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Sarah Hinlicky Wilson
to Be pro-LiFe in every wAy

Ursula K. Le Guin, author of  science fiction, fantasy, 
and mainstream fiction, philosophical Taoist and 

despiser of  Christianity and its cultural effects, has been 
an unlikely but essential teacher for me. She didn’t intend 
to teach me about ecclesiology, but she did,1 and her fic-
tional reflections on gender have offered far more food 
for thought than lurid public discourse ever does.2 I have 
read and pondered her Earthsea trilogy again and again,3 
but nothing has ever hit quite so hard as her short story 
from the 1970s entitled “The Ones Who Walk Away from 
Omelas.”4

It’s not much of  a story, actually. There’s no plot to 
speak of. It’s a commentary on the horror of  suffering chil-
dren, which is offered as a reason in The Brothers Karamazov 
to disbelieve in God, and more explicitly a response to Wil-
liam James’s rumination about the “hideous… bargain” of  
making millions happy at the cost of  one lost soul.5 The 
tale begins with a depiction of  a place so bright and beauti-
ful it is hard not to fall in love with it: “the city of  Omelas, 
bright towered by the sea.” There are “old moss-grown 
gardens” and “avenues of  trees,” “merry women carrying 
their babies” while “the music beat faster, a shimmering of  
gong and tambourine” during a festival led by horses whose 
“manes were braided with streamers of  silver, gold, and 
green.” Under the snow-capped mountains that “burned 
with white-gold fire across the miles of  sunlit air,” music 
plays, “farther and nearer and ever approaching, a cheerful 
faint sweetness of  the air that from time to time trembled 
and gathered together and broke out into the great joyous 
clanging of  the bells.”

The anonymous narrator—perhaps the author herself— 
knows you won’t and can’t believe it. Joy is unconvinc-
ing. Happy people are inferred to be simple people. Our 
bias is to believe that “[o]nly pain is intellectual, only evil 
interesting.” But she wants you to know that these are 

“mature, intelligent, passionate” folk. They have no kings, 
no slaves, no clergy, and manage quite fine without “the 
stock exchange, the advertisement, the secret police, and 
the bomb.” It is the ideal of  human community: “A bound-
less and generous contentment, a magnanimous triumph 
felt not against some outer enemy but in communion with 
the finest and fairest in the souls of  all men everywhere and 
the splendor of  the world’s summer: this is what swells in 
the hearts of  the people of  Omelas, and the victory they 
celebrate is that of  life.”

Omelas may have no bombs, but now the narrator 
drops one of  her own. There is another facet to Omelas 
that needs to be told.

In a basement under one of  the beautiful public 
buildings of  Omelas, or perhaps in the cellar of  one 
of  its spacious private homes, there is a room. It has 
one locked door, and no window. A little light seeps 
in dustily between cracks in the boards, secondhand 
from a cobwebbed window somewhere across the 
cellar. In one corner of  the little room a couple of  
mops, with stiff, clotted, foul-smelling heads, stand 
near a rusty bucket. The floor is dirt, a little damp to 
the touch, as cellar dirt usually is. The room is about 
three paces long and two wide: a mere broom closet 
or disused tool room. In the room a child is sitting. It 
could be a boy or a girl. It looks about six, but actu-
ally is nearly ten. It is feeble-minded. Perhaps it was 
born defective, or perhaps it has become imbecile 
through fear, malnutrition, and neglect. It picks its 
nose and occasionally fumbles vaguely with its toes 
or genitals, as it sits hunched in the corner farthest 
from the bucket and the two mops. It is afraid of  the 
mops. It finds them horrible. It shuts its eyes, but it 
knows the mops are still standing there; and the door 
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is locked; and nobody will come. 
The door is always locked; and 
nobody ever comes, except 
that sometimes—the child has 
no understanding of  time or 
interval—sometimes the door 
rattles terribly and opens, and 
a person, or several people, are 
there. One of  them may come 
in and kick the child to make 
it stand up. The others never 
come close, but peer in at it with 
frightened, disgusted eyes. The 
food bowl and the water jug are 
hastily filled, the door is locked, 
the eyes disappear. The people 
at the door never say anything 
but the child, who has not always 
lived in the tool room, and can 
remember sunlight and its moth-
er’s voice, sometimes speaks. “I 
will be good,” it says. “Please let 
me out. I will be good!” They 
never answer. The child used 
to scream for help at night, and 
cry a good deal, but now it only 
makes a kind of  whining, “eh-
haa, eh-haa,” and it speaks less 
and less often. It is so thin there 
are no calves to its legs; its belly 
protrudes; it lives on a half-bowl 
of  corn meal and grease a day. It 
is naked. Its buttocks and thighs 
are a mass of  festered sores, 
as it sits in its own excrement 
continually.

