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Surprise! The LDS Church can be seen as more
‘pro-choice’ than ‘pro-life’ on abortion. Here’s
why.

(Illustration by Christopher Cherrington | The Salt Lake Tribune)

By Peggy Fletcher Stack  | June 1, 2019, 3:01 p.m. | Updated: June 2, 2019, 11:27 p.m.

It may seem counterintuitive to some, but The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day

Saints leans more toward “pro-choice” on abortion than strictly “pro-life” — and even

many devout members don’t fully grasp that.

That’s partly because, in recent decades, the church has aligned itself on several social

issues with conservative religions, which leads anti-abortion activists to presume Utah’s

predominant faith would favor every effort, including Alabama’s new law, to make

abortion illegal at virtually any point and for any reason. They believe Latter-day Saints

naturally would cheer the undoing of the landmark 1973 Roe v. Wade ruling.

But the Salt Lake City-based faith’s position, which allows for significant exceptions, is

much more complicated than that.
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The church condemns “elective abortion for personal or social convenience" but permits

the procedure in cases of rape or incest, severe fetal defects, or when the life or health of

the mother is in serious jeopardy. Those exceptions pose deep challenges to some of the

new laws springing up across the country and clash with the views of pure “pro-lifers.”

The church also has not, according to its official website, “favored or opposed legislative

proposals or public demonstrations on abortions.”

Every one of the past nine Latter-day Saint presidents — including current prophet

Russell M. Nelson — has condemned elective abortions as evil.

“As a servant of the Lord,” Nelson said in the April 1985 General Conference, a year

after his call to be an apostle, “I dutifully warn those who advocate and practice abortion

that they incur the wrath of Almighty God.”

(Trent Nelson | The Salt Lake Tribune) President Russell M. Nelson speaks during the morning session of the 189th
Annual General Conference of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints in Salt Lake City on Sunday, April 7, 2019.

Although abortion has been a defining topic for many rank-and-file Latter-day Saints

when choosing their personal political allegiances, it has not emerged as one of

Mormonism’s signature issues nor a legislative battle the institutional church has been

willing to join.

Indeed, outside of the faith’s General Conferences in downtown Salt Lake City,

protesters from the religious right frequently show up carrying signs chastising Latter-

https://web.archive.org/web/20210605222938/https://archive.sltrib.com/article.php?id=50690125&itype=CMSID
https://web.archive.org/web/20210605222938/https://www.lds.org/study/ensign/1991/03/news-of-the-church/church-issues-statement-on-abortion?lang=eng
https://web.archive.org/web/20210605222938/https://www.lds.org/general-conference/1985/04/reverence-for-life?lang=eng


10/29/21, 1:30 PM Surprise! The LDS Church can be seen as more ‘pro-choice’ than ‘pro-life’ on abortion. Here’s why.

https://web.archive.org/web/20210605222938/https://www.sltrib.com/religion/2019/06/01/surprise-lds-church-can/ 3/13

protesters from the religious right frequently show up carrying signs chastising Latter

day Saints for not being anti-abortion.

At the same time, the LDS Church’s position is hardly “pro-choice” — at least in the

“rather unnuanced way that permeates public discussion,” says ethicist Courtney

Campbell, a Mormon professor of religion and culture at Oregon State University in

Corvallis, but “rather in the sense that ecclesiastical leadership emphasizes its role in

‘teaching correct principles’ … and relies on the informed judgments of ‘competent’

medical practitioners, permits compassionate exemptions and ultimately defers to

moral agency.”

The church’s stance, says Campbell, who has a forthcoming book on Latter-day Saint

medical ethics, “provides more latitude for choice, rather than an absolutist pro-life

prohibition, such as is present in the Alabama law.”

If Utah legislators — who have also taken recent steps to limit abortions — pushed for a

“fetal heartbeat law like Georgia, Kentucky, Arkansas and Louisiana,” he says, “I don’t

know if the church would feel inclined to support it.”

