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    PREFACE



    In the fall of 2009, guided by the leadership of Chuck Colson (1931–2012), more than 150 religious leaders came together to address the three key issues of the cultural moment: life, marriage, and religious liberty. At Colson’s request, Timothy George, dean of the Beeson Divinity School, and Robert P. George, McCormick Professor of Jurisprudence at Princeton University, served as primary authors of a significant statement known as The Manhattan Declaration. We were privileged to be part of the collective that affirmed the Declaration and part of a smaller group who offered initial support for the project.


    Included among the 150 religious leaders were Roman Catholics, Orthodox, and Evangelical Protestants from various denominations as well as non-denominational backgrounds. Deep theological differences would have made it difficult for those in this group to reach consensus about things such as the work of evangelism or church life, or even to share communion together. So, to be clear, The Manhattan Declaration was no attempt at a mushy ecumenism. Rather, the statement was an affirmation built around genuine shared conviction. Though, they also recognized their shared commitments to the Nicene Creed and their shared concerns regarding the issues of life, marriage, and religious liberty, among other important cultural and societal challenges. Within months, more than 550,000 people added their names in support of the Declaration.


    Now, a decade later, we find ourselves at a somewhat different cultural moment, even as we maintain our commitments on these three key issues. A few years ago, the responsibility for the Declaration was handed to the Colson Center for Christian Worldview, under the direction of John Stonestreet, by The Manhattan Declaration Board. The ten-year anniversary of the statement provides an opportunity to not only renew and reaffirm the commitments articulated so clearly in 2009, but also to reflect on what those commitments require of us today. In that light, several people who were directly or indirectly influenced by the wide-ranging leadership of Chuck Colson have come together to speak afresh to these vital issues.


    Building on their work as the primary authors of the original statement, Timothy George and Robert P. George have provided the bookend chapters for this volume. The Beeson dean has written an initial reflection while the McCormick Professor has offered a concluding and defining word regarding a contest of worldviews. Between these two brilliant chapters are thoughtful contributions related to themes of life, marriage, and religious liberty. We have provided a word from Chuck Colson, which was originally penned in 2010 shortly after the release of the Declaration.


    Bestselling author Randy Alcorn has provided the opening chapter on the importance of life. Russell Moore and Andrew Walker, key leaders at the Ethics and Religious Liberty Commission have combined to address “Why Life at All Stages Belongs to God, Not the State.” Their chapter includes important thoughts on a variety of ethical issues including abortion, infanticide, euthanasia, poverty, elderly care, and capital punishment. A younger voice, Trevin Wax, whose influence continues to grow, speaks to “How the Church Can Defend Life at All Stages.” Readers will appreciate the powerful, personal insights from Joni Eareckson Tada, as she writes about “How the Church Can Protect the Dignity of the Most Vulnerable Among Us.” Frederica Mathewes-Green courageously reflects on “Why Being Pro-Life is also Pro-Woman.”


    The second section of the book focuses on marriage, beginning with significant chapters on the importance of marriage. Timothy Cardinal Dolan has offered a Roman Catholic perspective and Rick Warren has provided an evangelical perspective. The ever-astute cultural observer Mary Eberstadt has offered a thoughtful contribution to the broader impact of The Manhattan Declaration. Jennifer Roback Morse has given us a fine piece on “Why Marriage Belongs to God, Not the State” and the persuasive work of Ryan Anderson follows with a timely response called “Marriage Equality, Marriage Reality.”


    The third section includes important chapters on the issue of religious liberty. The initial chapter in this section, authored by Michael Farris, provides a historical overview regarding “Why Religious Freedom Matters.” Chad Hatfield, president at St. Vladimir’s Seminary, has offered a pastoral perspective on “Why Our Conscience Belongs to God, Not the State.” R. R. Reno, editor of First Things, has provided a wonderful piece on “How the Church Can Protect Religious Liberty and the Rights of Conscience.” Kristen Waggoner offers a thoughtful review of our culture’s most recent religious freedom clashes, and theologian Bruce Ashford has penned the final chapter in this section with a reflection on children in contemporary society. The Manhattan Declaration is attached as an addendum.


    The group of influential thinkers contributing to this book, each speaking from their respective and distinct theological, vocational, and ecclesiastical backgrounds, provide a symphonic, up-to-date commentary on the three primary principles affirmed in the Declaration. The chapters, while substantive and convictional, are best described as succinct and readable. The authors seek to be charitable to those with whom they differ, modeling kindness, humility, and civility. Genuine civility and kindness are much needed in our polarized and fragmented culture. Civility, rightly understood, is not merely a diplomatic posture nor a code of conduct, but a virtue. The volume is thus a chorus, which seeks to “hold fast what is good” (I Thess. 5:21) while faithfully “holding fast to the word of life” (Phil. 2:14-16). Speaking and living with convictional civility and convictional kindness reflects lessons we all learned from Chuck Colson.