Omelas’s secret elicits recognition 
even in those of  us who live elsewhere. 
Human happiness, and human wealth 
even more so, seeks to avoid direct 
confrontation with all those at whose 
expense it lives. Perhaps, as human 
societies go, Omelas is virtuous: after 
all, it is only one single child who lives 
in such wretchedness—the greatest 
good for the greatest number!

The narrator goes on to tell us that 
everyone in Omelas knows about the 
child in the dark. Young people are 
inducted into the secret at an appro-
priate time. Good people and the 
progeny of  good people that they are, 
“these young spectators are always 
shocked and sickened at the sight.” 

Disgust, anger, and outrage follow. 
They want to help but know they 
can’t. “If  the child were brought up 
into the sunlight out of  that vile place, 
if  it were cleaned and fed and com-
forted, that would be a good thing, 
indeed; but if  it were done, in that 
day and hour all the prosperity and 
beauty and delight of  Omelas would 
wither and be destroyed. Those are 
the terms.” Who would risk “to throw 
away the happiness of  thousands for 
the chance of  the happiness of  one”?

So, in time, the children and adults 
alike of  Omelas accommodate their 
consciences to the terrible bargain. 

They are very sensible about the mat-
ter. It’s too late for the child, after all: 
even if  it were released, it would never 
regain its lost mind, would never trust, 
would live forever beyond the human-
izing touch of  others—so it is not just 
the preservation of  the citizens’ own 
personal comfort but their realistic 
assessment of  the prospects for the 
one suffering child that keeps the sys-
tem in place.

Their tears at the bitter injustice 
dry when they begin to perceive 
the terrible justice of  reality, and 
to accept it. Yet it is their tears 

and anger, the trying of  their 
generosity and the acceptance 
of  their helplessness, which are 
perhaps the true source of  the 
splendor of  their lives. Theirs 
is no vapid, irresponsible hap-
piness. They know that they, 
like the child, are not free. They 
know compassion. It is the exis-
tence of  the child, and the know-
ledge of  its existence, that makes 
possible the nobility of  their 
architecture, the poignancy of  
their music, the profundity of  
their science. It is because of  the 
child that they are so gentle with 
children.

It’s almost enough to lure you in. 
We are mature, intelligent, compas-
sionate adults too, after all. We know 
how vast and complex the problems 
of  the world are, how little we can 
change despite our best intentions, 
how often our best intentions go awry 
and generate worse problems yet. 
Shed the tears, acknowledge the injus-
tice, and carry on as best you can.

“But,” the narrator informs us, 
“there is one more thing to tell.” Some 
of  the youth who are confronted with 
the suffering child do not return home. 
“Sometimes also a man or woman 
much older falls silent for a day or two, 
and then leaves home.” Such people 
walk through the city of  Omelas, out 
its beautiful gates, through the sur-
rounding villages, and head toward 
the mountains, toward the unknown. 
“They leave Omelas, they walk ahead 
into the darkness, and they do not 
come back. The place they go towards 
is a place even less imaginable to most 
of  us than the city of  happiness. I 
cannot describe it at all. It is possible 
that it does not exist. But they seem to 
know where they are going, the ones 
who walk away from Omelas.”

And so the story ends.
When I first read it as a teenager, 

Le Guin’s story struck me like a clar-
ion call to life—a commitment to 
what I would not then have known 
to call but since have come to recog-
nize as the consistent ethic of  life. 

