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Uniting Church Teaching on Abortion

Andrew Dutney

In 1995 the Presbytery of Cincinnati was debating a proposal that the General
Assembly of the Presbyterian Church of the USA affirm “that human life begins at
fertilization” and that this affirmation “be included in policy statements concerning
problem pregnancies and abortion”. It was reported that both sides in the debate
“appeared to agree that for the General Assembly to make the affirmation called for,
would call into question the traditional pro-choice stance of the denomination.”
This report was striking because, although as a matter of fact Reformed churches
usually do take a “pro-choice stance” on abortion it is very rare to see it named as a
Reformed “tradition”.

Yet “traditional” is a very good way to describe it, for several reasons. Although
Reformed churches tend to be reluctant to make formal statements on abortion at
all, when they do their persistent inclination is to support legislation which reflects
the justifiability of abortion under certain circumstances. Further, these cautious
public statements seem to reflect the general mood of the membership of Reformed
churches to accept the justifiability of abortion under certain circumstances. In
addition, within the continuity of teaching in these statements are shifts in emphasis
and priority which suggest the dynamic nature of “tradition”. But especially, an
examination of the Uniting Church attitude to abortion finds that it coheres with
doctrinal perspectives characteristic of the Reformed tradition. The Uniting Church
is a Reformed church?, and it is the purpose of this paper to show how that has been
reflected in its teaching on abortion.

A “Pro-Choice Tradition”?

In a recent book I tried to model a method of theological reflection which
began with profound human experiences such as bereavement. A Uniting Church
reviewer of the book, who disagreed with some of my more controversial personal
conclusions, wanted to show that from the same kind of experience quite conventional
conclusions could be reached just as easily. The main experience I had used had
been the loss of my child. The reviewer used the experience of the loss of his child:
“The week before Christmas, 1994, a routine ultrasound examination in my wife’s
nineteenth week of pregnancy disclosed that our baby was [an]encephalic. A few
days later, in grief and shock, Michele and I terminated the pregnancy.”

The reviewer’s use of the story of an abortion reveals something about our
fellowship. He was intending to defend a conventional theological position against
my more contentious proposal. That is, he was being consciously conservative. In
this project he confidently assumed that the moral legitimacy of their decision to
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abort would not be challenged; that the decision to abort was itself quite conventional.
It would not distract the reader from his main point and would not compromise his
claim to relative conservatism. And he was right. In our fellowship it is just accepted
that there are circumstances in which, tragically, a woman or couple will be forced
to cooperate with and embrace the loss of her child by seeking an abortion.

It is even possible to identify, in broad terms, the kind of circumstances which
Uniting Church people tend to accept as justifying abortion. An analysis of the
National Social Science Survey of 1989 found that a substantial majority of Uniting
Church attenders would support the legality of abortion if the foetus was seriously
malformed, if the pregnancy was the result of rape, or if the woman’s health would
be placed at risk by continuing the pregnancy“. The views of Uniting Church members
have been reflected in the handful of formal statements made by the church?.

Shortly before union, both the Methodist and the Presbyterian churches adopted
positions on abortion®. In 1973 the Methodist General Conference expressed its
opposition to abortion on demand but affirmed that “abortion may be justified when
a serious mental or physical disorder exists in the mother or there is a high probability
that it exists in the fetus”. It also accepted “the possibility of other valid humanitarian
reasons for termination”. The General Conference made it clear that “the woman
has to choose” and should be provided with counselling support as she makes her
decision. The Presbyterian General Assembly found it harder to arrive at an agreed
position, acknowledging instead that “Christians may conscientiously hold different
views” on abortion. It too affirmed that “the basic decision...should be left in the
hands of the individual woman” taking account of expert advice.