    While the authors attempt to reflect and model faithful cultural engagement, there remain real differences among us. We, editors and authors, represent different Christian traditions. We share substantial agreement on the issues of life, marriage, and religious liberty, but we speak from, and not always for, our different traditions and denominational perspectives, which create tensions when applied. As the various authors of this volume expand on the affirmations of The Manhattan Declaration, they offer implications not necessarily shared by every participant in this project. That does not diminish our shared affirmations regarding the importance of life, marriage, and religious liberty. As editors, we have chosen to allow these differences to stand. We hope our ability to work together for the common good on these vital matters provides a witness to others, even balancing our differences regarding the entailments with our shared affirmations. We pray this will itself be a witness to a watching world of how devoted men and women wrestle seriously with these matters of central importance while taking up the call to engage the culture in a way faithful to the best of the great Christian tradition.


    As editors, we wish to acknowledge the important contributions of Lisa Weathers and Tim Padgett and thank them for their devoted efforts. We also express our gratitude to Gary Terashita at Fidelis Books for his overall guidance throughout this project. With thankful hearts, we dedicate this book to the memory of our dear friend and mentor Chuck Colson (1931–2012). It is our prayer this work will bear fruit for God’s kingdom as we to seek to provide a resource that will serve the next generation while bringing glory to our great God.


     


    Soli Deo Gloria


    David S. Dockery, President


    Trinity International University/Trinity Evangelical Divinity School


    John Stonestreet, President


    Chuck Colson Center for Christian Worldview

  


  
    INTRODUCTION



    What Belongs to God,

    What Belongs to Caesar


    A Personal Reflection on

    The Manhattan Declaration


    Timothy George


    The Manhattan Declaration: A Call of Christian Conscience originated in the heart and vision of Charles Wendell Colson—Chuck to his many friends and admirers. Following the retirement of Carl F. H. Henry, I was invited to join the Prison Fellowship Board of Directors and to serve as chair of its Theology Committee. At our annual spring board meeting in June 2009, I was asked to bring a devotional message on the foundational principles of our ministry. Aware that 2009 was the seventy-fifth anniversary of the famous Barmen Declaration, a historic statement of faith set forth by courageous Christians at the dawn of the Nazi era in May 1934, I brought copies of this famous document to the meeting and distributed them to members of the board. I then offered a few comments on the meaning of Barmen focusing on its first article: “Jesus Christ, as he has tested for us in the Holy Scripture, is the one word of God which we have to hear and which we have to trust and obey in life and in death.”1 I pointed out that many of those who were present at Barmen that day, such as Pastor Martin Niemöller, experienced great suffering and persecution at the hands of the Nazis in the years following.


    As soon as the meeting was over, Chuck declared, “The church needs a Barmen Declaration for today!” As scholars are wont to do, I recommended we give more reflection to this idea and assemble a committee to study it in depth. “No,” Chuck retorted, “We have to get to work on this right away!” Immediately, we both thought of our friend Robby George, a devout Catholic scholar and leading public intellectual at Princeton. We joined forces and spent many hours that summer working on the draft of a statement supporting the sanctity of life, the dignity of marriage, and religious freedom for all.


    By late September, we were ready to share what emerged with a wider circle of religious leaders, some fifty of whom assembled for a day-long meeting in New York City. On that occasion, someone suggested the document be called The Manhattan Declaration, and the name stuck. By November 20, 2009, some 150 Christian leaders enlisted in the cause, and The Manhattan Declaration was presented to the public at the National Press Club in Washington. Catholic, Protestant, and Orthodox leaders stood together side-by-side and declared our common commitment to what we believed to be three of the most pressing, and increasingly contested, moral issues of our time: the sanctity of life for every single person including the elderly, the weak, and the pre-born, each of whom is uniquely made in the image of God (imago Dei) and is inherently worthy of respect and protection; the historic institution of marriage between one man and one woman, not for the sake of traditionalism but for the flourishing of families and the nurturing of children, an institution which is the cornerstone of society across civilizations; and religious freedom, not only for Christians, but for all persons everywhere, and for religious institutions as well as for individuals, for synagogues, mosques, temples, and churches, and the work they do on behalf of the common good in education and benevolence.


    Among my most vivid memories of Chuck Colson are the times I went with him to visit prisoners behind bars. Chuck never forgot he served a Savior who was crucified as a prisoner, one who knew what it was like to be stripped, sentenced, beaten, and mocked. He never forgot Jesus’s words: “I was in prison and you visited me.” The key issues addressed in The Manhattan Declaration, Chuck firmly believed, were directly related to his work for prison reform, restorative justice, and evangelism. Prison Fellowship is a wonderful worldwide ministry dedicated to serving prisoners and their families. As a former prisoner, Chuck never doubted God called him to this work. But Chuck knew there was a prior concern to be addressed. He asked: “What is broken in our society—in the schools, churches, police system, in our financial and economic structures, in our systems of governance and civic accountability—what is amiss here that results in the incarceration of so many of our sons and daughters?” The answer to this question could not be found in politics alone, as Chuck saw it. The fundamental issue is not political but spiritual. What he advocated was a chastened form of civic virtue based on the fact Christians hold a dual citizenship, one in this world, and the other, as St. Paul said, in heaven (Phil. 3:20).


