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LEARNING OUTCOMES:
Students should be able to demonstrate knowledge and understanding of, and critically evaluate:

• The debate about abortion;
• The views of pro-life and pro-choice groups, the status of the embryo, sanctity of life and alternatives to 

abortion;
• The debate about euthanasia and the distinction about the different types of euthanasia (passive and 

active, voluntary and involuntary);
• The contribution of the Hospice movement;
• The debate about capital punishment;
• The aims of punishment including deterrence, protection, reform, vindication and retribution;
• The issues of repentance, forgiveness, justice and restorative justice.

THE DEBATE ABOUT ABORTION 

What is abortion?
Abortion is defined as the deliberate termination of a human pregnancy.
In 1967 abortion was legalised in the UK in an attempt to prevent ‘back-street’ abortions. The 1967 Abortion 
Act permitted abortion for women up to 28 weeks into their pregnancy, but this has since been reduced to 24 
weeks in 1990. In the UK, legal abortion is permitted under the following circumstances:
• prevent harm to the mother’s physical and / or mental health;
• prevent a disabled child from being born;
• prevent harm to existing children cared for by the pregnant woman.

In 1967, the Abortion Act was not extended to Northern Ireland. However, changes to the law in April 2020 
means that abortion is now legal in Northern Ireland.
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CHRISTIAN VIEWS ON ABORTION

Pro-life views and the sanctity of life argument
God created mankind in his own image, in the image of God he created them; male and female he created 
them.
Genesis 1:27

Genesis 1:27 indicates that all human life has been created by God and in his image. This teaching informs 
Christians today that all human life is sacred and that murder is immoral. This is the sanctity of life 
argument and many Christians consider abortion as a violation of the Sanctity of Life and something that 
violates the commandment “You shall not murder”.

Pro-life views on the status of the embryo
Those who support the sanctity of life argument hold the view that the embryo deserves respect and 
protection from the moment of conception. Biblical teaching shows that life is precious from the moment 
of conception and that the embryo is as important as a fully-grown human. Consider the following scripture 
references:

Before I formed you in the womb I knew you, before you were born I set you apart; I appointed you as a 
prophet to the nations.
Jeremiah 1:5

For you created my inmost being; you knit me together in my mother’s womb.
Psalm 139:13-16

Denominational views on abortion
The Catholic Church agree with the Sanctity of Life Argument and are totally against abortion, regardless of 
the motives. The Catechism of the Catholic Church states:

“Human life is sacred because from its beginning it involves the creative action of God and it remains for ever 
in a special relationship with the creator, who is its sole end.”

“Formal co-operation in an abortion constitutes a great offence. The Church attaches the canonical penalty 
of excommunication to this crime against human life.”

“Human life must be respected and protected absolutely from the moment of conception.”
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Catholic teaching does allow indirect therapeutic abortions. Catholics will not support a direct abortion to 
save the life of a woman but will allow the mother to be treated for an ectopic pregnancy, for example, even 
though the pregnancy will be ended as an unintended side effect. This approach to moral issues is called 
double effect.

TASK
Access the views of the Presbyterian Church in Ireland on the changes to abortion legislation in Northern 
Ireland in March 2020.
https://www.presbyterianireland.org/News/March-2020/New-NI-abortion-regs-‘A-deeply-sad-and-worrying.
aspx 

The Church of England / Anglican Communion accept that abortion may be the ‘lesser evil’ in some 
situations:

“The termination of that life by the act of man, as a great moral evil ... circumstances exist where the 
character or location of the pregnancy renders the foetus a serious threat to the life or health of the mother, 
in such circumstances the foetus could be regarded as an ‘aggressor’ on the mother. The mother would be 
entitled to seek protection against the threat to her life.”

Anglicans clearly respect the sanctity of life principle; however, they accept abortion in three circumstances: 
rape; severe disability of the child; mother’s health at risk.

The views of the Methodist Church are very similar:

“We believe that abortion on demand is wrong. However, we believe that termination of pregnancy is a 
permissible, though by no means easy or certain, choice in very specific circumstances i.e. where the 
mother’s life is at risk; where there is risk of grave injury to the physical or mental health of the mother; 
when the pregnancy is the result of rape or incest; when there is a gross abnormality of the foetus.”

The alternatives to abortion
Abortion isn’t the only option for a woman 
facing a crisis pregnancy. She can decide to 
keep the child or alternatively she can have the 
baby adopted. Adoption is not an easy option 
as she has to carry the child for 9 months and 
hand it over to someone else after birth, giving 
full legal rights over the child to the adoptive 
parents. 

