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Divided We Stand: Abortion

Philippians 2:1-11

Sunday, June 26, 2011

Rev. J. Douglas Paterson preaching

We are embarking on a series where Good Christians disagree. I am not expecting unity and consensus, unlike Paul in our Scripture lesson today. In fact Paul’s call for unity comes as a little ominous given that we know good Christians differ, sometimes radically so, on many current issues. Paul was involved in enough controversy in his life as not to be so naïve that he thought everyone could come to agreement on everything. But he still challenges us to be unified. That is my goal in this sermon series. Not that we should agree on all aspects of faith, but that in our faith we can support one another’s faith journey – that we can be one in the grace of God through Jesus. Hence “divided we stand,” but we stand together nonetheless in respect for one another and to guard each one’s dignity.
I was a little surprised by some of the comments after last week’s sermon. People commented on how brave I must be to tackle this kind of series, to talk about the heated, emotional topics of our time. I didn’t think I was being so brave, but after so many comments, now I am a little scared.

Actually I am not. I have found in this congregation a tremendous capacity for open discussion and debate. Not that there aren’t strong disagreements, but an ability to disagree civilly. That is what I want to build on. That is what I want the world to see. How Christians disagree but still hold one another in the love of Christ.
I think I shocked a few people last week when I said that even your clergy don’t agree on everything. I assumed that would be a given. But some were surprised. Here is the rest of the story that I hope is obvious: We love working with each other. We respect each other’s faith journey and learn from each other. That is the model that the Christian church needs to be for the world. Respect each other and learn from each other, even in our differences.

There are legitimate differences that cause us to go our separate ways. Last week we learned it happened to Paul and Barnabas. It happened to John Wesley and George Whitefield. It is why we have so many denominations of the Christian Church. However, I do believe we are called to love, commune and pray for one another – to stand together even in our differences. It is not easy. It is easier to get mad – to build up a good steam of righteous indignation and stomp off. It is easier, but it is not what Christ has called us to.
I also want to thank those who gave me their suggestions for topics. Unfortunately we do not have the time to consider all of them. One that I have been encouraged to both do and not do is homosexuality. Those who have encouraged me to speak on this remind us that it is a social issue that society is grappling with, but the church – at least the United Methodist Church – buries its head in the sand. Those who suggest we not address homosexuality for this series are equally concerned for a just and thoughtful dialogue. We have covered this topic in other venues and as a church have chosen to be a welcoming church for all people, especially the LGBT community because of the general church’s negative language. So, perhaps we don’t need to cover it in this series. We will see.

Here is what I do want to offer. Beginning today and throughout the series, I encourage you to go to Lemonade on the Lawn after the service. I will then meet with interested persons at 11:00 AM for further discussion. It is not going to be a time to debate or to critique the sermon, but a time to create more dialogue and less monologue. It is an opportunity to raise points and considerations that perhaps were not addressed in the sermon, so that each of us might better discern our Christian ethic around each topic.

One other comment before we address the controversy of the day. The first issue we should have addressed in this series is how Christians are divided on interpretation of the Bible – how we use Scripture to guide our faith and lives. Amy Kennedy made the suggestion about the same time I was thinking about it, but I was too far into this sermon to change track. So next week we will talk about Biblical interpretation.

The Bible has absolutely zero reference to our topic today, which is abortion. That doesn’t mean that we do not turn to Scripture to help guide our minds on this issue, but like so many modern issues we cannot proof text our way through the Bible, quoting references to abortion. We cannot say definitively, this is what Scripture says. It will take our whole faith and a holistic understanding of God’s moving Spirit among us for discernment.
That being said, my understanding of Scripture is that the general movement is to life being God’s great gift, and this great creation, teeming with life, is ours to steward and protect. Those who would defend what is commonly called the “pro-life” side of the issue on abortion can quote from Scripture things like Genesis where God created all and called it good. Psalms talks about God knitting us together in the womb (139:13-16). Isaiah talks about being formed in the womb (44:2). Jeremiah heard God saying to him, “Before I formed you in the womb I knew you, and before you were born I consecrated you” (1:5). Whether you understand that literally or metaphorically, I don’t think we can deny that Scripture leads us to the sanctity of life.
The whole New Testament in my opinion is about how God moves that we might have life and have it abundantly and to care for the meek, the innocent, the marginalized, and those who don’t have voice in society.

Granted, we have to deal with other Scripture that tells us to kill our children if they are rebellious (Deut. 21:18-21). In several campaigns of the Israelites God orders that women and children be utterly destroyed and that the wombs of pregnant women be “ripped open” (Hosea 13:16; 1 Samuel 15:13; 2 Kings 15:16). Psalm 137:9 rejoices that an enemy’s infants are seized and dashed against the rocks. It is repugnant, and yet these are things that were celebrated in the writings of the Old Testament.