Any ethic that allows 
someone else to be 
the scapegoat— 

the fetus, the poor, 
the foreigner, 

take your pick— 
is a false ethic, 
a deadly one. 

It is against life, 
whosever life it may 
valorously preserve.
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The ethic of  life does not admit of  
selectivity. The punishment of  inno-
cent children is bound up with ques-
tions of  poverty; peace is not peace 
when it is at someone else’s expense; 
war and wealth are more intertwined 
than we like to believe. Ultimately, any 
ethic that allows for someone else to 
be the scapegoat—the fetus, the poor, 
the foreigner, or take your pick of  any 
other favored scapegoat of  history—is 
a false ethic, a deadly one. It is against 
life, whosever life it may valorously 
preserve.

Needless to say, I assumed that the 
author of  this stirring story must see 
it the same way and apply her own 
insight consistently. Then, many years 
later, I started reading her essays.

To say I was shocked to find that Le 
Guin was a pro-choice activist would 
be an understatement. It was more 
like a blow to the gut. How could the 
woman who wrote “Omelas” turn 
around and endorse the elimination 
of  powerless children?

The inconsistency is stunning. In 
her essay “Moral and Ethical Impli-
cations of  Family Planning,” for 
example, Le Guin approvingly quoted 
author Irene Clarement de Castillejo’s 
words: “Woman, who is so intimately 
and profoundly concerned with life, 
takes death in her stride. For her, to 
rid herself  of  an unwanted foetus is as 
much in accord with nature as for a 
cat to refuse milk to a weakling kitten. 
It is man who has evolved principles 
about the sacredness of  life… and 
women have passionately adopted 
them as their own. But principles are 
abstract… Woman’s basic instinct is 
not concerned with the idea of  life, but 
with the fact of  life. The ruthlessness 
of  nature which discards unwanted 
life is deeply ingrained in her.”6 Le 
Guin concluded that “woman’s desire 
to have children” can be turned into 
“ethical coercion… bondage, a hid-
eous sentimental trap.”7 But “if  we 
can get feminine and human moral-
ity out from under the yoke of  a dead 
ethic, then maybe we’ll begin to get 
somewhere on the road that leads to 
survival.”8

I suspect this frank acknowledge-
ment of  the elimination of  unwanted 
life didn’t sit well with her; she 
retreated from that kind of  moral jus-
tification of  abortion in later essays, 
but not from the defense of  abortion 
rights themselves. Perhaps not sur-
prisingly, there was a personal reason 
for her position, but the rationale in 
its favor is a contorted argument in 
favor, in fact, of  life. In another essay, 

she recounted—in the style of  a fairy 
tale, before revealing that she was in 
fact “the princess”—getting pregnant 
by a “weak, selfish man”9 in college 
well before Roe vs. Wade, and her 
parents’ determination to get their 
daughter the best abortion money 
could buy. Upon expressing the worry 
that she was being cowardly and evad-
ing the consequences of  her actions, 
her father replied: “That’s right. You 

are. That cowardice, dishonesty, eva-
sion, is a lesser sin than the crass 
irresponsibility of  sacrificing your 
training, your talent, and the chil-
dren you will want to have, in order 
to have one nobody wants to have.”10 
Some years later, she married and 
“had three desired and beloved chil-
dren, none of  whom would have been 
born if  her first pregnancy had gone 
to term.”11 Her conclusion: “If  any 
birth is better than no birth, and more 
births are better than fewer births, as 
the ‘Right-to-Life’ people insist, then 
they should approve of  my abortion, 
which resulted in three babies instead 
of  one.”12 The unwanted child had to 
be sacrificed—scapegoated—to make 
room for the other three.

Years later she was still telling the 
story this way. Had she not had the 
abortion, she wrote, “…I would have 
borne a child for them, for the anti-
abortion people, the authorities, the 
theorists, the fundamentalists; I would 
have borne a child for them, their 
child. But I would not have borne 
my own first child, or second child, 
or third child. My children. The life 
of  that fetus would have prevented, 
would have aborted, three other 
fetuses, or children, or lives, or what-
ever you choose to call them… If  I 
had not broken the law and aborted 
that life nobody wanted, [my three 
children] would have been aborted by 
a cruel, bigoted, and senseless law.”13 
I can’t help seeing Le Guin’s aborted 
child on the floor of  that dank base-
ment in Omelas. Why didn’t she?