However, many argue that adoption has 
advantages. For example, adoption does not 
violate the child’s right to life. Adoption also 
provides happiness to childless couples to have 
a child and bring it up as their own. Supporters 
of adoption argue that it gives the unborn child 
a chance to live and therefore, adoption is more 
compatible with religious views.

Fostering is another alternative to abortion. Unlike adoption, the biological parents do not give up all rights 
to the child. The child is placed in the temporary care of another family until the parent(s) can look after 
the child. In some cases, if the biological parent(s) are unable to support their child, the foster parents may 
adopt the child.

https://www.presbyterianireland.org/News/March-2020/New-NI-abortion-regs-‘A-deeply-sad-and-worrying.aspx
https://www.presbyterianireland.org/News/March-2020/New-NI-abortion-regs-‘A-deeply-sad-and-worrying.aspx
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TASK
The ‘three hard cases’ in the abortion debate are: if the child will be born with a severe disability; if the 
pregnancy continues it will impact on the woman’s life or health and abortion in the case of rape.

Consider the following case studies. Is abortion acceptable under each set of circumstances?

Case Study – Sarah Ewart
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/av/uk-northern-ireland-44277740/abortion-laws-ni-sarah-ewart-says-travelling-
made-abortion-more-traumatic 

Case Study – Salvita Hallavapanar
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-northern-ireland-20321741 

Case Study – Raped Nicaraguan girl aborts baby
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/americas/2789279.stm 

OTHER POINTS OF VIEW ON ABORTION

Pro-choice views 
Many feminists argue that women should be entitled to reproductive freedom. It 
is their body so it must be their choice when it comes to dealing with pregnancy.

Pro-choice supporters argue that the woman’s life is of greater importance than 
that of the embryo / foetus, therefore abortion is morally acceptable in certain 
circumstances. 

Reasons for abortion could include some of the reasons highlighted above (e.g. 
rape, mother’s health, disability) but also, for example:
• The woman is a student and the pregnancy would interfere with her 

education and career;
• She feels that she is too young to face the responsibilities of having children;
• The woman feels that she is not financially secure enough to support a child;
• She already has existing children and can’t support another child.

Regardless of the reasons behind the decision, many feminists argue that all women are entitled to the 
same degree of reproductive freedom as men and should have access to abortion if her circumstances 
necessitate it. 

While pro-life campaigners argue that the foetus should have rights as an individual person from the moment 
of conception, many people in the pro-choice side of the debate argue that the foetus does not have the same 
right to life as the mother. Atheist philosopher Peter Singer argues that in order to qualify as an individual 
‘person’ must be able to think (rational) and be aware of others (conscious). A foetus (or newborn baby) does 
not display these characteristics therefore cannot have the same right to life as the mother.

TASKS
Answer the following questions:
1. What is abortion?
2. Give two ways in which a woman’s life might be affected by an unwanted pregnancy?
3. Outline some reasons why a woman might want an abortion.
4. State two options a woman may choose instead of abortion.
5. What do Christians understand by the term “sanctity of life”?
6. Outline Christian views on abortion.
7. “Abortion is sometimes the best alternative to an unplanned pregnancy.” Do you agree? Give reasons for 

your answer.

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/av/uk-northern-ireland-44277740
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/av/uk-northern-ireland-44277740
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-northern-ireland-20321741
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/americas/2789279.stm
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THE DEBATE ABOUT EUTHANASIA

What is euthanasia?
Euthanasia is defined as the painless killing of a patient suffering from a terminal illness. It is often referred 
to as mercy killing because it aims to prevent unnecessary suffering and allow the patient to die with 
dignity. Organisations such as Dignity in Dying campaign for the legalization of voluntary euthanasia in the 
UK. 

Voluntary euthanasia is when a person wants to die and asks for help to do so.
However, involuntary euthanasia is when a person wants to live but whose life is taken anyway.

Within the euthanasia debate a distinction made between the two main types of euthanasia:
1. Active euthanasia refers to a deliberate action to 

end the life of the patient to eliminate the suffering 
that they have to endure. Use of a lethal injection is 
considered to be a form of active euthanasia.

2. Passive euthanasia refers to the situation where 
treatment is stopped (for example, a feeding tube is 
removed) and the patient is allowed to die. This is often 
described as ‘allowing nature to take its course.’

