s okay just because it would solve a difficult life problem?

      Pam: No, no—you’ve got me all wrong. I hate abortion. Like I said, I personally think she should keep the baby. That’s my preference. But Sarah has to decide for herself what’s best in this situation. It’s not my place to say what’s right or wrong. None of us are in a position to judge. And you certainly don’t want the government getting involved in her personal life, do you?

      Emily: Pam, it’s not about that.

      Pam: Well, just maybe it is about that. If they end up making abortion illegal, Sarah and girls like her will be forced to get illegal abortions. And those are dangerous! And they get thrown in jail if they’re caught. I can’t even imagine that. And if they’re raped, they’ll be forced to give birth to a child that will forever remind them of the horror of that.

      Emily: I still don’t understand. How does any of that make abortion right?

      Pam: Think about it, Emily. You never know—your daughter could get pregnant, just like Sarah. Do you want her going to some guy with a rusty coat hanger in a back alley?

      Emily: Even if my daughter does get pregnant, right and wrong don’t change just because we dislike the consequences of our choices. God might have something to say about this, you know.

      Pam: Don’t think it can’t happen to your kids or to mine. I seem to remember both of us getting into some tough spots in college.

      Emily: Yes, but . . . 

      Pam: So why should it be any different with our daughters? Besides, the Bible never says abortion is wrong. It doesn’t even mention the word. I’m sure that’s why my pastor never talks about it.

      Emily: Wait . . . are you saying the Bible is okay with abortion?

      Pam: What I’m saying is I just don’t think we should force our morals on others, and you aren’t going to change my mind about that. Sarah has a right to make her own private decisions. Besides, how’s she going to care for this baby? There are so many abused and abandoned kids out there. Who’s going to pay for them all? Sarah could become dirt-poor trying to raise this kid on her own. She needs to think about all this. It’s not our place to judge her. It’s Sarah’s choice, and she deserves privacy in making it, without our interference.

      Emily: Pam, let’s talk about this later. Nothing I say right now will convince you.

      Although the above conversation is contrived, the content of the exchange is very real. When it comes to abortion, many pro-life Christians don’t know what to say. They’re caught off-guard, like Emily was. They have pro-life convictions, but defending those convictions with friends and coworkers is another matter altogether. Where to begin? Better to stay silent and avoid embarrassment. Who wants to stir up a hornet’s nest the way Emily did?

      The good news is that you don’t have to surrender in silence, and you don’t have to memorize answers to every possible objection. There’s a better way. Simplify the debate by focusing on the one question that truly matters: What is the unborn?

      Hidden Assumptions

      Emily didn’t realize it, but Pam was cheating. Not that Pam meant to—she was just repeating what she’d heard abortion-choice advocates say in the popular media. Nevertheless, she was cheating by already assuming the very thing she was trying to prove.

      Put simply, most of her objections clearly assumed that the unborn are not human beings. Instead of trying to prove that conclusion with facts and arguments, she merely assumed it within the course of her rhetoric. We call this begging the question, and as Francis J. Beckwith points out, it’s a logical fallacy that lurks behind many arguments for abortion.1

      For example, consider Pam’s claim that we shouldn’t force our views on others. Do you think she would say such a thing if someone wanted the right to choose to kill toddlers? Of course not. Only by assuming that the unborn aren’t human can she make such a claim.

      Or take her objection that the government shouldn’t get involved in our personal decisions. Can you imagine, even for a moment, Pam arguing this way if the topic were child abuse? Again, her objection has force only if she assumes that the unborn are not human. If he is one, abortion is the worst kind of child abuse imaginable.

      Pam also asserts that if society legally restricts abortion, women will be forced to get dangerous back-alley abortions. This objection also assumes that the unborn are not human. Otherwise she’s claiming that because some people will die attempting to intentionally kill innocent human beings, the state should make it safe and legal for them to do so.

      Pam is not the only one who assumes the unborn are not human. Consider the following quote from feminist Katha Pollitt in her book Pro: Reclaiming Abortion Rights. Pollitt wants abortion-choice advocates to toughen up and stop apologizing for abortion. She says abortion is both a moral right and a social good, a common event in the reproductive lives of women:

      Abortion is often seen as a bad thing for society, a sign of hedonism, materialism, and hyper-individualism. I argue that, on the contrary, access to legal abortion is a good thing for society and helping a woman obtain one is a good deed. Instead of shaming women for ending a pregnancy, we should acknowledge their realism and self-knowledge. We should accept that it’s good for everyone if women have only the children they want and can raise well. Society benefits when women can commit to education and work and dreams without having at the back of their mind a concern that maybe it’s all provisional because at any moment an accidental pregnancy could derail them for life. It’s good for children to be wanted, and to come into this life when their parents are ready for them.2

      Her rhetoric is indeed provocative, but she simply assumes that the unborn are not human. For example, she says that abortion is good for society—but are the unborn part of that society? If so, how is abortion good for them? When she speaks of what is “good for everyone,” what does she mean by “everyone”? Does “everyone” include the unborn? If she says no, isn’t she assuming something here? 