    Over the years, Chuck Colson came to see the close connection between the despair he witnessed firsthand within the prisons and the “culture of death” in society on the outside. He knew genuine reform had to embrace the family, the community, and the church, the “mediating institutions” of society, as well as the state. He came to see the work he did, and continued to do, in the prisons would ultimately fail unless it was undergirded by a robust Christian worldview, an understanding of what we believe and how it applies to our lives.


    This perspective was reinforced by the three great intellectual heroes to whom Chuck turned again and again. William Wilberforce was the young member of Parliament who devoted his life to abolishing the slave trade. He refused to divorce his evangelical faith from his public witness. And Abraham Kuyper, the Reformed theologian and Prime Minister of the Netherlands whom Chuck quoted more than anyone else. Kuyper said: “There is not one square inch in the whole domain of our human existence over which Christ, who is sovereign over all, does not cry: ‘Mine, that belongs to me!’”2 And there was Dietrich Bonhoeffer, a champion of faith and conscience in one of the darkest moments of human history. Bonhoeffer, a member of the Confessing Church and supporter of the Barmen Declaration, preached a gospel of costly grace. He wrote in 1937, “When Christ calls a man, he bids him come and die.”3


    The early drafts of The Manhattan Declaration did refer to Barmen as a precedent inspiring our concern. But the reference to Barmen was deleted in the final form of The Manhattan Declaration for several good reasons. First, we did not make the claim in 2009, nor should we make it today, that our present historical moment is analogous to the repression Jews, Christians, and many others experienced in Hitler’s Germany. Second, the Barmen Declaration was written and signed by only Protestant (Lutheran and Reformed) Christians, whereas The Manhattan Declaration intentionally included Roman Catholic, Evangelical Protestant, and Eastern Orthodox voices. None of us were interested in putting forth an easygoing ecumenism, one that blurs the theological convictions we hold dear. We understood ourselves to be principled Protestants, Catholics, and Orthodox believers and nothing we wrote in The Manhattan Declaration compromises our cherished confessional beliefs, this despite raucous criticism from some who claimed otherwise. But what we did share in common was massive: the spiritual patrimony of all Christians committed to the historic faith of the early church, expressed in the Trinitarian and Christological consensus of the classic creeds and confessions. What we wanted to say as clearly as we could, with charity and civility, is we discerned in our life together a movement of the Holy Spirit, one propelling us to stand together in a common struggle, to venture what I once called “an ecumenism of the trenches.”4


    Was The Manhattan Declaration a partisan political ploy? Some thought so and condemned it as a covert Republican initiative. However, there were Democrats, Republicans, and Independents alike among those who originally embraced The Manhattan Declaration. For example, the well-known social activist and pacifist Ronald J. Sider, wrote soon after the Declaration was released:


    People like myself have often been identified as politically “liberal” or “progressive” because of our vigorous advocacy of justice for the poor, racial justice, full equality of women, peacemaking, and care for creation. Vigorously and publicly I continue to take such stands. But I also want to insist that I think it is absolutely crucial for people like myself to stand publicly with those sometimes identified as politically “conservative” in order to defend the sanctity of human life, the historical definition of marriage, and religious freedom. This is not a political ploy or a partisan agenda. It flows from a foundational moral commitment. Finally, it flows from my confession that Jesus Christ is Lord of all. I am a registered Democrat. But my commitment to Jesus Christ, to a biblically balanced political agenda, and to a consistent ethic of life far transcends any limited political interests.5


    Neither Barmen nor Manhattan were “political” statements in the sense of being tied to a particular political party or ideology. What is crucial is both statements refused to say there are areas of life which do not belong to Jesus Christ. Both affirmed the sovereignty of God and the Lordship of Jesus Christ. Both appealed to the authority of Holy Scripture. Each offered quotations from the Bible as the theological basis of its statements.


    The Manhattan Declaration did not claim the three issues highlighted in its text were the only matters of pressing moral concern in our culture today. Indeed, we clearly recognized many other issues also call for Christian engagement, and we named some of these: care of creation, racial injustice, the proliferation of violence, the blight of poverty and hunger around the world, and a myriad of other human rights causes—from providing clean water in developing nations to providing homes for tens of thousands of children orphaned by war, disease, and gender discrimination.


    But we did argue that the three issues of life, marriage, and religious freedom were basic foundational principles of justice and common good. We believed these three issues were inextricably linked and that to sacrifice any one of them would invariably lead to the weakening of the others.


    Chuck Colson always hoped The Manhattan Declaration, which began as a document, would become a movement, one delivering a palpable effect on the three issues we addressed. To some extent, it did. Within a matter of months, more than 500,000 Christians—Orthodox, Catholic, and Evangelicals—signed The Manhattan Declaration. In some areas since then, there has been a forward movement in a good direction. I think of the masses of younger Christians who swarm the National March for Life each year. In others, sadly, there has been a stepping back and loss of concern. After ten years, one thing is certain: the need for the Church of Jesus Christ, and indeed for all people of faith and goodwill, to speak clearly about life, marriage, and religious freedom is greater now than ever. In today’s changing political and cultural landscape, the oft-quoted final words of The Manhattan Declaration are still operative: “We will fully and ungrudgingly render to Caesar what is Caesar’s. But under no circumstances will we render to Caesar what is God’s.”