The law in the UK does allow for treatment to be withdrawn 
from a patient, however it is illegal for a doctor or anyone 
else to take active steps to prematurely end a person’s life, 
regardless of their motives. 

CHRISTIAN VIEWS ON EUTHANASIA

Pro-life views and the sanctity of life argument
Biblical teaching asserts that all human life is sacred as God created humans in his image. Therefore, 
all killing is immoral regardless of the motives. Euthanasia is considered to be in direct violation of the 
commandment, “You shall not murder.” 

Various Biblical references imply that humans can have no control over issues of life and death. For example, 
Job 1:21“The LORD gave and the LORD has taken away” and Jeremiah 10:23 “A man’s life is not his own; it is 
not for man to direct his steps.” 

Many Christians also argue that suffering is considered in a positive light in the bible. If God has our 
life planned out from the moment of conception (see Jeremiah 1:5 above) then suffering may be part of 
God’s plan for a person’s life. In Paul’s letter to the Romans he writes: “suffering produces perseverance; 
perseverance, character; and character, hope.” (Romans 5:3–4) It is also written in 1Peter 1:6-7: “In all this 
you greatly rejoice, though now for a little while you may have had to suffer grief in all kinds of trials. These 
have come so that the proven genuineness of your faith.”

Denominational views on euthanasia
The Catechism of the Catholic Church states that: “Those whose lives are diminished or weakened 
deserve special respect” (2276) but that “Whatever its motives or means, direct euthanasia … is morally 
unacceptable” (2277). Evangelium Vitae 65, 1995

The Church of England believe that if euthanasia becomes acceptable in society then it is ‘an admission 
that faith had failed.’ (Rowan Williams) Methodists believe that ‘active euthanasia is contrary to Christian 
teaching.’
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Alternatives to euthanasia
The hospice movement provides palliative or end of life care which aims to make people as comfortable as 
possible by managing pain and other symptoms. It also involves psychological, social and spiritual support 
for the patient and their family. This holistic approach deals with the “whole” person, not just the illness or 
symptoms.

The hospice movement is viewed by many Christians as an alternative to euthanasia. Consider the following 
from James 5:13-15: 

Is anyone among you in trouble? Let them pray. Is anyone happy? Let them sing songs of praise. Is anyone 
among you sick? Let them call the elders of the church to pray over them and anoint them with oil in the 
name of the Lord. And the prayer offered in faith will make the sick person well; the Lord will raise them up. 
If they have sinned, they will be forgiven.

In the Declaration on Euthanasia, the Catholic Church outlines its support for the Hospice movement: “What 
a sick person needs is love, the human and supernatural warmth with which the sick person can and ought 
to be surrounded by all those close to him or her, parents and children, doctors and nurses.”

Anglicans also accept palliative care as a valid alternative to euthanasia:
Christopher Herbert, Anglican Bishop, asks for “greater training in palliative care, a care which embraces 
body, mind and soul.”

And Presbyterians support palliative care as an alternative to euthanasia:
“We believe Christians should urge government and society to adopt the other choices that are available 
for the alleviation of pain and suffering. Necessary resources should be given to support already successful 
research into pain relief. Facilities like the Hospice Movement should be encouraged.”

TASK
Consider the following case studies. Is euthanasia acceptable or not under each set of circumstances?

Case Study – Gordon Ross
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-scotland-glasgow-west-35301619 

Case Study – Diane Pretty
https://www.dignityindying.org.uk/assisted-dying/the-law/diane-pretty/ 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-scotland-glasgow-west-35301619
https://www.dignityindying.org.uk/assisted-dying/the-law/diane-pretty/
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OTHER POINTS OF VIEW ON EUTHANASIA

Pro-choice views and the Quality of Life argument
In a liberal and civilised society, a person should have the right to end their own life when they want to. 
Secular philosophers such as J S Mill argue that the only occasion when we should not be free to do what we 
like is if our actions will cause harm to others. In relation to the euthanasia debate, it should be a person’s 
own choice to die at a time that suits them, especially if they want to prevent further suffering from illness 
or if they want to protect their family and friends from watching them suffer.

Terminal illness will lead to a person having to suffer immense pain and loss of dignity as they have to rely 
on others to look after them. As a result, quality of life will be very poor or non-existent. Secular philosopher 
Nietzchse argued: “In a certain state, it is indecent to live longer … I want to die proudly when it is no longer 
possible to live proudly.”