In 1980 the Queensland Synod received a report on abortion from its Social
Responsibility Committee. The report did not recommend that the church take a
particular stance in relation to the law, recognising the “different and often conflicting
positions” being taken by Christians. However, it observed that while there are those
“who would reject abortion in all circumstances, the majority will allow for it in
some circumstances. Nevertheless, the responsible recognition that human life in
some form is at stake should prompt Christians to do their utmost to prevent abortion
and the situations which give rise to it.” The report saw that the foetus was not the
only victim in an abortion. It described women seeking abortions as “victims of a
broken society”; a brokenness made manifest in, for example, the ignorance, violence
or poverty which underlie “the situations which give rise” to these women’s decisions.
The report recognised “that a responsible answer to the matter of abortion requires
that the women’s voice be heard and seriously considered.”” In 1988 the Queensland
Synod expressed “great regret” over “the number of abortions being performed in
our society”. It rejected the notion that abortion could be accepted as a normal event,
although it recognised that rare “exceptional circumstances” could make the
termination of a pregnancy necessary. The Synod called upon “Christian people to
treat with love, understanding and practical assistance those with...unwanted
pregnancies, and also those who have had to undergo the termination of wanted
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pregnancy”®.

In 1984 the South Australian Synod of the Uniting Church resolved that “The
abortion of a foetus should only be undertaken after a serious consideration of all
possible options, and with an awareness of the responsibility we have as Christians
to protect life.” The assumption here is that abortion is one of these “possible options™,
and can be a valid one. It went on to call on the State Government to amend the law
which provided for abortions in certain circumstances “to limit termination of
pregnancy to the first trimester except in cases where the life and physical health of
the woman is threatened or where there is substantial risk that the child would suffer
physical or mental handicaps.” By implication, during the first trimester other, less
dire circumstances could justify the procurement of an abortion. At the same time,
the Synod gave close attention to counselling issues. The report of the Abortion
Working Group included a critique of existing counselling services in the hospitals
and of the minimal role of the church'®. In response, the Synod called for the
establishment of independent pregnancy counselling centres, and undertook to
“establish a pregnancy counselling service on a trial basis for two years, preferably
at Presbytery level”!!.

In 1992 the NSW Synod recognised that “abortion must remain a legal option
for a woman who is unable to continue her pregnancy” and that the woman herself
is the best person to make a decision regarding abortion “after consultation with her
family, friends and trusted advisers”. It made a commitment “to support women
who continue their pregnancy...[and to] advocate support for women and families
within the wider community”’2, In 1993 the Western Australian Synod agreed that
“Christians conscientiously hold different views” on abortion, and called on the
church “to exercise compassion to those facing difficult decisions of whether to
terminate a pregnancy or not, and to offer pastoral support”’®. So too the Tasmanian
Synod, recognising that “there are a number of different views prevailing in the
Uniting Church, each of which has integrity and needs to be respected”, chose to
pursue a process of education and discussion rather than adopt a particular position
inrelation to the law'*, In 1994 the Victorian Synod specifically rejected both abortion-
on-demand and right-to-life positions, recognising that “there are circumstances in
which the decision to have an abortion is a responsible decision to make”. The
Synod identified the woman as the one who has “the responsibility to make the final
decision”, again recognising the importance of “consulting those whom she trusts”.
It expressed a commitment to provide “sensitive, mature and non-judgemental
pastoral care” for women who have had to decide about abortion, whatever the
outcome'®.

Clearly, there are recurrent themes in Uniting Church teaching on abortion.
These include:

- that abortion is always a matter for lament
- that there are circumstances in which a decision to terminate a pregnancy is a
morally responsible decision
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- that there is a legitimate difference of opinion among Christians
- that the decision is the woman’s to make
- that women must be provided with adequate and appropriate counsel and pastoral
support

This is a clear contrast to a tradition such as that of the Roman Catholic
church. In Roman Catholic teaching abortion is condemned, regardless of
circumstances, and the penalty of excommunication is attached!®. It is also forbidden
to promote or obey laws permitting abortion, regardless of circumstances'’. While it
is an overstatement to call it “pro-choice”, the consistency of Uniting Church teaching
and its apparent resonance with the church’s membership might justify describing it
as a “tradition”. It becomes more plausible as “tradition” when we consider the
coherence between this pattern of teaching and characteristic doctrinal themes of
‘the Reformed tradition. '

The Transmission of a Doctrinal Tradition

The 1992 resolution of the NSW Synod began, “in a world of peace, justice
and harmony of relationships, where hopes are fulfilled and plans succeed, there
would be little need for women to seek abortions.” The implication was obvious but
unstated: as much as we would like to, we do not live in such a world. We live in the
kind of world where, as the resolution put it, “abortion must remain a legal option
for a woman who is unable to continue her pregnancy.”’®