      And as for the way in which an unplanned pregnancy can “derail” a woman’s “education and work and dreams”—toddlers also have a way of getting in the way of those goals. Does that mean we can we kill toddlers in order to avoid such life-altering transitions?

      Again, only by assuming that the unborn are not human does her argument work. As Beckwith points out, you cannot argue that abortion is good for society when the very question of who is part of society—whether it includes the unborn or not—is what’s at stake in the abortion debate.3

      I Agree, If . . . 

      Nadine Strossen is the former president of the ACLU and a worthy debate opponent. Though we disagree sharply on abortion, our exchanges are civil, and we are friends. We’ve debated publicly nine times since 2007, sometimes in front of large audiences. For example, at Malone University in Akron, Ohio, we had a full house of a thousand students, faculty, and others. The ACLU of Ohio even reserved one hundred seats in advance. Again, these debates are not shouting matches, but formal exchanges. Each speaker makes opening arguments, followed by rebuttals, cross-examination, and closing statements.4

      Our theme for the night was: “Abortion: Is This Legal Right a Moral Wrong?” As she often does, Nadine opened with an appeal to reproductive freedom. She tried to frame the debate with an appeal to reproductive freedom. To paraphrase her case, reproductive freedom means the ability to choose whether or not to have children according to one’s own personal religious beliefs. That freedom is necessary if all persons are to lead lives of self-determination, opportunity, and human dignity. She repeatedly stressed our need to work together to reduce the high number of abortions, by which she meant pro-lifers should support tax-funded birth control programs.

      Notice the question-begging nature of her claim. She simply assumed that the unborn are not human beings. Would she make this same claim for human freedom and self-determination if the debate were about killing toddlers instead of fetuses?

      To help the audience see the problem, I began my own opening speech by saying the following (paraphrased for brevity):

      Men and women, I agree completely with everything Nadine just said. She’s right that abortion is a personal, private matter that should not be restricted in any way. She’s right that we shouldn’t interfere with personal choices. She’s right that pro-lifers should stay out of this decision. Yes, I agree completely . . . if. If what? If the unborn are not human beings. And if Nadine can demonstrate that the unborn are not members of the human family, I will concede this exchange, and so should everyone else who is pro-life.

      Contrary to what some may think, the issue that divides Nadine and me is not that she is pro-choice and I am anti-choice. Truth is, I am vigorously “pro-choice” when it comes to women choosing a number of moral goods. I support a woman’s right to choose her own health care provider, to choose her own school, to choose her own husband, to choose her own job, to choose her own religion, and to choose her own career, to name a few. These are among the many choices that I fully support for the women of our country.

      But some choices are wrong, like killing innocent human beings simply because they are in the way and cannot defend themselves. No, we shouldn’t be allowed to choose that.

      So, again, the issue that separates Nadine and me is not that she is pro-choice and I am anti-choice. The issue that divides us is just one question: What is the unborn? Let me be clear: if the unborn is a human being, killing him or her to benefit others is a serious moral wrong. It treats the distinct human being, with his or her own inherent moral worth, as nothing more than a disposable instrument. Conversely, if the unborn are not human, killing them through elective abortion requires no more justification than having your tooth pulled.

      In short, I was willing to buy her argument for freedom and self-determination—but only if she could demonstrate that the unborn are not human beings. I then argued scientifically that the unborn are distinct, living, and whole human beings.

      Framing the exchange around the status of the unborn set the tone for the entire evening, and it allowed me to ask good questions later in the debate. For example, during cross-examination I asked Nadine why the high number of abortions troubled her. After all, if abortion does not intentionally take the life of a defenseless human being, why worry about reducing it?

      At street level, many arguments for abortion are question-begging. They utterly fail unless you assume the unborn are not human—which, again, is the very point under dispute in the abortion controversy. For example:

      Anti-choicers don’t trust women to make their own personal choices. If parents want to rough up their toddler in the privacy of the bedroom, should we trust them to make their own personal choices?

      Anti-choicers want to force poor women to bring another child into this world. When human beings get expensive, may we kill them? Can a parent with ten kids kill the youngest to help balance the checkbook?