It isn’t the simple fact that Le 
Guin supported abortion rights that 
astounds me. It’s that her entire fic-
tional corpus was devoted to criti-
cally reimagining human society in 
alternate ways—from her anarchic, 
ambiguous utopia The Dispossessed that 
depicts a society in which all things are 
held in common, to Orsinian revolu-
tions and the alternately-gendered 
Left Hand of  Darkness, to the powerful 
critiques of  the handling of  power 
in both the Earthsea series and the 
Annals of  the Western Shore, to the 
anti-war tirade of  The Word for World 

We oppose abortion 
but defend semi-

automatic weapons. 
We defend unwanted 
minorities but urge 
unwanted seniors 

toward an 
early death. 

We decry the 
holocaust of  girl 

babies in sex-selective 
abortion but refuse to 
address the crisis of  
sexual assault and 
the feminization of  

poverty.
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Is Forest. Why in this case could she 
not, would she not, imagine another 
way? Why did the unborn child retain 
an unchanging position as the enemy 
of  education and its own younger sib-

lings? Why were no alternate social 
arrangements on her horizon—adop-
tion, the social and financial support 
of  mothers, campus housing for fami-
lies, husbands wise and compassionate 
enough to raise the children of  other 
men?

I don’t know, in her case, and since 
her death at the age of  eighty-eight 
earlier this year, it’s too late to ask. I 
wish I had. One clue, at least, was her 
perception of  the Christian position 
on the matter (indistinguishable in her 
mind from the subset of  theocratic 
fundamentalist versions of  Christ-
ianity) that cared nothing for women 
at all, only for power over their bodies, 
and likely for nefarious purposes. I’m 
afraid that, however careless she may 
have been, however unfairly she ste-
reotyped and oversimplified, she had 
good reason for that perception.

And her perception—which I 
hope, but cannot guarantee, is a mis- 
perception—is spread abroad and 
manifests itself  in our society’s bitter 
disputes over ethical issues pertain-
ing to life. I will hazard a guess as to 
why we are so stuck: it’s because we 
are none of  us consistently pro-life.14 
We oppose abortion but defend semi- 
automatic weapons. We defend 
unwanted minorities but urge 
unwanted seniors toward an early 
death. We decry the holocaust of  girl 
babies in sex-selective abortion but 
refuse to address the crisis of  sexual 

assault and the feminization of  pov-
erty. We talk tolerance for one swath 
of  issues and then systematically 
shame and silence those who think 
differently. We refuse to recognize 
that capital punishment and abor-
tion, matters of  war and matters of  
undocumented immigrants, sexual 
assault and endemic poverty, crises of  
race and crises of  the family are all at 
root the same thing—the inroads of  
the powers and principalities hold-
ing hostage God’s fallen creation, one 
compromised conscience at a time. 
Whatever position we may hold, left, 
right, or center, we are all contented 
dwellers in Omelas, pretending that 
we don’t live at the expense of  other 
lives.

How do we walk out on Omelas? 
Lord, to whom shall we go?

Here is another story of  a beautiful 
city and its dirty secret.

And the kings of  the earth, who 
committed sexual immorality 
and lived in luxury with her, will 
weep and wail over her when 
they see the smoke of  her burn-
ing. They will stand far off, in 
fear of  her torment, and say,
“Alas! Alas! You great city, 

you mighty city, Babylon!
For in a single hour your judgment 

has come.”
And the merchants of  the 

earth weep and mourn for her, 
since no one buys their cargo 
anymore, cargo of  gold, silver, 
jewels, pearls, fine linen, purple 
cloth, silk, scarlet cloth, all kinds 
of  scented wood, all kinds of  
articles of  ivory, all kinds of  arti-
cles of  costly wood, bronze, iron 
and marble, cinnamon, spice, 
incense, myrrh, frankincense, 
wine, oil, fine flour, wheat, cattle 
and sheep, horses and chariots, 
and bodies and souls of  human 
beings…15