This is essentially a standard Reformed position on abortion, arising as it does
from a classical Reformed view of the world. As Kenneth Vaux has explained: “moral
doctrine on abortion intensifies [the] antinomy of freedom and necessity in the ethics
of the Reformed tradition. The benign goodness of nature expressed in Catholic
teleology...is now set aside, and the caprice and bondage of nature is emphasized so
as to incline the moral equation towards dominion and freedom. Freedom of choice
thus comes to prevail over right to life in the tradition.”"

That is, in doctrinal terms, the world itself is “fallen”. As the Queensland
Social Responsibility Committee expressed it, against the world as God intends it,
and as we long for it to be, “stands the reality of sin, which affects every human
being and which is the cause of the break which runs through the whole of creation”?.
Nature disappoints. It lets us down. Nature sometimes fails to serve the good. Indeed
it sometimes generates evil. And it is a horrible irony that sometimes even human
conception amounts to the generation of evil. In such a circumstance of brokenness,
it is not the human vocation to acquiesce but, by grace and in the strength of the
Holy Spirit, to give expression to such freedom as is available by exercising dominion
over nature. Sometimes abortion is necessary.

This does not make abortion good in the Reformed perspective. The Victorian
Synod’s Bioethics Committee emphasised that “the destruction of human life is an
offence to God”?' and that “we must begin by honestly recognising that an abortion
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involves the destruction of human life - which is a very solemn responsibility”?.
And yet, “in imperfect world there are situations in which responsible moral action
may involve taking human life”?®. The Committee recognised that “there are no
simple or absolute indications of what is the most responsible course of action” but
that living with this “ambiguity and uncertainty is part of what it is to be human.”?*
So, as Kenneth Vaux explains, in the Reformed tradition, “Abortion is not good. It
is an evil but a mitigated evil...We need to distinguish among differing situations
and admit that there are times when the technique of abortion must be used.”?
These “differing situations” might be envisaged on a kind of scale. Abortion might
be “strongly advised” where the pregnant woman’s life is threatened or where
profound genetic or congenital abnormalities were identified in the foetus. Abortion
might be only “permissible” in cases of moderately severe foetal abnormalities or if
the pregnancy were the result of rape. Abortion might be “permissible but
discouraged” if mild foetal abnormalities were discovered or in the case of teenage
pregnancy. Abortion might be “proscribed” if it were sought for “reasons of
convenience, population control, and sex selection”?.

While the majority of Uniting Church people would allow legal abortion on
the basis of some such scale, we can never be complacent about particular decisions.
As the Victorian Bioethics Committee argued, “although we may believe we are
acting responsibly and make these decisions as carefully and prayerfully as we can,
we recognise that they may be wrong. The Committee acknowledge[s] our continuous
need for God’s grace and forgiveness”?.

The NSW Synod’s Board of Social Responsibility commented that it was likely
that Uniting Church members would prefer decisions on abortion to made “on a
case by case basis, rather than having a blanket position which covers all situations.”?
So it was that the Synod resolution went on to affirm, “That the best person to make
the decision to proceed with an abortion is the pregnant woman, after consultation
with her family friends and trusted advisers.” Again, this is consistent with classical
Reformed thinking. As Davis McCaughey has said, there has always been among
lay people in the Reformed tradition “a reluctance to accept instruction by ‘the Church’
on what they should do”. This reluctance derives in part from “the sense of God’s
sovereign power, his immediate presence, and from an awareness of his claim on
every aspect of life”. Accordingly, “the Reformed Churches have avoided laying
down patterns of behaviour for their members” but have instead taught that each
one is responsible to God for their life and decisions®.

It is no coincidence that Uniting Church agencies concerned with social issues
have been consistently called “social responsibility” committees, boards and
commissions. Modern Reformed ethics has tended to rely on the idea of
“responsibility”®®. The Victorian Bioethics Committee developed this theme quite
explicitly, understanding our accountability to God not in terms of obedience to
abstract principles or rules but in the way we have used our God-given “freedom and
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responsibility, in all our dealings with God, neighbour, ourselves and the world in
which we live.”*! The Queensland Social Responsibility Committee also had worked
with these themes: “The law by itself is not the decisive factor in the debate on
abortion, but humanity’s freedom, and responsibility...and God’s sovereign grace”2.