TASKS
Answer the following questions:
1. What is voluntary euthanasia?
2. What is the difference between active and passive euthanasia?
3. Give the main reasons in favour of euthanasia.
4. Explain the reasons why Christians oppose euthanasia.
5. Explain how belief in God can help a person cope with serious illness.
6. What is palliative care?
7. “Christians should accept that euthanasia is sometimes necessary.” Do you agree? Give reasons for your 

answer. (10)
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THE DEBATE ABOUT CAPITAL PUNISHMENT

What is capital punishment?
Capital punishment is defined as the legally authorized killing of someone as punishment for a crime. The 
last judicial execution in Northern Ireland took place in the Crumlin Road prison in 1961, however, capital 
punishment wasn’t officially abolished in Northern Ireland until 1973. Some countries today, such as parts 
of the USA, China and Saudi Arabia still use the death penalty and employ methods such as lethal injection, 
hanging and firing squad.

The aims of punishment

1. Deterrence 
Punishment should discourage people from committing crime. It should prevent criminals from re-
offending or put off would-be criminals as they may decide that the crime is not worth the risk of being 
punished in the way others who have committed the crime have been punished in the past.

2. Protection 
Criminals threaten the safety of the individuals who live in their community and they also threaten 
the stability of society in general. Therefore punishment, such as sending the criminal to prison, is 
necessary to protect society and allow those living in it to feel safer. Severe punishment like capital 
punishment or life in prison protects society from rapists, child abusers and murderers.

3. Reform 
Punishment should aim to change the nature of the criminal so that they realise that it is wrong to 
commit crime and learn not to do it again. 

4. Vindication 
Punishment makes sure that laws are upheld and 
respected by society. People must see criminals being 
punished so that they know that laws are important, 
that justice is served and that they can have faith in 
the criminal justice system. People wouldn’t respect 
the law if there weren’t punishments for breaking it. 

5. Retribution 
Punishment allows the victims of crime and society in 
general to get revenge. This purpose of punishment is 
to show that the criminal is individually responsible 
for the crime and maintains that the perpetrator must 
face consequences and pay for what they have done 
wrong. In other words, society is entitled to some sort 
of revenge and the criminal deserves it.
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CHRISTIAN VIEWS ON CAPITAL PUNISHMENT

Biblical teaching on capital punishment
The aim of using punishment as a form of retribution or revenge is found in the Old Testament concept of lex 
talionis, ‘an eye for an eye, tooth for a tooth, hand for hand, foot for foot’ which implies that those who have 
done wrong must bear the consequences of doing so. Genesis 9:6 also supports retribution when murder has 
occurred:

Whoever sheds human blood, by humans shall their blood be shed; for in the image of God has God made 
mankind.

In the Old Testament, capital punishment was an acceptable punishment for adultery, homosexuality, 
breaking the Sabbath and disobedience to parents.

However, in the New Testament, Jesus opposed any form of retribution. In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus 
said “You have heard it was said ‘An eye for an eye’ but I say to you if someone slaps you on the right cheek, 
let him slap your left cheek too.” This attitude is also evident from the case of the woman who committed 
adultery as recorded in John 8:3-11 when Jesus comments “Let anyone among you who is without sin be the 
first to throw a stone at her.”

Denominational views on capital punishment
In the recent past, the Catholic Church have supported the use of the death penalty if it was the only way of 
defending life from an unjust aggressor. Pope Francis has moved to change this official teaching in August 
2018 saying that the death penalty is ‘contrary to the gospel’ and should never be used. This develops the 
work of Pope John Paul II who, in 1995, argued that cases for capital punishment were ‘very rare, if not 
practically non-existent.’ 

All other Christian denominations in Northern Ireland are against capital punishment. 

The issues of repentance and forgiveness
The majority of Christians today oppose capital punishment because they are influenced by Jesus’ teaching 
on repentance and forgiveness. Jesus’ teaching shows that mercy and forgiveness are key features of a 
Christian way of life. However, it must be noted that sinners must repent if they want to be forgiven. This 
means that they must show that they are sincerely sorry for their wrongdoing.

The Parable of the Lost Son teaches about the importance of repentance. 
When he came to his senses, he said, ‘How many of my father’s hired servants have food to spare, and here I 
am starving to death! 18 I will set out and go back to my father and say to him: Father, I have sinned against 
heaven and against you.19 I am no longer worthy to be called your son; make me like one of your hired 
servants.’ 20 So he got up and went to his father.