I still believe that Scripture and the movement of the Spirit lead us to understand the sanctity and protection of life. But that also creates a dilemma for us. What happens when the sanctity of one life is in mortal conflict with the sanctity of another?
You know the arguments. What if pregnancy were detrimental to the mother? That happened to friends of ours. They thought they were infertile. Later in life she became pregnant. She also had a heart condition. The doctor was not optimistic that she could live through this pregnancy. There are some who would see the pregnancy as a gift of God and choose to sacrificially accept it. What a beautiful and courageous choice. That is actually what our friends did and their pregnancy and birth came out fine.

I will be honest, though. I am not sure I could be that brave. I used to think I was a pacifist, which I still think is a good thing to be, because in the long run violence and killing solves nothing. I believe it only propagates more violence and killing. This actually could be another topic in this series “Divided We Stand.” But let me tell you what happened to me. I got married. And then I had children. It dawned on me that if they were in danger from another human being, and the only option for me to protect them was to kill that other human being, I would.

Please understand this is coming from a guy who breaks out in hives when he has to kill a woodchuck destroying his garden. I am still trying to reconcile that. But I am also on the alert. Regardless of my rationalization of protecting a greater good, whenever we take away life, it is never a good, and it demands a contrite heart and a posture to receive forgiveness.
It is rather simplistic, but that’s how I approach abortion. Abortion is never a “good,” but sometimes the alternative option is less good. But therein lies the conflict for we may very well disagree on what is a greater or lesser good, what is a greater or lesser evil. Some say that the fetus (even the word fetus biases the argument because it dehumanizes the unborn child) is totally innocent and should always be protected over against the mother. I personally do not see the moral logic in that argument. 

What about incest, or rape? What if we knew the child would be grossly deformed or severely mentally handicapped? What if the parents had absolutely no way of affording the cost of a child? Or what if the father wanted nothing to do with the pregnancy or the mother and walked out on them? The issue gets grayer and grayer. This is the slippery slope that strong pro-life proponents like to point out. If abortion is a legal procedure, don’t we run the risk of it just becoming a moral free-for-all? 

I don’t think so. I can’t speak for every human being, but I think an educated, civil society will come to a balance on issues like abortion. Even from the onset of the Supreme Court decision in Roe v. Wade there were limitations on when and how abortions could be performed.
So, how is a Christian supposed to approach this debate? As is obvious, good Christians will land on all sides. Unfortunately what we usually hear on this issue are the sound bites of politicians whose positions seem more politically expedient than morally consistent. Some will talk about the sanctity of life when it comes to abortion, but seem to forget about it when lobbing bombs from afar which cannot discriminate between terrorist and toddler, or affirm that we can judge a person to be unredeemable and therefore kill them for a crime. There are those who talk about choice being the ultimate good when it comes to abortion, but not when it comes to health care or bearing arms. (Both of those comments are going to get me into trouble, but it felt good saying them).

For practical reasons, I believe abortion procedures should be legal.

1. Abortions will happen anyway. I remember reading that in 1972, the year before Roe v. Wade, there were over 3,000 women admitted to Cook County hospital in Chicago because of botched back alley abortions. In 1974 after Roe v. Wade there were three. For the sanctity of life, isn’t it better to have available safe medical procedures, even if we would not participate in them for moral reasons?


2. I don’t think we can legislate morality, or a particular form of morality. Perhaps our role as Christians is not to fight for legislation pertaining to the sanctity of life, but to fight for the hearts of people to uphold the sanctity of life.

I do think we should work at making abortion rare – a phrase you have probably heard from all sides of this debate. That’s why it mystifies me when often the very people who want to work at outlawing or severely limiting the legal option for abortion are often the same people who don’t want sex education taught in our schools, or contraception to be readily available. I certainly understand that we don’t want to be cavalier about sex. That is why education and the availability to make intelligent choices are so important. We don’t protect anyone, or lift the sanctity of life by remaining ignorant.

There are many who do not appreciate the work of Planned Parenthood. I think there is a perception that Planned Parenthood is just an abortion factory. I believe them to be just the opposite. They provide the knowledge and the resources to prevent abortions. Perhaps as a society, if we really want to make abortions rare we need to put more resources into places like Planned Parenthood and other sex education opportunities. We need to find the resources to provide efficient and effective adoptions. We need to provide the physical and emotional resources to help a birth mother carry a pregnancy through and beyond adoption. And we need to destigmatize pregnancy when it falls outside of marriage. That doesn’t mean we lift it up as the best good, but it happens, and we need to approach it with a grace that allows individuals to make smart decisions in it.
Now to be honest with you, this sermon did not end up the way that I thought it would when I started. I thought I could, in a dispassionate way, present the sides of the argument on abortion for which Christians need to be aware in order to make informed and faithful decisions. But we didn’t even get a chance to talk about when life becomes life or who should have control over a woman’s decision to care for herself and her welfare, and others.

There simply became an overwhelming awareness for me that a Christian’s motive should be the sanctity of life. I do not believe that outlawing abortion necessarily achieves that end. There are too many conflicting interests when life confronts life. We should work at making abortion rare by putting our energies and resources into those things that can make for smart and compassionate choices. And in all things work with humility and grace. 
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