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The abortion issue is continually argued on the wrong grounds.  I state this as a concerned pro-life Catholic layman who has offered to sign the follow-up ad to the New York Times asserting that Catholics have divergent abortion opinions.


The lack of resolution between pro-choice and pro-life forces seems due to the failure by each side to reconsider its perceptions about the start of human life in pregnancy.  While pro-choice people emphasize the conflicting rights of mother and fetus, pro-lifers assert that life begins at the instant of conception.  I agree that life begins at conception, but I suggest we look a step beyond and ask when this life may be considered human.


The concerns of both sides may be resolved by reflecting first upon what happens during the final hours of life.  Legally, death occurs when the brain ceases to function.  By analogy, then, the beginning of life occurs at the onset of significant higher brain function.  Brain function is the attribute that sets mankind apart from all other life.  Certainly, human life must be protected by religion and society, but I believe this prescription holds only after higher-level brain function occurs.


On the basis of much reading and study, I postulate that human life might begin as early as eight weeks, about the time the embryo reaches the fetal stage and when the brain starts to exert continuous responsibility in the complex development of what will become a baby.  Nature spontaneously aborts more than half of all pregnancies before this time.  In earlier centuries, but with uneven conviction, the Christian religious community frowned upon induced abortion.  Yet, there have been periods when the Catholic Church, by not baptizing aborted fetuses, implied that less-than-full-term pregnancies were not eligible for the sacrament.


Thought might also be given to St. Thomas Aquinas’ ambiguity.  He stated that human souls arrive at different times, depending upon the sex of the embryo:  after 40 days for males and after 80 for females.  Ironically, he may have exhibited more insight than he knew; it now seems that development rates for embryos are dictated by the gender-related hormone predominating.


The time at which the miraculous spirit, or soul, imbues human functioning will never be known to the split second, but biological science can describe the developmental sequence of pregnancy so that ethical and religious decisions might be made with moral certainty.  Viability, the ability of a fetus to survive out of the womb, probably occurs later, thus is not part of this consideration.


I hope the theological and scientific communities will accept this developmental approach to human life based upon higher brain function and end the bitter strife that characterizes the abortion battle.
John P. Sisson ♦ 819 E. Park Avenue, #4 ♦ Tallahassee, FL  32301-2663

(850) 222-9935 ♦ (850) 222-0749 fax ♦ jsisson15@comcast.net