If people are sorry for their sins, they will be forgiven. This is evident from the father in the parable of the lost 
son when he unconditionally forgives his son. Therefore, if we accept Jesus’ teaching, capital punishment 
must be considered to be immoral and Christians must aim to give the criminal a second chance.

In the Lord’s Prayer, the words “Forgive us our debts as we also have forgiven our debtors” are used. This 
implies that forgiveness must be an essential component of the Christian approach to punishment because 
God only forgives people if they have forgiven others.
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In the Parable of the Unmerciful Servant (Mt 18:21-35) we are also informed of the fact that in order for 
Christians to receive God’s forgiveness, we must be prepared to forgive others. In the parable, the master 
is angry with his servant who has not forgiven a fellow servant and says, “should you not have had mercy 
on your fellow slave as I had mercy on you?” The servant was then handed over to be tortured and Jesus 
comments “So my heavenly father will also do to every one of you, if you do not forgive your brother or sister 
from your heart.” 

This is a further example to illustrate that rather than seek revenge, Christians have a duty to forgive those 
who offend them.

An alternative approach to punishment: Restorative Justice
Restorative justice is a 
problem-solving approach to crime 
as it aims to resolve conflict and 
repair harm. It asks offenders to 
take responsibility for their 
anti-social behaviour and aims 
to repair the damage caused by 
criminals to help the victim and 
society to move on.

Restorative justice aims to face 
up to what they have done and 
to change the character of the 
criminal or their values so that 
they will not re-offend in the future 
by reinforcing important values to 
the criminal in an attempt to give 
them a second chance. Meetings 
are organised to give offenders the 
opportunity to compensate their 
victims. This can be financial and 
will also involve an apology. 

Restorative justice gives victims the chance to meet or communicate with their offenders to explain the 
real impact of the crime on them. Restorative justice therefore empowers victims by giving them a voice. 
Additional community support is provided for victims.

While restorative justice is a forward-looking approach to punishment, there are some limitations to its 
use and effectiveness. For example, it relies on cooperation between the victim and the offender. If neither 
is willing, then restorative justice will not work. Restorative justice relies heavily on support from the 
community and there has to be structures in place within the community that fully supports restorative 
justice. People in the community have to want to work together for the good of everybody. Finally, 
restorative justice is not suitable for more serious crimes, such as murder or rape, where victims can’t meet 
the offender and when more extreme measures must be taken to protect the society.

TASK
Consider the following case studies. Is capital punishment acceptable or not under each set of 
circumstances?

Case Study – Akmal Shaikh
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2009/dec/29/akmal-shaikh-execution-china 

Case Study – Stanley ‘Tookie’ Williams
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2004/nov/28/biography.tonythompson 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2009/dec/29/akmal-shaikh-execution-china
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2004/nov/28/biography.tonythompson
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OTHER POINTS OF VIEW ON CAPITAL PUNISHMENT

Arguments against capital punishment

1. Capital punishment does not deter criminals 
Studies have shown that in places where the death penalty has been abolished, the murder rate is 
actually lower. Even within the US, the states that do not have the death penalty have lower murder rates 
than the states that have it. Also, in many cases, capital crimes are committed in such an emotional 
state that the perpetrator would not have been thinking of the consequences at the time of the crime.

2. Prison is as effective as capital punishment at protecting society 
Although there have been cases where a criminal has escaped from prison and has reoffended, these 
cases are very rare. Imprisonment for life without the possibility of parole in a high security prison is a 
better option and allows the state to maintain the moral high ground.

3. Innocent people are put to death 
In the US between 1973 and 2014, 151 people sentenced to death were released from death row because 
their innocence was proven after an appeal. In other cases, the defendant was executed before it was 
discovered that they were innocent. These are mistakes that can never be corrected. Finally, in many 
cases people are sentenced to death that may not have been fully aware of their actions and suffered 
from diminished responsibility. 

TASKS
Answer the following questions:

1. What is capital punishment?
2. Name one country which allows capital punishment.
3. What are the aims of punishment?
4. Outline the main reasons in support of capital punishment.
5. Outline the reasons why many Christians are against capital punishment.
6. What is restorative justice and what are the aims of it?
7. “The only way to reduce crime is to give harsh punishments.” Do you agree? Give reasons for your 

answer.

http://ccea.org.uk/biology/

