
fruit of conception is not made for purely 

selfish reasons or out of convenience, but out 

of a desire to protect certain important values 

such as her own health or a decent standard of 

living for the other members of the family. 

Sometimes it is feared that the child to be born 

would live in such conditions that it would be 

better if the birth did not take place. 

Nevertheless, these reasons and others like 

them, however serious and tragic, can never 

justify the deliberate killing of an innocent 
human being. 

59. As well as the mother, there are often 

other people too who decide upon the death of 

the child in the womb. In the first place, the 

father of the child may be to blame, not only 

when he directly pressures the woman to have 

an abortion, but also when he indirectly 

encourages such a decision on her part by 

leaving her alone to face the problems of 

pregnancy: 55 in this way the family is thus 

mortally wounded and profaned in its nature 

as a community of love and in its vocation to 

be the "sanctuary of life". Nor can one 

overlook the pressures which sometimes come 

from the wider family circle and from friends. 

Sometimes the woman is subjected to such 

strong pressure that she feels psychologically 

forced to have an abortion: certainly in this 

case moral responsibility lies particularly with 

those who have directly or indirectly obliged 

her to have an abortion. Doctors and nurses 

are also responsible, when they place at the 

service of death skills which were acquired for 
promoting life. 

But responsibility likewise falls on the 

legislators who have promoted and approved 

abortion laws, and, to the extent that they have 

a say in the matter, on the administrators of 

the health-care centers where abortions are 

performed. A general and no less serious 

responsibility lies with those who have 

encouraged the spread of an attitude of sexual 

permissiveness and a lack of esteem for 

motherhood, and with those who should have 

ensured-but did not-effective family and social 

policies in support of families, especially 

larger families and those with particular 

financial and educational needs. Finally, one 

cannot overlook the network of complicity 

which reaches out to include international 

institutions, foundations and associations 

which systematically campaign for the 

legalization and spread of abortion in the 

world. In this sense abortion goes beyond the 

responsibility of individuals and beyond the 

harm done to them, and takes on a distinctly 

social dimension. It is a most serious wound 

inflicted on society and its culture by the very 

people who ought to be society's promoters 

and defenders. As I wrote in my Letter to 

Families, "we are facing an immense threat to 

life: not only to the life of individuals but also 

to that of civilization itself".56 We are facing 

what can be called a "structure of sin" which 

opposes human life not yet born. 
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57. …the commandment "You shall not kill" 

has absolute value when it refers to the 

innocent person. And all the more so in the 

case of weak and defenseless human beings, 

who find their ultimate defense against the 

arrogance and caprice of others only in the 

absolute binding force of God's 
commandment.  

In effect, the absolute inviolability of innocent 

human life is a moral truth clearly taught by 

Sacred Scripture, constantly upheld in the 

Church's Tradition and consistently proposed 

by her Magisterium. This consistent teaching 

is the evident result of that "supernatural sense 

of the faith" which, inspired and sustained by 

the Holy Spirit, safeguards the People of God 

from error when "it shows universal 

agreement in matters of faith and morals". 

Faced with the progressive weakening in 

individual consciences and in society of the 

sense of the absolute and grave moral 

illicitness of the direct taking of all innocent 

human life, especially at its beginning and at 

its end, the Church's Magisterium has spoken 

out with increasing frequency in defense of 

the sacredness and inviolability of human life. 

The Papal Magisterium, particularly insistent 

in this regard, has always been seconded by 

that of the Bishops, with numerous and 

comprehensive doctrinal and pastoral 

documents issued either by Episcopal 

Conferences or by individual Bishops. The 
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Second Vatican Council also addressed the 

matter forcefully, in a brief but incisive 

passage.  

Therefore, by the authority which Christ 

conferred upon Peter and his Successors, and 

in communion with the Bishops of the 

Catholic Church, I confirm that the direct and 

voluntary killing of an innocent human being 

is always gravely immoral. This doctrine, 

based upon that unwritten law which man, in 

the light of reason, finds in his own heart (cf. 