Instead, the church “can engage in a whole range of education and policy initiatives,

such as access to basic health and maternity care which affirm women’s equality, that

have been shown to dramatically reduce the rate of abortions in other jurisdictions,”

Campbell says, “without directly and paternalistically restricting rights of choice.”

Mormon policies support making abortion “legal, safe and rare,” says Angela Clayton of
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Mormon policies support making abortion legal, safe and rare,  says Angela Clayton of

Scottsdale, Ariz., a blogger with By Common Consent. “This is one issue where both [the

Democratic and Republican] parties’ views are potentially consistent with the church’s

stance.”

The church “does not require that abortion be illegal,” she says, “merely that it be taken

very seriously.”

Roe v. Wade is “not contradicted by the church's policy,” Clayton says in an upcoming

episode of The Salt Lake Tribune’s “Mormon Land” podcast.

The church’s policy “is enabled by Roe v. Wade,” she adds. “The church can be more

strict than Roe v. Wade allows for its church members without applying that standard to

other citizens that are not members of the church. … But, again, we should err a little bit

more on whatever we believe is the right moral choice.”

Latter-day Saints who, under the faith’s guidelines, make the wrong choice and have an

elective abortion “may be subject to church discipline.”

Is there any hope for them? “The answer is yes!” Nelson wrote in October 2008, quoting

the church’s policy that “as far as has been revealed, a person may repent and be

forgiven for the sin of abortion.”

‘Like unto it’
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Mormon founder Joseph Smith offered a revelation, as recorded in Doctrine and

Covenants Section 59, stating, “Thou shalt not … kill, nor do anything like unto it.”

That passage and others have provided the underpinning for the church’s opposition to

elective abortions for more than a century, Lynn D. Wardle, a Brigham Young

University law professor writes in “Teaching Correct Principles: The Experience of The

Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints Responding to Widespread Social

Acceptance of Elective Abortion.”

More than 20 public sermons strongly condemning abortion were delivered by church

leaders between 1857 and 1885, Wardle writes.

Smith’s immediate successor, Brigham Young, decried abortion (which he compared to

“infanticide”) Wardle writes, as being “used by married persons to prevent the expenses

and responsibilities of a family of children.”

(Tribune file photo) Brigham Young, second president of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints

A century later, in the 50 General Conferences between October 1970 and April 1995,

the BYU lawyer reports, church leaders delivered more than 75 sermons addressing the

practice and legalization of elective abortion.

Weeks after the 1973 Roe ruling, the church issued a statement, saying, “Abortion must

be considered one of the most revolting and sinful practices in this day, when we are

witnessing the frightening evidence of permissiveness leading to sexual immorality.”

In that moment, however, the church’s position still allowed for exceptions, including,

“where, in the opinion of competent medical counsel, the life or good health of the

mother is seriously endangered or where the pregnancy was caused by rape and

produces serious emotional trauma in the mother.”

Even as they condemned elective abortions, Latter-day Saint hierarchs never called for a

total ban.

Theology of the soul
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Theology of the soul

Mormon beliefs about God and humanity are unlike most other Christian views

regarding when life begins and the relationship between the body and the spirit.

It teaches that souls were not created by God but have always existed independently and

will exist infinitely into the future.

Young taught that the spirit entered the body with the baby’s “quickening,” or first

breath, an idea also promoted by outspoken Latter-day Saint leaders, including the late

apostle Bruce R. McConkie.

Others see “quickening” as when the mother first feels her fetus move, which varies

from woman to woman.

For Latter-day Saints, the notion of when the spirit enters the body is a tad “murky,”

Clayton says.

The church has never taken an official position on the question.

For those who think that “the fetus is already a soul containing a human spirit, they see

[abortion] as murder because that spirit ‘dies,’ and its mortal probation is over,” Clayton

writes in an email. “But if the spirit enters the body very close to birth, as potentially

evidenced by the Book of Mormon [when the premortal Jesus announces that he is

going to be born the next day] … then the theological assumption would be that the
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going to be born the next day] … then the theological assumption would be that the

spirit of an aborted fetus would go to another body instead.”

