
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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THE UNSPEAKABLE CRIME  
OF ABORTION
from the gospel of life (evangelium vitae), 58–63

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 in-
nocent could be imagined. In no way could this human 
being ever be considered an aggressor, much less an un-
just 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 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. 

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 prob-
lems of pregnancy:1  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: certain-

1 Cf. John Paul II, Apostolic Letter Mulieris Dignitatem (15 August 1988), 14: AAS 80 (1988), 1686.

ly 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 healthcare 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—effec-
tive family and social policies in support of families, es-
pecially larger families and those with particular financial 
and educational needs. Finally, one cannot overlook the 
network of complicity which reaches out to include inter-
national 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… 

Some people try to justify abortion by claiming that the 
result of conception, at least up to a certain number of 
days, cannot yet be considered a personal human life. 
But in fact, “from the time that the ovum is fertilized, a 
life is begun which is neither that of the father nor the 
mother; it is rather the life of a new human being with his 
own growth. It would never be made human if it were not 
human already…Furthermore, what is at stake is so im-
portant that, from the standpoint of moral obligation, the 
mere probability that a human person is involved would 
suffice to justify an absolutely clear prohibition of any in-
tervention aimed at killing a human embryo…

No circumstance, no purpose, no law whatsoever can ever 
make licit an act which is intrinsically illicit, since it is con-
trary to the Law of God which is written in every human 
heart, knowable by reason itself, and proclaimed by the 
Church.   
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