
The Catholic Church promotes a consistent ethic of life. This holds that every person has an inherent 
dignity, destiny and sacredness. This applies from conception to natural death and is therefore 
concerned about abortion, eugenics and euthanasia. This also covers actions like capital punishment 
and the conduct in war. It recognizes the dignity of every person, including and especially, those with 
infirmities or differently abled. It seeks to protect the poor and the vulnerable - those who do not have 
enough in order to have a proper human life. This includes those seeking asylum from oppression, and 
those in developing countries who have inadequate food, water and health care. Pope Francis stated, 
“We are called to defend and safeguard human life, especially in the mother’s womb, in infancy, 
old age and physical or mental disability.” He is proclaiming the seamless tapestry of life - that 
every member of the human family bears profound, inherent and equal dignity. Catholics believe 
that life is a gift that God gives forever. 
 
The well-fortified beliefs of the opposing sides in the Right to Life and the Right to Choose camps are 
not always helpful to good policy. Unplanned pregnancy can have significant emotional effects on 
women and the psychological effects of an abortion vary from person to person. Judgemental and 
coercive attitudes can be very undermining for a woman faced with this dilemma. Moreover, it is 
regrettable that some members of the anti-abortion campaign have engaged in harassment and 
confrontation. They have weakened the contribution that thoughtful and compassionate Catholics can 
contribute to this discussion. They have failed to reflect the understanding of Christ, for example, 
when he knelt next to the woman taken in adultery and asked, “Has no one else condemned you?”  
 
Currently abortions are readily available for those who seek them. It is estimated that about one in 
five pregnancies are terminated. They are generally safe when performed by qualified practitioners. 
The procedure is partially funded under Medicare. Usually there is a short waiting period for an 
abortion. Most abortions occur before 15 weeks gestation with comparatively few after 20 weeks. 
Most states allow abortions up to 22 weeks when a doctor believes a woman’s physical or mental 
health is in danger. The likelihood of the survivability of babies born beyond this increases because 
neonatal care has improved. Once there is viability, the ethical issues become more serious. There 
have been few, if any, prosecutions against medical practitioners for performing abortions in recent 
decades. There is no requirement that the father of a foetus be notified of a proposed abortion and a 
minor does not need to notify her parent of her decision to terminate a pregnancy.  
 
Some data suggests that about two thirds of Australians believe a woman should have the right to 
choose an abortion for the sake of life, physical health, and serious psychological or economic factors. 
Most Australians have faith in medical practitioners to make good decisions concerning these criteria. 
Some surveys suggest that half the population believe this legislative framework is about right in 
balancing the competing claims. There is, however, a significant lobby wanting more protection for 
the unborn and a similar lobby wanting to make abortion even more accessible. Any woman grappling 
with a decision about abortion is undertaking a difficult decision, and so compassion, sensitivity and 
awareness of suffering must shape our response. We pray for our leaders as they discuss policy 
decisions, and for all who struggle with the ethical and pastoral issues involved in this. 