      Restricting abortion is unfair to poor women who, unlike rich women, can’t afford to travel to places where abortion is legal. Since when is equal opportunity to intentionally kill an innocent human being a moral good? Rich people can afford to hire assassins, while the poor cannot; should we legalize the hiring of hit men? As Francis Beckwith points out, “It is not true that the vices of the wealthy are virtues simply because the poor are denied them.”5

      Abortion is needed to control overpopulation and preserve scarce resources. Why not also kill toddlers or teenagers who consume scarce resources?

      Abortion is needed to prevent child abuse. Should we also kill two-year-old victims of abuse to prevent their getting abused again at age five?

      Abortion prevents unwanted children. The homeless are unwanted; may we kill them?

      Laws against abortion impose morality. Can’t we say the same thing about laws against killing toddlers?

      Embryonic stem cell research is morally permissible because it promises healing. Healing to whom? Are the embryos “healed” when this research destroys them? Is this research “good” for them? Can we destroy two-year-olds in order to heal five-year-olds?

      Support for embryonic stem cell research reflects a selfless love for one’s neighbor who may need the cures it promises. Is the embryo my neighbor? Does destructive embryo research reflect selfless love for him or her?

      Again, none of these arguments work unless you assume that the unborn are not human. That assumption must be exposed.

      Trot Out Your Toddler

      Here’s a tactic for addressing critics who assume the unborn are not human. It’s called “trot out the toddler,” and its purpose is not to argue for the humanity of the unborn (you’ll do that later) but to frame the debate around one question: What is the unborn?

      Here’s how it works. If you think a particular argument leaves unanswered the question regarding the status of the unborn, ask yourself if this justification for abortion also works as a justification for killing toddlers. If not, the argument assumes the unborn are not fully human. Now it may be the case that the unborn are not fully human, and abortion is therefore justified. But this must be argued with evidence, not merely assumed by one’s rhetoric.

      Let’s revisit the exchange between Emily and Pam using trot out the toddler. Pam justified abortion with an appeal to privacy. “Sarah has a right to make her own personal decisions.” When Emily hears this, she does not panic. She trots out a toddler.

      Emily: You say that privacy is the issue. Pretend that I have a two-year old in front of me. (She holds out her hand at waist level to illustrate this.) May I kill him as long as I do it in the privacy of the bedroom?

      Pam: That’s silly, of course not!

      Emily: Why not?

      Pam: Because he’s a human being.

      Emily: But should we kill the unborn in the name of privacy any more than we’d kill a toddler for that reason?

      Pam: You’re comparing apples with oranges. The two things are completely unrelated. Look, killing toddlers is one thing. Killing a fetus that is not a human being is quite another.

      Emily: Ah. Maybe you are right about that. But that’s the issue, isn’t it? Are the unborn human beings, like toddlers? Perhaps they are not. But you need to argue for that, not merely assume it.

      Again, notice that Emily has not yet argued for the humanity of the unborn or made any case for the pro-life view whatsoever. She’ll do that later. For now all she’s doing is framing the issue around one question: What is the unborn? That is the crux of the debate, and it clarifies many of the toughest questions, including the rape objection.

      Pam: But what about a woman who’s been raped? Every time she looks at that kid, she’s going to remember what happened to her. If that’s not hardship, what is?

      Emily: I agree that we should provide compassionate care for the victim, and it should be the best care possible. That’s not at issue here. It’s your proposed solution I’m struggling to understand. Tell me, how should a civil society treat innocent human beings who remind us of a painful event? (She pauses and lets the question sink in.) Is it okay to kill them so we can feel better? Can we, for example, kill a toddler who reminds her mother of a rape?

      Pam: No, I wouldn’t do that.

      Emily: I wouldn’t either. But again, isn’t that because you and I both agree that it’s wrong to kill innocent human beings, even if they do remind us of a painful event?

      Pam: But you don’t understand how much this woman has suffered. Put yourself in her shoes. How would you feel?

      Emily: You’re right. I don’t understand her feelings. How could I? How could anyone? I’m just asking if hardship justifies homicide. Can we, for instance, kill toddlers who remind us of painful events? Again, my claim here is really quite modest. If the unborn are members of the human family, like toddlers, we should not kill them to make someone else feel better. It’s better to suffer evil rather than to inflict it.6 Personally, I wish I could give a different answer, but I can’t without trashing the principle that my right to life shouldn’t depend on how others feel about me. In the end, sometimes the right thing to do is not the easy thing to do. And what’s right depends on the question, What is the unborn? We can’t get around it.

