
RESPECT LIFE ISSUES I: 
CHILDREN AS A GIFT FROM GOD 

October is Respect Life Month, and I hope to address a broad range of these issues this month. The 
Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith’s Instruction Dignitas Personae (DP) was one of the most 
crucial Vatican documents that I read in the seminary. Written in 1987, it shaped my basic understanding 
of certain bioethical questions, many of which are increasingly controversial. Its opening sentence set the 
tone: “The dignity of a person must be recognized in every human being from conception to natural 
death.” Today, I’d like to reflect briefly on the first part of that phrase– from conception– because we 
must never fail to recognize our responsibility to protect human life at its most vulnerable stage. In a 2008 
address to an international Congress celebrating the 40th anniversary of Humanae Vitae, Pope Benedict 
XVI remarked that man and woman “make it clear that at the origin of their spousal life there is a genuine 
‘yes’ which is pronounced and truly lived in reciprocity, remaining ever open to life.” He spoke of the 
beauty of new life: “Life is always a precious gift; every time we witness its beginnings we see the power 
of the creative action of God.” Keeping in mind both the natural and supernatural aspects of Christian 
Marriage, couples are called to fully respect their own humanity and the gift of life from God.  

When the Church expresses reservations about certain aspects of technology, it ought not to be seen as a 
“slam” against medicine, but rather a clarification on the proper balance that we must keep among God’s 
laws, natural law and scientific research. We can neither be afraid of science, nor can we see it as a 
panacea to all of our individual or societal ills. While science has made tremendous advances, it also has 
presented us with significant ethical concerns. In brief, not all that is scientifically possible is therefore 
morally acceptable. The Church recognizes that science provides “an invaluable service to the integral 
good of the life and dignity of every human being.” In fact, the development of fetology and ultrasound 
technology has resulted in millions being able to see the true humanity of a fetus in the womb. Using the 
technical scientific terms such as embryo or fetus in no way diminishes one’s humanity. They are 
developmental terms, just as are toddler and teenager. Yet, the human being can never be reduced to a 
mere collection of cells. The embryonic human body develops progressively according to a well-defined 
program with its proper finality. (DP # 4) This is why the human being must be treated as a person at any 
and all of its stages. 

We must now consider a difficult question that gets to the heart of these foundational principles. “Does a 
couple have a right to a child or is a child a gift from God?” The manner in which we answer this question 
will inform all future debate and discussions. Infertility is a tremendous burden for couples who desire to 
conceive, and I’ll never pretend to understand the “roller coaster” of emotions they experience while 
trying to begin a family. Yet, the fundamental principles underlying our response need constant 
reinforcement, as too often they are lost in the midst of the understandable desire of struggling couples to 
become parents. But we must step back to evaluate. The Church draws upon both reason and faith in this 
endeavor. If one believes that a couple has an “innate right” to a child, then it is of much less consequence 
how that child is conceived. But starting from the view that there is no such right, then the calculus is 
changed.  

In Vitro Fertilization (IVF) techniques involve either married couples (called homologous artificial 
fertilization) or increasingly, they involve third party intrusions into the relationship (e.g. surrogates and 
sperm donors), not to mention occasional documented mix-ups in the clinics. In 2009, one Ohio couple 
actually returned their newborn son to a couple, upon realizing that the wrong embryo had been 
implanted! Extremely complicated legal issues have arisen over these issues, including when a surrogate 
mother decides to keep the child. But most importantly, numerous embryos are destroyed as doctors select 
those with the best chance of surviving the process of implantation, leading to live births.  
For couples struggling with infertility, there are morally licit options, about which I have previously 
written. Techniques which act as an aid to the conjugal act and its fertility are permitted, as are medical 
procedures that seek to remove obstacles to natural fertilization, such as hormonal treatments for 



infertility, surgery for endometriosis, unblocking of fallopian tubes or their surgical repair. “To couples 
who cannot have children of their own,” St. John Paul II affirmed during his Homily at the Mass for the 
Families on February 13, 1982: “…you are no less loved by God; your love for each other is complete 
and fruitful when it is open to others” and their needs. Pope Francis has affirmed: “Jesus does not 
abandon those whom he loves.” Let us support couples who sincerely seek children, pointing the way in 
truth and in love. 

• After two months, the Archbishop of Rouen presided at the ceremony to reopen the church in which 
Fr. Jacques Hamel was brutally murdered by ISIS while offering Mass. The ceremony was held 
in the quiet town of Saint-Étienne-du-Rouvray. Pope Francis has given the go ahead to initiate the 
slain priest’s beatification process.  

• Doña Penha, aged 101 and living at a nursing home in Rio de Janeiro, suddenly became a Facebook 
sensation when she made her first Holy Communion. After moving in to the nursing facility, she 
began to attend Mass with the residents and the nuns realized that she had never been prepared for 
Holy Communion. She is lucid and was able to take instructions. The photos of her receiving Holy 
Communion with her white dress and mantilla are precious. 

• Better late than never–I received a letter from the IRS recently and as I opened it, was preparing for 
the worst. But to my surprise, they had discovered an “overpayment” in my 2012 return and 
indicated that I would receive a refund “within four to eight weeks.” They even apologized for any 
inconvenience caused by the delay. I pinched myself, lest I suddenly awake from a dream. The 
check arrived in less than a week and I made a beeline for the nearest Wells Fargo ATM to deposit 
my newly found wealth! 

• Crashing the party….rather than purchase a ticket to the Ryder Cup, a pilot thought it would be nifty 
to land his single prop float plane on Hazeltine Lake, just off the seventh green on Sunday. 
Described as the “most imbecilic thing” the Chaska Police had ever seen (air space was obviously 
restricted during the golf classic), the pilot was apprehended by two policemen paddling in an 
eight-foot rowboat! If I were the judge, I’d sentence him to repairing all the divots on the course. 

• Though not himself Catholic, Arnold Palmer’s Memorial Service was held at Saint Vincent 
Archabbey Basilica in Latrobe, PA. Arnie was a dear friend to the Benedictines there, and was 
known to attend Mass there on Sundays. Archabbot Douglas Nowicki was at his bedside when he 
died. 

Sincerely in Christ, 

Fr. John L. Ubel, 
Rector 

  
 