Rom 2:14-15), is reaffirmed by Sacred 

Scripture, transmitted by the Tradition of the 

Church and taught by the ordinary and 
universal Magisterium.  

The deliberate decision to deprive an innocent 

human being of his life is always morally evil 

and can never be licit either as an end in itself 

or as a means to a good end. It is in fact a 

grave act of disobedience to the moral law, 

and indeed to God himself, the author and 

guarantor of that law; it contradicts the 

fundamental virtues of justice and charity. 

"Nothing and no one can in any way permit 

the killing of an innocent human being, 

whether a fetus or an embryo, an infant or an 

adult, an old person, or one suffering from an 

incurable disease, or a person who is dying. 

Furthermore, no one is permitted to ask for 

this act of killing, either for himself or herself 

or for another person entrusted to his or her 

care, nor can he or she consent to it, either 

explicitly or implicitly. Nor can any authority 

legitimately recommend or permit such an 
action". 

As far as the right to life is concerned, every 

innocent human being is absolutely equal to 

all others. This equality is the basis of all 

authentic social relationships which, to be 

truly such, can only be founded on truth and 

justice, recognizing and protecting every man 

and woman as a person and not as an object to 

be used. Before the moral norm which 

prohibits the direct taking of the life of an 

innocent human being "there are no privileges 

or exceptions for anyone. It makes no 

difference whether one is the master of the 

world or the ?poorest of the poor' on the face 

of the earth. Before the demands of morality 

we are all absolutely equal" 

"Your eyes beheld my unformed substance" 

(Ps 139:16): the unspeakable crime of 

abortion 

58. Among all the crimes which can be 

committed against life, procured abortion has 

characteristics making it particularly serious 

and deplorable. The Second Vatican Council 

defines abortion, together with infanticide, as 

an "unspeakable crime".54 

But today, in many people's consciences, the 

perception of its gravity has become 

progressively obscured. The acceptance of 

abortion in the popular mind, in behavior and 

even in law itself, is a telling sign of an 

extremely dangerous crisis of the moral sense, 

which is becoming more and more incapable 

of distinguishing between good and evil, even 

when the fundamental right to life is at stake. 

Given such a grave situation, we need now 

more than ever to have the courage to look the 

truth in the eye and to call things by their 

proper name, without yielding to convenient 

compromises or to the temptation of self-

deception. In this regard the reproach of the 

Prophet is extremely straightforward: "Woe to 

those who call evil good and good evil, who 

put darkness for light and light for darkness" 

(Is 5:20). Especially in the case of abortion 

there is a widespread use of ambiguous 

terminology, such as "interruption of 

pregnancy", which tends to hide abortion's 

true nature and to attenuate its seriousness in 

public opinion. Perhaps this linguistic 

phenomenon is itself a symptom of an 

uneasiness of conscience. But no word has the 

power to change the reality of things: procured 

abortion is the deliberate and direct killing, by 

whatever means it is carried out, of a human 

being in the initial phase of his or her 
existence, extending from conception to birth. 

The moral gravity of procured abortion is 

apparent in all its truth if we recognize that we 

are dealing with murder and, in particular, 

when we consider the specific elements 

involved. The one eliminated is a human being 

at the very beginning of life. No one more 

absolutely innocent could be imagined. In no 

way could this human being ever be 

considered an aggressor, much less an unjust 

aggressor! He or she is weak, defenseless, 

even to the point of lacking that minimal form 

of defense consisting in the poignant power of 

a newborn baby's cries and tears. The unborn 

child is totally entrusted to the protection and 

care of the woman carrying him or her in the 

womb. And yet sometimes it is precisely the 

mother herself who makes the decision and 

asks for the child to be eliminated, and who 
then goes about having it done. 

It is true that the decision to have an abortion 

is often tragic and painful for the mother, 

insofar as the decision to rid herself of the  
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