life is
SACRED

THE DIGNITY OF THE
UNBORN CHILD

from the gospel of life (evangelium vitae), 44 & 45

Human life finds itself most vulnerable when it en-

ters the world and when it leaves the realm of time to embark upon eternity. The word of God frequently repeats
the call to show care and respect, above all where life is
undermined by sickness and old age. Although there are
no direct and explicit calls to protect human life at its very
beginning, specifically life not yet born, and life nearing
its end, this can easily be explained by the fact that the
mere possibility of harming, attacking, or actually denying life in these circumstances is completely foreign to
the religious and cultural way of thinking of the People
of God.
“Before I formed you in the womb I knew you, and
before you were born I consecrated you” (Jer 1:5): the
life of every individual, from its very beginning, is part
of God’s plan. Job, from the depth of his pain, stops to
contemplate the work of God who miraculously formed
his body in his mother’s womb. Here he finds reason for
trust, and he expresses his belief that there is a divine
plan for his life: “You have fashioned and made me; will
you then turn and destroy me? Remember that you have
made me of clay; and will you turn me to dust again?
Did you not pour me out like milk and curdle me like
cheese? You clothed me with skin and flesh, and knit me
together with bones and sinews. You have granted me
life and steadfast love; and your care has preserved my
spirit” (Job 10:8-12).
Expressions of awe and wonder at God’s intervention in
the life of a child in its mother’s womb occur again and
again in the Psalms.1
How can anyone think that even a single moment of this
marvelous process of the unfolding of life could be separated from the wise and loving work of the Creator, and
left prey to human caprice? Certainly the mother of the
seven brothers did not think so; she professes her faith in
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God, both the source and guarantee of life from its very
conception, and the foundation of the hope of new life beyond death: “I do not know how you came into being in my
womb. It was not I who gave you life and breath, nor I who
set in order the elements within each of you. Therefore the
Creator of the world, who shaped the beginning of man
and devised the origin of all things, will in his mercy give
life and breath back to you again, since you now forget
yourselves for the sake of his laws” (2 Mac 7:22-23).
The New Testament revelation confirms the indisputable
recognition of the value of life from its very beginning.
The exaltation of fruitfulness and the eager expectation
of life resound in the words with which Elizabeth rejoices in her pregnancy: “The Lord has looked on me...to take
away my reproach among men” (Lk 1:25). And even more
so, the value of the person from the moment of conception is celebrated in the meeting between the Virgin Mary
and Elizabeth, and between the two children whom they
are carrying in the womb. It is precisely the children who
reveal the advent of the Messianic age: in their meeting,
the redemptive power of the presence of the Son of God
among men first becomes operative. As Saint Ambrose
writes: “The arrival of Mary and the blessings of the Lord’s
presence are also speedily declared...Elizabeth was the
first to hear the voice; but John was the first to experience grace. She heard according to the order of nature; he
leaped because of the mystery. She recognized the arrival
of Mary; he the arrival of the Lord. The woman recognized
the woman’s arrival; the child, that of the child. The women speak of grace; the babies make it effective from within
to the advantage of their mothers who, by a double miracle, prophesy under the inspiration of their children. The
infant leaped, the mother was filled with the Spirit. The
mother was not filled before the son, but after the son was
filled with the Holy Spirit, he filled his mother too.”2

Pope St. John Paul II on his Encyclical The Gospel of Life (1995): “…[it] is meant to be a precise and vigorous
reaffirmation of the value of human life and its inviolability, and at the same time, a pressing appeal addressed
to each and every person in the name of God: respect, protect, love and serve life, every human life! Only in this
direction will you find justice, development, true freedom, peace and happiness!”
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