    At the dawn of the New Year, 1943, just four months before he was arrested by the Gestapo, Dietrich Bonhoeffer addressed a personal letter to some of his closest friends. This letter has been published as After Ten Years: A Reckoning Made At The New Year 1943. Bonhoeffer reviewed the events of the past decade, including the fears, hopes, and aspirations, that gripped him and his friends during the turbulent times through which they lived. In one section of this letter, Bonhoeffer asked the question, “Who stands firm?” He answered in words we still need to hear and heed today:


    Only the one whose ultimate standard is not his reason, his principles, conscience, freedom, or virtue; only the one who has prepared to sacrifice all of these when, in faith and in relationship to God alone, he is called to obedient and responsible action. Such a person is the responsible one, whose life is to be nothing but a response to God’s question and call. Where are these responsible ones? 6
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    Why The Manhattan Declaration?1


    Charles W. “Chuck” Colson


    For the past several decades, I have devoted my teaching to a simple proposition: Christianity is more than a religion. And it is more than a personal relationship with Jesus Christ. Christianity is an all-encompassing worldview that shapes how we think and how we live in the world. It couldn’t be otherwise.


    “In the beginning was the Word,” John tells us in the opening of his gospel. “And the word became flesh and dwelt among us.” “Word” is the English translation of the Greek Logos. And as a translation, “Word” falls far short of the richness and totality of Logos. For John, for Greek speakers all the way back to Plato and beyond, Logos meant ultimate reality, all that was known or could be known, the glue that holds the universe together.


    So, Christ is more than a founder of a religion. He is more than my personal savior (and I thank God every day that He is). He is the Logos. And if that’s true, then, the brilliant Dutch politician and theologian Abraham Kuyper was right when he proclaimed, “In the total expanse of human life there is not a single square inch of which the Christ, who alone is sovereign, does not declare, ‘That is mine!’”


    If Christ cries out “Mine” about every aspect of life: Medicine, music, literature, science, family, law, politics, then we, the church, when we look at every aspect of life, must cry out “HIS!”


    

    So, our duty is to bring Christ’s truth to bear on every aspect of life. And at no time in my life do I remember a time when it was so important to do so.


    What we are witnessing today in America is a titanic struggle between two antithetical worldviews: Secular naturalism and Christianity. The one side holds there is no God, that we humans are nothing but a complex amalgamation of atoms—glorified germs whose ancestors arose from the primordial soup. The other holds that God created the universe, His physical and moral laws are observable and knowable, and He created man in His image—endowing man with a sacred dignity and free will.


    We see this struggle all around us. In the classroom, the courtroom, and on Capitol Hill. If man is nothing special, then why not abortion, why not cloning, why not experiment with human embryos? If there is no moral law, no ultimate truth, why not same-sex marriage, why not enshrine individual preference as the ultimate arbiter of human conduct, why not borrow money you can’t repay—who cares how it might affect others?


    This is why, last September, sixty Protestant, Catholic, and Orthodox leaders gathered in New York to fine-tune one of the finest expressions of Christian worldview I have ever seen: The Manhattan Declaration.


    The Manhattan Declaration, grounded in scripture and the creeds all Christians confess, is a clarion call to conscience, a wake-up call to the church. And it deals with the three most crucial moral issues facing our nation and the church today: The sanctity of human life, marriage between one man and one woman, and the importance of religious freedom, or freedom of conscience.


    The response has been phenomenal. I would not have imagined that within three short months, more than 500,000 people from every Christian denomination would sign the Declaration.


    I have been asked by many, however, why it is the Declaration focuses on these three issues? What about other pressing issues? Social justice? The Environment? Others? My answer is these three issues are so foundational, so critical, every other Christian, indeed human, concern flows out of them.


    First and foremost is human dignity. For thirty-four years I’ve gone into America’s prisons to witness to the most marginalized among us, precisely because I believe every human being is made in God’s image. When I walk through the vile-smelling cell blocks, I don’t see tattooed inmates; I see beautiful people, made in the image of God—the very people for whom Christ died on the cross.


    It’s that very understanding of the sacredness of all human life that sends me into the prisons. It’s the belief in the sacredness of human life that led the early church to fight the Roman practice of infanticide and abortion; that put Christians in the forefront of fighting slavery, of promoting civil rights, and today, fighting human trafficking across the globe.


    The sanctity of human life is the foundation of true social justice. It’s the same with marriage between one man and one woman. As The Manhattan Declaration proclaims, “Marriage…is the first institution of human society—indeed it is the institution on which all other human institutions have their foundation.”