Reformed Christians are supported by the church in their responsibility to
God by its constant proclamation of the Gospel and instruction in the faith, and by
participation in the priestly body of the faithful. As James Gustafson would have it,
“religion qualifies morality” rather than determine it*. The church’s role is not to
tell its members what to do, nor to tell society what to do, but to provide nourishment
in faith and pastoral support within a community of believers so that Christians can
exercise their responsibility to God in their personal lives and, by that “free obedience
of the Children of God™3 serve the transformation of society from within. “Such an
approach”, McCaughey has observed, “sits ill with a centrally placed magesterium.
It call[s] for a dispersed authority, dispersed among the members, each in his own
place, dispersed among the institutions of society.”*

It is important to note that the NSW Synod resolution took a distinctive turn
by identifying the pregnant woman as “the best person to make the decision”. The
Reformed approach has always been to maintain that those most familiar with the
situation have primary responsibility for the decision but, characteristically, this has
been interpreted as giving priority to the judgement of “experts”. In this case medical
advice would be emphasised. This pattern was very clear in the 1974 resolution of
the Presbyterian General Assembly which recognised that “the basic decision...should
be left in the hands of the individual woman as advised by her qualified medical
practitioner and other professional advisers, who are in the best position to discover
all the relevant factors and weigh them up in each particular situation.” The 1973
Methodist General Conference seemed to have something similar in mind when it
stressed the importance of the availability of “counselling facilities” to assist the
woman “to take into account all the factors relevant to her decision”. In recent
Uniting Church thinking, however, it is not the judgement of “experts” but that of
those most directly affected by the decision which is given weight. This reflects our
appropriation of a general trend in ecumenical social ethics which has given special
emphasis to hearing people’s stories®. For example, the study resource prepared by
the Western Australian and Tasmanian Synods include several women’s stories,
told in the first person, as a key element of the reflective process®.

So Uniting Church teaching on abortion represents the transmission of three
characteristic emphases of the Reformed tradition: :

- In respect of worldview, there is an emphasis in its doctrine of the fall which
encourages a pessimistic view of nature as a guide to morality.

- As regards the moral agent, there is an accompanying emphasis in its doctrine of
the human person which leads to an insistence on the personal responsibility of the
individual to discern and choose the good in. their particular situation.

- And as far as the doctrine of the church is concerned, there is an understanding of
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ecclesial authority which makes Reformed Christians suspicious of a church which
prescribes or legitimates a particular path for its members.

The Ecumenical Context

These doctrinal emphases can be seen even more clearly when they are
compared to other Christian alternatives which emerged in the national media debate
surrounding the NSW Synod’s resolution. In the most frequently quoted comment
in the debate, a spokesman for the Sydney Catholic Archdiocese described the Uniting
Church resolution as “incoherent”. He said that the NSW Synod’s acceptance of the
legitimacy of abortion in some circumstances, and its conclusion that it must therefore
“remain a legal option”, was the denial of “an innocent unborn child’s right to
live”®. Especially problematic was the resolution’s statement that “the best person
- to make the decision to proceed with an abortion is the pregnant woman.”

Roman Catholic teaching on the issue is, of course, clear enough. It insists, in
continuity with the most ancient Christian tradition, that “from the moment of
conception life must be guarded with the greatest care, while abortion and infanticide
are unspeakable crimes.”® In the further elucidation of this teaching there was the
clarifying. comment: “The movement for the emancipation of women...is perfectly
justified...But one cannot change nature. Nor can one exempt women, any more
than men, from what nature demands of them.”* That is, nature conveys the call of
God. To have conceived is to have received the vocation of parenthood; either for
oneself or, in the case of an envisaged adoption, in cooperation with another. From
this perspective the Uniting Church resolution is indeed “incoherent”. But the point
of contrast is not merely the particular moral instruction. The more interesting contrast
lies in the worldview which is presupposed. Where the Reformed tradition views
nature with suspicion as a potential obstruction to the Christian’s discernment of
her vocation, the Roman Catholic tradition views nature more optimistically as a
God-given guide to the moral life. If you are pregnant, whatever the circumstances,
God is calling you to bear a child.