Then a mighty angel took up 
a stone like a great millstone and 
threw it into the sea, saying,
“So will Babylon the great city be 

thrown down with violence, 
and will be found no more;

and the sound of  harpists and 
musicians, of  flute players and 
trumpeters, 
will be heard in you no more,

and a craftsman of  any craft 
will be found in you no more, 
and the sound of  the mill 
will be heard in you no more,

and the light of  a lamp 
will shine in you no more, 
and the voice of  bridegroom 
and bride 
will be heard in you no more,

for your merchants were the great 
ones of  the earth, 
and all nations were deceived 
by your sorcery.

And in her was found the blood of  
prophets and of  saints, 
and of  all who have been slain 
on earth.”

—Revelation 18:9–13, 21–24

Revelation portrays here the stark 
contrast between the economy of  God 
and the economy of  fallen human 
civilization. Both are economies, to 
be sure. There is nothing inherently 
wrong with the language of  trade or 
exchange. The astonishing unique-
ness of  the divine exchange, though, 
is that it does not take place at a dis-
tance, mediated by silver or gold. 
Jesus the Lamb sheds his own blood— 
scapegoating no one but himself—in 

order to pay the one price that buys 
back all the lost: “Worthy are you to 
take the scroll and to open its seals, for 
you were slain, and by your blood you 
bought16 people for God from every 

Whatever position 
we may hold, 

left, right, or center, 
we all pretend that 
we don’t live at the 

expense of  other lives.

Revelation portrays 
the stark contrast 

between the economy 
of  God and the 

economy of  fallen 
human civilization.
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tribe and language and people and 
nation, and you have made them a 
kingdom and priests to our God, and 
they shall reign on the earth” (5:9–10). 
Instead of  putting his rightful pos-
sessions to work as slave labor, Jesus 
crowns them as kings and ordains 
them as priests.

But that is not the way of  Baby-
lon. All of  ch. 18 recounts her down-
fall, and yet for all the relief  that her 
evil ways are at an end, you can’t 
miss the undercurrent of  sadness as 
well.17 Human civilization is a mag-
nificent thing. In Babylon’s case, it 
had become so corrupt that as such 
it was beyond redemption; a new city, 
namely the new Jerusalem, would 
have to come and take its place. But 
it would be hard-hearted only to exult 
in Babylon’s failure to be what it might 
have been. A significant part of  its 
failure was how its rich culture, ener-
getic music and craftsmanship, and 
business of  trade—none of  it evil in 
itself—degenerated into horror. The 
long list in vv. 12–13 lulls you into a 
false sense of  security, encouraging 
you to picture in your mind the splen-
dor that once was, until it abruptly 
comes to its shocking conclusion: the 
“bodies and souls of  human beings.” 
Babylon’s trade acknowledged no lim-
its. Everything was for sale, everything. 
Even human bodies; even human 
souls. Human life was not of  the high-
est value.

As an American I hear in these 
words an indictment of  my culture. 
To be sure, after many years living 
outside of  the United States and trav-
eling to far-flung corners of  the earth, 
I have a renewed appreciation for this 
country’s gifts and strengths, not least 
economic. We are (more or less) struc-
tured to reward individuals’ creativity 
and hard work instead of  punishing it 
with endless bureaucracy and taxes, as 
in other developed nations; we have a 
level of  social and financial mobility 
that is the envy of  impoverished lands 
and peoples. I no longer take these 
goods for granted. But I can also no 
longer ignore the extent to which our 
culture is defined by its economy, by 

Babylon’s definition of  trade instead 
of  the Lamb’s definition of  trade. 
Everything is for sale here. Even 
human bodies. Even human souls. 
Human life is just another item in the 
catalogue.