    And even though marriage is more honored in the breach than in observance today, it remains the bedrock institution no society can survive without. Again, The Manhattan Declaration speaks clearly:


    Vast human experience confirms that marriage is the original and most important institution for sustaining the health, education, and welfare of all persons in a society. Where marriage is honored, and where there is a flourishing marriage culture, everyone benefits—the spouses, their children, the communities and societies in which they live. Where the marriage culture begins to erode, social pathologies of every sort quickly manifest themselves.


    Is it any wonder that more than 60 percent of our nation’s prisoners grew up in households without a father? The statistics only confirm what I’ve seen inside our nation’s prisons. I can’t begin to count the number of men behind bars who have told me about their childhoods—and the fact they come from broken homes, with no dad. So, they find male role models in the gangs.


    The third foundational issue is religious freedom, or freedom of conscience. American Christians can no longer ignore the fact this “first freedom” enshrined in the Bill of Rights is under assault. We see it in the news every day, whether it’s a Methodist camp losing its tax-exempt status because it refused to allow a same-sex marriage ceremony, or Congress’s steadfast refusal to protect the religious freedom of medical providers in the current spate of health-care “reform” bills.


    Is the day coming when a Baptist daycare center could be forced to hire homosexuals? Or a Catholic adoption agency being driven out of business because it refuses to place orphaned children with same-sex couples? Well, the latter has already happened. And more is coming unless the church speaks out.


    This is no time for the Church to step away from the fray, hiding behind the excuse we should “not get involved in politics.” But while these are in one sense political issues, they are first and foremost profoundly moral issues that affect the common good. We neither love God nor our neighbor if we sit idly by as human dignity, traditional marriage, and religious freedom come under attack. And that is why I am so excited about The Manhattan Declaration. Never, in my lifetime at least, have Christians from all denominations come together to forcefully proclaim “Here we stand!”


    Are you willing to join us in the closing affirmation of The Manhattan Declaration? “We will fully and ungrudgingly render to Caesar what is Caesar’s, but under no circumstances will we render to Caesar what is God’s.”

  


  
    PART ONE



    Life


  


  
    Life is the Greatest Human Right



    Randy Alcorn


    The moral fabric of American society is woven around a premise stated in the Declaration of Independence: “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable rights, that among these are life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness.” Regrettably, some of the signers of the Declaration of Independence marginalized women and racial minorities. However, the notion of all human beings made equal by God was eventually reflected in our laws.


    “We hold these truths to be self-evident” affirms that certain truths are so basic, so foundational we must hold to them if this country is to endure. The logical progression is since all people are created equal, there are God-given rights we are not free to ignore. The first most basic right is the right to life. For if someone’s life is taken, it is impossible to exercise their rights to liberty or to pursue happiness.


    The three most consequential moral human rights issues in American history each hinged on understanding what “all men are created equal” means. The first question: Does “all men” mean only the white race, or does it include blacks and other minorities? The second question: Does “all men” mean only males, or does it include females? Laws changed as our nation came to a correct answer to these questions. But the third question has every bit as much moral significance as the first two: Does “all men” mean only the bigger and older, or does it include preborn children, our littlest boys and girls?


    Without the right to life, there cannot be any other rights. An aborted female child will never have any rights as a female. An aborted black child will never have any rights as a black person. No aborted child will ever have personal or civil or gender or ethnic rights of any kind.


    The claim that abortion is a civil rights issue for women is one of the greatest ironies of the “pro-choice” movement. Abortion takes away the most basic right any person can have: the right to live. If anything ever warranted restatement it is this: once anyone’s right to life is violated, no other rights can be upheld.


    In her book When Is It Right to Die? Joni Eareckson Tada says, “True rights are based in God’s moral law. Proverbs 31:8–9 reads, ‘Open your mouth for the mute, for the rights of all who are destitute. Open your mouth, judge righteously, defend the rights of the poor and needy.’ But take God out of the picture, and rights become nothing more than people’s willful determinations dressed up in the language of ‘rights’ to give them a showy kind of dignity. Then the exercise of rights becomes nothing more than a national competition between who is more victimized than whom.”1 For all citizens of all countries, defending life from conception to death should take precedence, but for Christ-followers this is grounded in something far more authoritative than the Declaration of Independence, it is grounded in the inspired Word of God.


    What Scripture Says About Life


    My home state of Oregon, which I love in many ways, became in 1997 the first jurisdiction in human history to legalize physician-assisted suicide. At that time, even the Netherlands, which commonly practiced it, and Nazi Germany, which practiced it in its involuntary form, were not so bold as to legalize it (though the Netherlands eventually did in 2001).


    Oregon is also a state where unborn babies have been legally killed since 1969, four years before Roe v. Wade. In fact, every taxpayer in Oregon, including every pro-life taxpayer, helps pay for state-funded abortions. A 2018 ballot measure forbidding taxpayer funding to take the lives of the unborn, unless necessary to save the mother’s life, was voted down by a nearly two-thirds majority. Many Christians in 1973 (including me as an eighteen-year-old) were nowhere to be found opposing abortion in 1973. Likewise, in Oregon we allowed physician-assisted suicide ballot measures to pass in 1994 and 1997. Sadly, many Christians—I had conversations with some of them—actually voted for it. Fast-forward twenty years and consider the issues facing our society today. Never has it been more important for believers to understand what God’s Word says about human life and our responsibility to defend it from beginning to end.