From the Roman Catholic perspective the Reformed approach to abortion is
culpably muddle-headed, compromising the rights of the unborn. But from the
Reformed perspective the Roman Catholic approach to abortion is wilfully naive,
compromising the Christian’s personal responsibility to God. Similarly, where the
Reformed tradition limits the church’s authority to interfere directly in its members’
moral decision making, the Roman Catholic tradition would see it as the Church’s
duty to make plain to all believers and to the world at large what, in the light of
Christ, is found written by God into nature.

Anglican responses to the Uniting Church resolution provided an interesting
alternative. On the one hand, spokesmen drew attention to the rights of the foetus as
those of a human life. But on the other hand, they acknowledged “extraordinary
cases” or “mitigating circumstances” which justify abortion*.. One would be tempted
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to see this as an example of the clever (English) way Anglicanism has managed to
maintain itself as a single communion of strikingly different Christian traditions,
except for the fact that this approach is almost identical to that taken by the Orthodox
churches in Australia. Like the Orthodox*, the Anglican spokesmen seemed to
condemn abortion in the abstract, while leaving room for a more flexible approach
in pastoral reality. This represents an adherence to ancient tradition tempered by an
accommodation to a pastoral context being redefined by new diagnostic and clinical
possibilities. In practical terms, this is reflected in their unease with the Uniting
Church’s affirmation of the woman s responsibility to make the decision. The Anglican
and Orthodox churches would want to specify both priestly and medical participation
in the decision rather than simply leave it to “consultation” with “family, friends
and trusted advisers”. v

The Orthodox and Anglican churches in Australia approach the question from
a doctrinal position midway between those of the Reformed and Roman Catholic
traditions. Their perspective on nature is less pessimistic than the one but less
optimistic than the other. Nature guides but can also impede our discernment of
God’s will. So too in respect of the Christian vocation. Individuals must be responsible
for their choices but within a pastoral relationship more directive than the Reformed
tradition would tolerate. And as far as the teaching authority of the church is
concerned, there is more hesitancy to rule than is true of the Roman Catholic church
but only because of the seriousness with which the dividedness of the church is
taken. While Anglicans questioned the wisdom of the NSW Synod making a
statement, the Orthodox questioned the competence of any single church to pronounce
on an issue like abortion®. For the Orthodox, it is the kind of issue which requires
the determination of “a genuinely ecumenical council” before denominations may
say with confidence what the church teaches.

In Western Australia in 1988, when abortion law came under review in both
houses of parliament, the churches’ role in the public controversy was muted but
instructive. As might have been predicted from the debate of 1992, it was clear very
early that the churches were having difficulty offering a single “Christian point of
view”. Indeed, it is no surprise that it was the Uniting Church’s moderator, the Rev
John Dunn, who advised journalists that “churches were as split on the issue as the
rest of the community”**. Even though the Pope himself had weighed into the
controversy, opposing any liberalisation of abortion law*, when a “Combined
Churches Statement on Abortion” was finally issued it lacked the support of the
Anglican Archbishop of Perth and the Uniting Church moderator®. The Anglican
Archbishop rejected “abortion on demand” but acknowledged that abortion may be
necessary in certain cases. The judgement, he said, ought to be made by “medical
practitioners in conjunction with the mother”#. A significant feature of the debate,
for our purposes, was the role of Marion Millin. Preparing for ordination by the
Uniting Church to the renewed Ministry of Deacon, Ms Millin played an active part
in promoting abortion law reform. She wrote to The West Australian offering an
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explicitly Christian argument in support of reform and was the subject of an article
in the same paper®s. Although it is always a personal risk to take a public role in
these debates (on any side), there was never any suggestion that she was compromising
her progress to ordination by doing so. Ms Millin was, after all, simply propagating
the Uniting Church’s teaching on abortion. ,

In the 1992 debate, the general secretary of the NSW Synod’s Board of Social
responsibility always insisted that “our church entered this debate reluctantly™. So,
why take up the issue at all? Essentially, they were pushed into it by the right-to-life
lobby within the Uniting Church in NSW. The same has been the case when the
corresponding agencies of other Synods have taken up the question. And this is a
matter of ecumenical significance.