      In this revised dialogue, Emily stays focused like a laser beam on the status of the unborn. She graciously yet incisively exposes the hidden assumptions in Pam’s rhetoric, forcing each objection back to the question, What is the unborn? She doesn’t let Pam distract her with appeals to privacy, economic hardship, or rape, all of which assume that the unborn are not human beings. She sticks to just one issue.

      Until you clarify what’s really at stake—that we can’t answer the question Can we kill the unborn? until we answer the question What is the unborn?—there’s no point advancing your case. Gregg Cunningham is correct. For too long the pro-life movement has been shouting conclusions rather than establishing facts.7 Staying focused on the status of the unborn brings moral clarity to the abortion debate. It allows you to engage friends and critics in conversation so that you do not talk past each other.

      Consider Pam’s objection to Emily’s pro-life stance: “You certainly don’t want the government getting involved in Sarah’s personal life, do you?” Suppose Emily replied as follows: “Pam, if Sarah were talking about killing her toddler to solve a difficult life problem, would you object to the government telling her she can’t do that?” There’s no way Pam’s going to say yes. Instead, she’ll likely say, “Well, that’s different—it’s not the same thing.”

      Oh, really? Not the same? How so? As you can see, Pam is assuming that the unborn are not human. Emily’s question exposed that assumption and refocused the discussion on the one question that truly matters: What is the unborn?

      Admittedly, trotting out a toddler won’t persuade everyone that there’s only one issue to resolve. Some abortion-choice advocates bite the bullet and concede the humanity of the unborn, but justify elective abortion with an appeal to bodily autonomy.

      Judith Jarvis Thomson’s famous violinist argument is a prime example of those who argue this way. I’ll take up that particular objection later, but you won’t hear it often outside academic circles. Most people on the street simply assume that the unborn are not human beings. Don’t let them get away with that. Stay hitched to your toddler.

      Again, whenever you hear an argument for abortion, stop and ask this question: Would this justification for killing the unborn work for killing a toddler? If not, your critic is assuming that the unborn aren’t human, a point for which he needs to argue. Trot out your toddler to expose the hidden (and perhaps unrecognized) assumptions in the argument.

      You may need to do this more than once. Your critic may toss numerous objections your way, none of which address the status of the unborn. You’ll hear about rape, severely disabled kids, economic hardship, foster care problems, child abuse, and every other hard-case scenario imaginable. Be gracious, but don’t fall for it. Keep trotting out your toddler. Stay focused on the one question that really matters: What is the unborn? Until that question gets answered, everything else is a distraction.

      What If My Critic Won’t Concede?

      Even after you simplify the debate, critics—even intelligent ones—may balk. That shouldn’t surprise us. Arguments are seldom won on the spot. Let’s be honest: How many of us, upon hearing a powerful rejoinder to one of our most cherished beliefs, would immediately concede the point? To the contrary, we typically fight on. Thus, if the argument is won, it’s won later—when your critic is alone with his thoughts and quietly abandons his former position.

      Conservative columnist and expert debater William Rusher writes that a genuine change of mind on a subject important to us can be painful:

      Nobody, when confronted with a really devastating argument against something in which he has hitherto deeply believed, slaps himself on the thigh and shouts, “By gosh, I never thought of that!” On the contrary, the blow will be resented. Very often it will be sustained in obstinate silence. The ego needs time to marshal its defenses—either to try to restore the toppled idol, or to come to terms with the toppling, or (at the very least) to regain its own shattered composure. It is precisely then, however—in the silent weeks or months after the argument, when perhaps no one else is present and the defeated arguer confronts only himself in the recollection of his defeat—that the argument may truly be said to be “won.” Because then, if ever, is when the loser of the argument will tacitly abandon his former position. He may never admit to having changed his mind at all; but at the very least he will have rearranged his mental furniture, to insure that he does not hereafter sit, so often or so heavily, on that all too demonstrably fragile chair.8

      Don’t worry that you can’t change everyone’s mind. Truth is, hard-core abortion-choicers are not your primary customers. You’re after the 60 percent of Americans in the mushy middle who think of themselves as “pro-choice” because they’ve never thought seriously about the choice they’re advocating. Your job is to bring clarification and get them thinking. Just keep trotting out your toddler.

      Helpful Resources

      Francis J. Beckwith, Defending Life: A Moral and Legal Case against Abortion Choice (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2007).

      Peter Kreeft, The Unaborted Socrates: A Dramatic Debate on the Issues Surrounding Abortion (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1983).

      William Rusher, How to Win Arguments More Often Than Not (New York: Doubleday, 1981).
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