    Scripture teaches God created all life, maintains all life, and rules over all life. Except in instances where God delegates His authority over life to men (e.g. capital punishment in Genesis 9:3,6), the prerogative to take life is God’s and His alone: “See now that I, even I, am he, and there is no god beside me; I kill and I make alive; I wound and I heal; and there is none that can deliver out of my hand” (Deut. 32:39). He warns us, “You shall not murder” (Matt. 19:18) (See also Gen. 2:7; Deut. 8:3; 30:20; I Sam. 2:6; Job 27:3; Ps. 30:3; 104:30; Eccles. 12:7; Isa. 38:16; Acts 17:25,28; Rom. 4:17; I Tim. 6:13; James 4:15).


    Human life is unique and preeminent in all of God’s creation. We are made in God’s image, and our life is so valuable in God’s sight that God made the ultimate sacrifice to provide eternal life for us (Gen. 1:27; John 3:14-16). Our worth is determined not by mental or physical capacities, or tangible contribution to society, but by our intrinsic God-given nature.


    Defending Life at Its Beginning


    As the climax of God’s creation, Scripture proclaims mankind’s intrinsic worth—far greater than any animal placed under his care. God endows us with personhood at the moment of creation, which is the moment of conception, before which there was not a human being and after which there is. Scripture teaches the psychosomatic unity of the whole person: body, soul, and spirit (1 Thess. 5:23). Wherever there is a genetically distinct living human being, there is a living spirit.


    Rocks and trees and animals and human organs do not have moral natures, good or bad. Morality can be ascribed only to a person. As a member of the human race, each person sinned “in Adam,” and is therefore a sinner from his very beginning (Rom. 5:12–19).


    David says, “Behold, I was brought forth in iniquity.” Then he goes back even further, to the actual beginning of his life, saying “and in sin did my mother conceive me” (Ps. 51:5). Each person has a sinful nature from the point of conception. This demonstrates there is a person present, for who but an actual person can have a sinful nature?


    The Hebrew word used in the Old Testament to refer to the unborn (Ex. 2 1:22–25) is yeled, a word that “generally indicates young children, but may refer to teens or even young adults.”2 Hebrews did not have or need a separate word for unborn children. They were just like any other children, only younger. In the Bible there is no such thing as a potential or “almost” child.


    When Rebekah was pregnant with Jacob and Esau, Scripture says, “The children struggled together within her” (Gen. 25:22). Jacob was given prominence over his twin Esau “though they were not born yet” (Romans 9:11). The unborn are regarded as “babies” in the full sense of the word. God tells Jeremiah, “Before I formed you in the womb, I knew you” (Jer. 1:5). He could not know Jeremiah in his mother’s womb unless Jeremiah, the person, was present. The Creator is involved in an intimate, knowing relationship not only with born people, but also with unborn people.


    “Thus says the Lord who made you, who formed you from the womb and will help you…” (Isa. 44:2). What each person is, not merely what he or she might become, is present in their mother’s womb. Psalms 139:13–16 depict God’s involvement with each preborn person. God created David’s “inward parts,” not at birth, but before birth. David says to his Creator, “You knitted me together in my mother’s womb” (v. 13). Each person is not manufactured on a cosmic assembly line, but personally formed by God from the point of conception. All the days of his life have been planned out by God before any have come to be.


    In Luke 1 there are references to the unborn John the Baptist, including his responding to the presence of the preborn Jesus in His mother Mary (v. 41). The word translated baby in these verses is the Greek word brephos. It’s the same word used for the already born baby Jesus (Luke 2:12, 16) and for the babies brought to Jesus to receive His blessing (Luke 18:15–17). It’s also the same word used in Acts 7:19 for the newborn babies killed by Pharaoh. To the writers of the New Testament, like the Old, whether born or unborn, a baby is simply a baby.


    The Bible is very clear: every child in the womb is created by God. Furthermore, Christ loves that child and proved it by becoming like him—He spent nine months in His own mother’s womb. Finally, Christ died for that child, showing how precious He considers him to be.


    Christ’s disciples failed to understand how valuable children were to Him and they rebuked those who tried to bring them near Him (Luke 18:15–17). But Jesus called the children to Him and said, “Let the little children come to me, and do not hinder them, for the kingdom of God belongs to such as these.” He did not consider attention to children a distraction from His kingdom business, but an integral part of it.


    God says children are a blessing and gift (Ps. 127:3–5). Society treats children more and more as liabilities. We must learn to see children as God does. King Jesus will say to us, “Truly, I say to you, as you did it to one of the least of these my brothers, you did it to me” (Matt. 25:40). As we intervene on behalf of His littlest children, we should realize it is Christ for whom we intervene. But we must also come to terms with what else he said: “Truly, I say to you, as you did not do it to one of the least of these, you did not do it to me” (v. 45).