The right-to-life lobby forced the issue in NSW in the sincere expectation that
the Synod would produce a resolution which would support their cause. However, as
I have attempted to show, the resolution which eventuated was a statement of
mainstream Reformed ethics, entirely consistent with statements produced elsewhere
in the Uniting Church. The right-to-life lobby was never going to get the resolution
it wanted from the Uniting Church without somehow forcing or persuading the
Synod to depart from its own doctrinal and ethical tradition. The movement’s lobbying
of the Anglican and Orthodox church leaders is similar in nature. It involves an
attempt to make those denominations betray their own religious traditions. The
Lutheran Church of Australia is more accommodating to the right-to-life lobby in
its moral teaching. However, its particular approach to church-state relations makes
it resistant to the political project of right-to-life*.

The right-to-life lobby is most at home within the Roman Catholic church
which can sponsor its project ideologically and politically without compromising its
religious tradition at all. This should be entirely unsurprising given the history of
the anti-abortion lobby in Australia®. However, with the participation of the Roman
Catholic church in the reconstituted National Council of Churches in Australia, its
alliance with the right-to-life lobby is problematic. Although they remain unstated
and unexamined by the movement, the doctrinal presuppositions of the right-to-life
lobby are such that its activities within all other traditions amounts to proselytism; a
practice which has been profoundly destructive of ecumenical relations™,

The Catholic Weekly carried on its front page the comment of the Right To
Life Association (NSW): “The Uniting Church’s support of women’s right to have
an abortion demonstrates the corruptive effect of abortion in our society. How a
church which claims to be Christian...can ignore the clear teachings of the Bible...is
beyond comprehension. Either it is an attempt to attract trendy New Age people...or
it demonstrates how pro-abortion bureaucrats...are manipulating the church and its
own members.”* It has been my purpose to show that none of this is the case. The
Uniting Church’s teaching on abortion has consistently reflected our participation
in the Reformed tradition of faith and social engagement.
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Conclusion

From our perspective, the law should reflect the reality that there are
circumstances in which the decision to terminate a pregnancy can be a morally
responsible decision. This is the view of the great majority of our members. It has
been reiterated by responsible councils of the church over two decades. And it is
consistent with the way the world, the human person and the church is understood
in our theological tradition. It does not matter how often the question is raised, our
answer is always most likely to come out in this general form. This is something
that we need to make clear to our ecumenical partners. In my view, however, this is
the least interesting thing that the Uniting Church hasto say about abortion.

There is another, quite different approach to the fact of abortion. It is identified
by Ann Loades:

“The path to change will be a long and hard one, given that the young and
healthy finding themselves pregnant will (some of them) opt for abortion on
the grounds that ‘having this baby will ruin my life’. How on earth did they
come to think that way in the first place? And the trouble is, that in a sense, in
our societies, they are right. That’s what needs changing.”**

Recognising just this problem, the South Australian report to the Synod included
a sustained discussion of the material difficulties which could lead a woman to
anticipate her “inability to cope” with a child and decide to terminate the pregnancy.
These included such things as the absence of the necessary supportive relationships,
financial problems in the short and long term, problems with housing or employment,
and the continuing “social pressure or stigma” facing single mothers - especially in
the church®. As a recent report on post abortion syndrome has observed, “Frequently
it is not the baby that is unwanted, but the problems surrounding the pregnancy that
are unwanted.”® What is it about our society - and our churches - that makes some
babies “unwanted”? What can we do to change our society - and our churches - so
that an untimely or imperfect pregnancy is not going to ruin the mother’s life?
These much more interesting, and challenging questions demand our attention, and
they warrant attention on an ecumenical basis. For while the state of abortion law is
unlikely to offer much opportunity for ecumenical collaboration, the state of a society
which has become inhospitable to some children and their mothers can and should
be addressed ecumenically. As the NSW Synod resolution said, “The issue of abortion
is a social not a criminal one.”
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