
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!”

diosav.org/life-is-sacred

THE ECLIPSE OF THE VALUE OF LIFE
from the gospel of life (evangelium vitae), 10–12

The Lord said to Cain: “What have you done? The voice 
of your brother’s blood is crying to me from the ground” 
(Gen 4:10). The voice of the blood shed by men continues 
to cry out, from generation to generation, in ever new and 
different ways… 

[H]ow can we fail to consider the violence against life done 
to millions of human beings, especially children, who are 
forced into poverty, malnutrition, and hunger because of 
an unjust distribution of resources between peoples and 
between social classes? And what of the violence inherent 
not only in wars as such but in the scandalous arms trade, 
which spawns the many armed conflicts which stain our 
world with blood? What of the spreading of death caused 
by reckless tampering with the world’s ecological balance, 
by the criminal spread of drugs, or by the promotion of 
certain kinds of sexual activity which, besides being mor-
ally unacceptable, also involve grave risks to life? 

…Here though we shall concentrate particular attention 
on another category of attacks, affecting life in its ear-
liest and in its final stages, attacks which present new 
characteristics with respect to the past and which raise 
questions of extraordinary seriousness. It is not only that 
in generalized opinion these attacks tend no longer to be 
considered as “crimes”; paradoxically they assume the na-
ture of “rights,” to the point that the State is called upon 
to give them legal recognition and to make them available 
through the free services of healthcare personnel. Such 
attacks strike human life at the time of its greatest frailty, 
when it lacks any means of self-defense. Even more seri-
ous is the fact that, most often, those attacks are carried 
out in the very heart of and with the complicity of the 
family—the family which by its nature is called to be the 
“sanctuary of life.”

How did such a situation come about? Many different 
factors have to be taken into account. In the background 
there is the profound crisis of culture, which generates 
skepticism in relation to the very foundations of knowl-
edge and ethics, and which makes it increasingly difficult 
to grasp clearly the meaning of what man is, the meaning 
of his rights and his duties. Then there are all kinds of ex-
istential and interpersonal difficulties, made worse by the 

complexity of a society in which individuals, couples, and 
families are often left alone with their problems. There 
are situations of acute poverty, anxiety or frustration in 
which the struggle to make ends meet, the presence of un-
bearable pain, or instances of violence, especially against 
women, make the choice to defend and promote life so 
demanding as sometimes to reach the point of heroism.

All this explains, at least in part, how the value of life 
can today undergo a kind of “eclipse,” even though 
conscience does not cease to point to it as a sacred 
and inviolable value, as is evident in the tendency to 
disguise certain crimes against life in its early or final 
stages by using innocuous medical terms which distract 
attention from the fact that what is involved is the right 
to life of an actual human person. 

In fact, while the climate of widespread moral uncertainty 
can in some way be explained by the multiplicity and grav-
ity of today’s social problems, and these can sometimes 
mitigate the subjective responsibility of individuals, it is 
no less true that we are confronted by an even larger real-
ity, which can be described as a veritable structure of sin. 
This reality is characterized by the emergence of a culture 
which denies solidarity and in many cases takes the form 
of a veritable “culture of death.” This culture is actively fos-
tered by powerful cultural, economic and political currents 
which encourage an idea of society excessively concerned 
with efficiency. Looking at the situation from this point of 
view, it is possible to speak in a certain sense of a war of 
the powerful against the weak: a life which would require 
greater acceptance, love and care is considered useless, or 
held to be an intolerable burden, and is therefore rejected 
in one way or another. A person who, because of illness, 
handicap or, more simply, just by existing, compromises 
the well-being or lifestyle of those who are more favored 
tends to be looked upon as an enemy to be resisted or 
eliminated. In this way a kind of “conspiracy against life” 
is unleashed. This conspiracy involves not only individu-
als in their personal, family or group relationships, but 
goes far beyond, to the point of damaging and distorting, 
at the international level, relations between peoples and 
States.  

life is
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