    Human Rights and Abortion


    As Christians, we should oppose abortion because it destroys a human life. It thereby violates God’s explicit command “You shall not murder” (Ex. 20:13). Regardless of personal religious beliefs, however, we should all publicly oppose abortion for the same reason we oppose slavery and rape—it is a fundamental violation of human rights.


    An Oregon abortionist said, “Not everybody is meant to be born. I believe, for a baby, life begins when his mother wants him.” So, a human life becomes real only when and if a specific person values it? Imagine the implications of that philosophy if it were applied to teenagers, spouses, the elderly, the disabled, or racial minorities. How many women have been unwanted by their husbands? Does this make them less human? Is it right for their rights be violated because they are unwanted?


    The Fourteenth Amendment says the state shall not deprive any person of life without due process of law. When that was written, the word human was a synonym for person and could just as easily have been used. The Supreme Court admitted in Roe v. Wade: “If the suggestion of personhood [of the unborn] is established, the appellant’s [pro-abortion] case, of course, collapses, for the fetus’s right to life is then guaranteed specifically by the [fourteenth] amendment.”3


    To solve this problem, the court chose to abandon the historic meaning of personhood. In years following, a long series of subjective and artificial distinctions have been made by pro-choice advocates to differentiate between humans and persons.


    Changing the meaning of words doesn’t change reality. The only objective questions we can ask are these:


    Is it human; that is, did it come from human beings?

    Is it a genetically unique individual?

    Is it alive and growing?


    If the answers are yes, then “it” is in fact a “he” or “she,” a living person, who possesses rights and constitutionally and morally deserves legal protection.


    In the New York Times, pro-choice writer Barbara Ehrenreich said, “A woman may think of her fetus as a person or as just cells depending on whether the pregnancy is wanted or not. This does not reflect moral confusion, but choice in action.”4


    This Alice-in-Wonderland approach says a woman’s choice is not made in light of scientific and moral realities. Instead, her choice is the only important reality, overshadowing all matters of fact. If society generally operated this way, we could justify every killing any time. The real issue would not be the worth of the person killed, but the free choice of the one doing the killing. The article went on to say, “Moreover, a woman may think of the fetus as a person and still find it necessary and morally responsible to have an abortion.”5 This logical conclusion, if carried out in our society, would ultimately mean the end of all human rights and social justice. The old arguments that the fetus is just a lump of flesh have been replaced by “This may be a human child, but I still feel good about killing her.” (Remember, over half the children who are killed by abortion are females, who have all their rights taken from them.)


    Defending Life at Its End


    In 1985, after abortion became part of the American way of life, Surgeon General C. Everett Koop publicly stated his fear that as the right to life was taken away from our youngest, eventually it would be taken from our oldest. He predicted mandatory euthanasia would eventually result from the unwillingness of the younger generation to support the elderly. A Bloomington, Indiana baby with Down syndrome, widely called “Baby Doe,” was denied routine lifesaving surgery by his parents, knowing it would result in the baby’s death, which it did. Koop said, “My fear is that one day for every Baby Doe in America, there will be ten thousand Grandma Does.”6


    If we follow abortion to its inescapable conclusions, we’ll have a society in which the powerful, for their own self-interest, determine which human beings will live and which will die. We’re already seeing that with the “right to die” movement across the U.S., which opens the door for euthanizing those deemed undesirable. If the powerful can strip legal rights from the very young, should it surprise us to see them strip rights from the very old, sick, weak, and “useless?”


    But as Creator and Sovereign, God alone has the prerogative of giving and taking human life. Active euthanasia usurps that prerogative. In its voluntary form it is suicide; in its involuntary form it is murder.


    The Bible teaches us to honor and respect the elderly (Lev. 19:32, Prov. 20:29, 1 Tim. 5:1) and care for the weak and needy (Ps. 82:3-4, Isa. 1:17, Prov. 24:11-12). Therefore, God hates not only direct life-taking acts but neglect and withholding basic human care, such as food and water. (He holds us responsible not only for acts of commission, but omission.)


    Certainly, there’s a time to evaluate whether measures beyond basic care are wise in terminal cases. We are not morally obligated to use every possible means of medicine and technology to prolong indefinitely a life naturally nearing its end. That decision is ideally made in concert with the patient, family, doctors, and spiritual advisors. Allowing a death can be very different than taking a life.


    In 1981, my mom was dying of a rapidly growing cancer. Eventually, she lost consciousness. The doctors said performing a difficult surgery might add an extra month or two to her life, but it would certainly make her remaining life more miserable. It seemed clear it would be cruel to prolong her life, at the cost of unnecessary pain, when there was no hope of her survival. Especially considering the alternative was her going to be with Christ. I believe just as we can play God by taking a life prematurely, we can also play God by extending a life that has reached its end.