And for rigid “pro-life” Latter-day Saints who call abortion murder, they are resorting to

“theological hyperbole,” she writes in her blog, “because we don’t share a set doctrine

that the spirit resides in the body in utero. Theologically, at least, our stance on abortion

is more neutral and less fraught than that of other conservative religions.”

What about fetuses that are miscarried or stillborn?

“Church policy is that miscarriages aren’t put on family records and thus, in one sense,

don’t count as people,” Provo blogger Clark Goble writes at Times and Seasons.

Stillborns — typically death in the third trimester or at time of birth — “are and can be

given a name,” Goble writes. “While this tends to suggest that the church assumes third

trimester fetuses are fully people, it’s also largely a policy open to change and not

intended as a doctrinal claim.”

The line between miscarriage and stillbirth is also “extremely blurry,” he writes, “and

mostly up to the family’s discretion.”

Who makes the call?

The church’s position is that abortion is allowed for those exceptions only after the

“persons responsible have consulted with their bishops and received divine

confirmation through prayer.”
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That worries Clayton.

“I'm not saying don't consult ever with a bishop, but I certainly don't think that your

average bishop is an infallible guide for this kind of decision,” she says on the podcast.

“I also think the term ‘persons responsible’ might give undue equal weighting to both

the husband and the wife.”

To Clayton, it is primarily the woman’s decision “in conjunction with a competent

physician and also prayer,” she says. “I don't discount the value of divine intervention

and prayer and personal revelation in this kind of matter.”

But giving that amount of weight to a bishop’s consultation — someone likely with little

to no training who probably has his own personal biases and ignorance — “frankly, is a

terrible instruction for a lot of bishops out there.”

It’s not that fathers should have no role in the decision, Clayton says, “but I do think

that the woman is the one who is pregnant and needs to have the ultimate say.”

Talk and listen

Mormonism’s speculation about when spirits enter bodies allows for a lot of openness

on the issue, says Blaire Ostler, a self-described queer Latter-day Saint in Provo and

mother of three. “If Brigham Young was correct, you could abort a fetus any time before

a baby breathes ”
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a baby breathes.

There are lots of bodies and lots of spirits, she muses, so it leaves open the possibility

that if one body doesn’t work, another one might.

Ostler believes Young was responding to the circumstances of his time when lots of

babies were stillborn. “It was a comforting theology,” she says, “and practical, too.”

Today, technology can keep babies alive earlier and earlier in gestation.

“I wouldn’t underestimate the impact of being able to see through ultrasounds, etc., a

little human developing,” Ostler says. “If it starts to look like me, I’m going to care for it

more.”

Still, Latter-day Saints can’t ignore the social context surrounding women who choose

to abort. “There are a lot of factors impinging on her choice.”

If the church wants women not to abort their fetuses, she says, “we should be taking

really good care of those who carry them to term.”

Much better sex education and access to birth control would help, Ostler says.

Having dealt with infertility herself and wanting so badly to bring children into the

world (having kids was an “earned experience,” she says), the Utah County mom “is

more biased toward the ‘pro-life’ position."

Ostler hopes progressive members will listen to those who have deeply held beliefs



10/29/21, 1:30 PM Surprise! The LDS Church can be seen as more ‘pro-choice’ than ‘pro-life’ on abortion. Here’s why.

https://web.archive.org/web/20210605222938/https://www.sltrib.com/religion/2019/06/01/surprise-lds-church-can/ 10/13

about the “sanctity of life and how we are going to deal with potential lives.”

She also hopes more conservative believers will understand why others see the politics

of abortion as misogynistic and controlling of women’s bodies.

But it is “impossible to communicate” between the opposite poles when advocates on

both sides are so firmly entrenched, she says. “We need to find more practical ways to

engage in the middle … in real, not just abstract ways.”

A good starting place might be to listen to the stories of women who have had abortions,

Ostler says, and to realize that even some conservative faiths like Mormonism — while

deploring elective abortions — still recognize the need for choice.
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