Many have observed that the Scrip-
ture has far more to say about money 
than about sex. The usual inference 
drawn is that sex is less important than 
money. But I suspect the real lesson is 
that, if  money is not managed aright, 
then sex will become only a subset 
of  money, and if  sex—the means by 

which new life comes about—then 
life itself. Human beings will become 
commodities instead of  infinitely valu-
able images of  God. How do we resist 
this human trafficking, which is most 
egregious in the sexual sale of  bod-
ies, yet lies on a continuum with many 
other misuses of  human lives?

A consistent ethic of  life will only 
become possible when we are oper-
ating from the logic of  a different 
economy. The commercium of  Omelas 
and Babylon needs to be transformed 
to the commercium of  the New Jerusa-
lem: the commercium admirabile, better 
known to us in English as the joy-

ful exchange. A truly, authentically, 
consistently Christian life is a life of  
exchanges. “We conclude, therefore,” 
wrote Luther, “that a Christian lives 
not in himself, but in Christ and in 
his neighbor. Otherwise he is not a 
Christian. He lives in Christ through 
faith, in his neighbor through love.”18 
To be an individual is to participate in 
exchanges of  love with others in the 
community. To be a community is 
to be occupied with each individual 
through the bonds of  love. Just as 
these exchanges dispense with ego-
tistical self-centeredness, they also 
dispense with egotistical selflessness; 
one who has no “self ” is incapable of  
loving or being loved. God’s economy 
is an abundance of  selves busy in the 
commerce of  kindness, making trans-
actions of  faith and love at all times, 
where greed is transformed into 
generosity and stinginess into single-
minded devotion.

Thus, for Luther, the gospel calls 
not for privatized communes of  
righteousness—tiny or insular econo-
mies of  supposed purity—but for the 
messy and troublesome business of  
bringing the economy of  the Lamb 
right into the heart of  Babylon through 
the public witness of  family, church, 
and honest trade. Babylon would like 
nothing better than to keep the Lamb 
as one subculture among many (not 
least of  all for the new advertising and 
manufacturing opportunities it opens 
up) while leaving the logic of  the sell-
all marketplace unchallenged.

What lies at the heart of  our 
Babylon’s corruption, its treatment 
of  life as just another commodity to 
be traded? Tracing out the logic of  
Luther’s account of  salvation—which 
ultimately means a real, face-to-face 
encounter with God and a real, face-
to-face encounter with the neighbor, 
forming a self  that is ec-static in the 
deepest sense of  the word—we may 
infer that what our culture fears above 
all is real persons. It wants anything 
but that face-to-face encounter, that 
entanglement with the infinite com-
plexity of  an actual human soul ani-
mating a particular human body. No 

Our culture fears 
above all real persons. 

It wants anything 
but that face-to-face 

encounter, 
that entanglement 
with the infinite 
complexity of  

an actual human 
soul animating 

a particular 
human body.
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dependent, inconvenient fetuses. No 
struggling, nonproductive sufferers of  
mental illness. No costly old age, no 
wounds from a hard life, no unresolved 
hungers, no complicated emotions, no 
migrants from troubled societies, no 
elderly taking their time toward death, 
just cyborg duplicates that fit better on 
an assembly line than in a poem or a 
play. Nothing so exposes the shallow-
ness of  our Babylonian economy, its 
systemic lies in the form of  marketing, 
and our voluntary blindness to its cost 
in human lives and the earth itself, 
like having to reckon with a real live 
human being.

The avoidance of  the person is 
obvious, and easily and appropriately 
criticized, in things like sex traffick-
ing, prostitution, pornography, and 
abortion, all of  which depersonalize 
sexuality and require the elimination 
of  the family. But these are manifesta-
tions of  a deeper and more subtle fear 
of  the person that pervades all of  our 
society and touches even those of  us 
who would scrupulously avoid partici-
pation in such obvious evils. The same 
fear of  the person is seen in the way 
we are taught to construct ourselves 
out of  purchased items, making of  our 
souls a magpie’s nest, opting in or out 

of  trends, signaling our tribal alliances 
with our particular costumes, foods, 
moral codes, fads, ads, and Facebook 
likes. God forbid we should ever be 
left alone with our naked selves— 
bodies unsculpted, souls laid bare 

in all their sins and weaknesses and 
desires and peculiarities. God forbid 
we should ever admit to being crea-
tures who must receive before we can 
act, who must be babies before we can 
be adults, who must be vulnerable 
before we can be champions. What 
is more devastating to the old Adam 
than giving up the illusion of  heroism, 
independence, and righteousness? 
Even we Christians are susceptible to 
these temptations. Even we are lured 
by a simplified façade of  self, sancti-
fied and on the right side of  history. 
We are at our worst when we declare 
what is right and wrong while holding 
real persons at arm’s length.