    However, many people have succumbed to the temptation of prematurely withholding reasonable and possibly effective life-sustaining measures. They have withdrawn care from relatives because of the costs of time, energy, and money. When the patient can no longer participate in such decisions, the potential for abuse naturally increases. “The right to die” easily becomes the right for others to kill.


    Defending Life Is Our Main Business


    What place do life issues have to Christians? Are they merely peripheral matters distracting the church from its main business? No. The defense of life is at the heart of the Great Commandment, which includes both loving God and loving our neighbors.


    Loving God cannot be separated from loving our neighbor (Matt. 22:34–40). To a man who wished to define “neighbor” in a way to exclude certain groups of needy people, Christ presented the Good Samaritan, who went out of his way to help an injured man, as a model for our behavior (Luke 10:25–37). In contrast, the religious hypocrites looked the other way because they had more “spiritual” things to do.


    In His Great Commission, Jesus didn’t tell us only to evangelize. He told us to be “teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you” (Matt. 28:20). Jesus commanded us to be compassionate and to take sacrificial action for the weak and helpless. If we fail to do this—and if we fail by our words and example to teach others to do this—then we fail to fulfill the Great Commission. We show the world and the church our words about the gospel are only that—words.


    Let me close with a personal story to illustrate the importance of Christians prioritizing the defense of life. In 1991, my eighty-four-year-old father, who was not yet a Christian, began contemplating suicide. He was resistant to the gospel and when I wrote him a letter detailing the biblical plan of salvation he was offended. A proud and independent man, he faced increasing mental and physical difficulties. Where once he found significance in hard work, he experienced the ravages and indignities of old age.


    My father read with approval the accounts of Dr. Kevorkian and his suicide machine, which several sick or elderly people used to take their lives. Dad posted on his walls various newspaper clippings about death with dignity. I later discovered he actually approached several physicians, asking them if they would give him a lethal injection or some other means to painlessly take his life. A few were sympathetic but refused to violate the law.


    As a resident of Washington State, Dad had high hopes that a November 1991 ballot measure legalizing physician-assisted euthanasia would succeed. It came very close but did not pass. Dad was disappointed because he was ready to take advantage of that law the moment it was put into effect.


    Though I did not know the extent of his plans, on the one occasion my father spoke of suicide with me, I shared with him some of the same principles of Scripture I’ve shared here. I reaffirmed my love and my family’s and offered to help him in any way that conformed to God’s principles. Because he did not know Christ and was exposed to pro-euthanasia literature and movies, the biblical principles prohibiting active euthanasia didn’t make sense to him.


    One day my father called me to say “Goodbye.” Two days earlier, he said, he’d been diagnosed with prostate cancer. That day he was unable to urinate and was convinced he was going to die a painful death. When he called me, he had a loaded gun ready to end his life. I begged him to wait while I made the thirty-minute drive. After running a few red lights, I pulled up to his house, jumped out, and knocked on the door. No answer. I opened it. On the floor were two guns. I called “Dad!” Still no answer. Holding my breath, I walked into the other room, and he bumped into me, disoriented but still alive.


    I rushed dad to the hospital, where the doctor relieved his immediate problem with a catheter, and scheduled surgery for the next morning. Though Dad previously resisted me every time I’d shared the gospel with him over the years, in his desperation he now listened. I read Scripture and prayed.


    The next morning before he went into surgery, I walked my Dad through the gospel one more time. Knowing full well the answer, I asked him, “Dad, have you ever confessed your sins to God and accepted Jesus Christ as your Lord and Savior?” He said, “No, I haven’t,” then after a pause added, “but I think it’s about time I did.” I had the joy of hearing my eighty-four-year-old father pray, confess his sins, and give his life to Christ. God then gave me five more precious years with my dad.


    The issue of there coming a time to allow a loved one’s death became personal when my mom was dying. The issue of helping take someone’s life became just as personal because of my dad. Had one of those doctors “helped” my father in his desperation, or had voters in Washington passed that narrowly defeated law legalizing physician-assisted suicide, I have no doubt whatsoever my father would have ended his life and gone into a Christless eternity. So much for “mercy killing.”


    To this day I thank God for the Christians in the state of Washington who worked hard to defeat that ballot measure, realizing what was at stake—not just legislation but lives; not just politics, but people. People God created. People for whom Christ died. People God has a purpose for and over whose lives and deaths He alone has the prerogatives. (Unfortunately, in 2008 Washington voters joined Oregonians in legalizing physician-assisted euthanasia.)


    When people are in pain, they need us to reach out, help, and remind them of their value. They don’t need us to pass them a pill and wave goodbye. I have several friends who work as chaplains in care centers and have led many people to Christ in their final weeks. If they’d had a society-approved way to end their lives earlier, many of these people would have. Where would they be now?


    The sanctity of life issue isn’t just about unborn babies. It’s about toddlers, teenagers, young adults, the middle aged, and the elderly. It’s about the healthy and the unhealthy, the disabled, and Olympic athletes. It’s about all of us. But first and foremost, it is about our Creator, who made all of us and granted us—and everyone else—the right to life.
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