If  we took a hard look at our 
person-avoidant habits, though, we 
might see clearly how deeply entailed 
in one another are positions that are 
popularly thought to be opposed. 
There is no separating the issue of  
abortion from poverty, and yet some-
how our two political parties and their 
adherents claim one end of  the spec-
trum or the other and refuse to see 
the connection between the two. We 
signal noblesse oblige enlightenment on 
immigrants and race without noticing 
how our open-mindedness is premised 
on the comforts of  a financial security 
built on unjust zoning laws and non-
transparency in industrial production. 
It’s easy to be tolerant when you’re 
rich—until someone asks how you 
got rich. It is obvious to protest the 

ways our military abuses foreigners 
elsewhere on the earth, but we have 
been strangely oblivious to the whole-
sale destruction it has wrought on our 
own Americans, from moral injury to 
physical injury to debilitating ptsd. 
Neighbors near or far, familiar or for-
eign, are all being chewed up and spat 
out by our military operations.

A consistent ethic of  life can and 
should be intelligible to all people of  
good will—and not only intelligible, 
but desirable. But as we know so pain-
fully well, it’s one thing to “have the 
desire to do what is right” and another 
thing entirely to have “the ability to 
carry it out” (Romans 7:18). What we 
need first to experience, and then to 
bear witness to, is getting past the fear 
of  meeting real persons, and of  being 
real persons, with the good news of  a 
God Who turns with favor upon real 
persons in all their failures and vul-
nerabilities. God demands in the first 
place not a perfect self  but a real self. 
A real self  He can redeem, as Jesus did 
in his conversations with sinners and 
demoniacs and prostitutes and centu-
rions. A false self  He can only expose, 
as Jesus did in his confrontations with 
Pharisees and scribes and the rich 
young man. Real selves can form a 
new and life-giving community, as 
did Priscilla and Aquila, the mar-
ried couple of  Acts who were teach-
ers and leaders. False selves with their 
illusions of  sanctity can only destroy 

Resources on the Consistent Life Ethic
Read more in these three classics of  the consistent life ethic, written by a Lutheran, 
Roman Catholic, and liberal Evangelical respectively:

Lowell O. Erdahl, Pro-Life/Pro-Peace: Life-Affirming Alternatives to Abortion, 
War, Mercy Killing, and the Death Penalty (Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1986).

Cardinal Joseph Bernardin, The Seamless Garment: Writings on the Consistent 
Ethic of  Life, ed. Thomas A. Nairn (Maryknoll: Orbis, 2008).

Ronald J. Sider, Completely Pro-Life: Building a Consistent Stance (Eugene: 
Wipf  and Stock, 2010).

These three secular organizations promote a holistic pro-life position and seek to build 
consensus across political and religious lines:

Feminists for Life <www.feministsforlife.org>
Rehumanize International <www.rehumanizeintl.org>
New Wave Feminists <www.newwavefeminists.com>

God demands in the 
first place 

not a perfect self  
but a real self. 
A real self  

He can redeem. 
A false self  

He can only expose.
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themselves and others, as did Ananias 
and Sapphira with their pretensions 
of  greater generosity than they were 
really capable of.

The only option that does not 
lie open to us is to remain our own. 
Either Babylon will buy and own us, 
body and soul, or the Lamb will. It is 
true that we will not arrive at the City 
of  God in this lifetime, on this earth. 
We are always pilgrims implicated 
in the ways of  the City of  Man. But 
even today we can turn our backs on 
Omelas. We can take out first steps 
out of  the city gates. And we can know 
where we are going, those of  us who 
walk away from Omelas. LF
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