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Abstract: Cases of pregnancy resulting from rape
constitute some of the most morally complex and
emotionally charged situations in contemporary
bioethical debate. While abortion is often defended in
such circumstances as a response to extreme violence
and trauma, Orthodox bioethics emphasizes that the
theological argumentation for the protection of
unborn human life remains valid, even in tragic
circumstances such as rape or incest. Moreover, it is
argued that abortion is not directed against the
perpetrator of violence but against the innocent
unborn child. At the same time, the article highlights
the indispensable role of pastoral care, stressing the
need for healing, compassionate support, and
concrete assistance for victims of sexual violence.
Finally, adoption is examined as a possible alternative
in cases where the woman is unable to raise the child.
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Introduction

Unlike medical procedures that have become feasible only in
recent decades, abortion has been known and practiced since
antiquity. Despite its long historical presence, it remains one of the
most significant and controversial issues in contemporary
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bioethics. At the same time, abortion constitutes a pressing social
issue, since a large number of abortions are performed each year,
although their frequency varies from one society to another. The
fact that abortion occurs in almost all societies — despite substantial
differences in legal frameworks, religious beliefs, philosophical
views and cultural traditions — demonstrates that it is a major
ethical and social question that justifiably calls for systematic and
interdisciplinary examination.

While the ethical evaluation of abortion is generally regarded
as difficult — since the wishes and rights of the woman come into
tension with the rights of the unborn child — it becomes considerably
more complex when particular circumstances are involved. At the
personal level, every case of unwanted pregnancy is unique, shaped
each time by different conditions and parameters. A woman’s
decision either to continue or to terminate an unwanted pregnancy
may therefore constitute one of the most critical decisions of her life.
For this reason, references to “special circumstances” may at first
appear problematic, insofar as they seem to suggest a distinction
between ordinary and exceptional cases of abortion. In contemporary
ethical discourse, however, the term hard cases is commonly used to
denote situations in which the moral problem of abortion arises in an
especially acute form. Such cases include pregnancies in which the
life of the pregnant woman is endangered by the continuation of the
pregnancy, cases in which a serious fetal anomaly is diagnosed, and,
finally, pregnancies resulting from rape or incest. These tragic
situations raise the ethical question of abortion in a qualitatively
different manner. Some of those who strongly oppose abortion
nevertheless maintain that such cases should be approached with
leniency and should not be subsumed under a general condemnation
of abortion. The present study, however, does not examine all of the
aforementioned situations. Instead, it focuses specifically on
pregnancy resulting from rape and addresses the question of
whether abortion can be morally justified on the basis of Orthodox
Christian ethics.
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1. The Specific Features of the Ethical Problem

At the outset, it should be clarified that cases of incest are also
included here among cases of rape. Admittedly, it is possible for two
adult relatives to enter into a consensual incestuous relationship that
does not fall under the category of rape. In the overwhelming
majority of cases, however, incest involves a father sexually abusing
his underage daughter! and therefore constitutes rape, since a minor
lacks the capacity to give valid consent. In such situations, both
physical and psychological violence are typically exercised in order
to prevent the victim from disclosing the abuse she suffers. Given
that the vast majority of incestuous relationships are cases of rape
and that the ethical issues they raise are largely common, these two
distinct situations are examined together in the present study.

The distinctive character of pregnancy resulting from rape —
and the ensuing ethical debate concerning the permissibility of
abortion — lies primarily in the question of freedom and the moral
responsibility that follows from it. A woman who is raped, by
definition, does not exercise her freedom and therefore bears no
moral responsibility for an event that occurred against her will.
Moreover, not only can she not be held responsible for a pregnancy
resulting from rape or incest, but she must also be regarded as the
victim of profoundly traumatic experiences. In this respect, one of the
central arguments commonly raised against the moral justification of
abortion loses its force. Whereas a core argument advanced by
proponents of abortion appeals to women’s rights over their own
bodies and to the free development of their personality, it is usually
countered by the claim that rights are inseparable from
responsibilities arising from personal choices. In cases of rape and

1 It cannot be ruled out that responsibility for an incestuous relationship
may, in certain cases, be attributed to the woman—for example, in the case
of a relationship between a mother and her fourteen-year-old son. How-
ever, since the vast majority of incestuous relationships involve a father
and his underage daughter, the present discussion refers, as a general
rule, to the woman as the victim of such a relationship.
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incest, however, no such personal choice has been made.
Consequently, the woman cannot be held morally responsible for
actions that were imposed upon her against her will.

Prominent Roman Catholic theologians Richard McCormick
and Johannes Griindel emphasize the profoundly painful
experience of rape and its severe psychological consequences for
the woman, arguing in favor of an exception to the general moral
rejection of abortion. They maintain that, in the mother’s
perception, the child is often associated with the rapist, thereby
continually evoking traumatic memories. The presence of the child
frequently causes serious disruption in the life of an unmarried
young woman, who is suddenly faced with the responsibility of
giving birth to and raising a child on her own. A comparable
disruption may also occur in the life of a married woman, insofar as
her husband is confronted with the prospect of raising a child who
is not biologically his2. Even more complex difficulties arise in cases
of pregnancy resulting from incest, since such situations give rise to
deeply disordered family relationships. Moreover, it appears unjust
to advise the mother to endure the consequences of a criminal act of
which she herself was the victim. A similar position is articulated
by the Roman Catholic theologian Vincent Genovesi, who argues
that an act as exceptionally cruel as rape is thought to justify — and
even to demand - a correspondingly drastic response’. These
views, however, stand in clear tension with the official teaching of
the Roman Catholic Church, which condemns abortion in all cases,
including those following rape or incest*.

2 Richard McCormick, «Notes on Moral Theology», Theological Studies 39
(1978), 128; Johannes Griindel, «Unterbrochene Schwangerschaft. Ein moral-
theologisches Tabu?», Theologie der Gegenwart 13 (1970), 206.

3 Vincent Genovesi, In Pursuit of Love. Catholic Morality and Human Sexuality
(Dublin: 1987), 349.

* For a detailed presentation of the Roman Catholic Church’s position, see
PA. Miltiadis Vantsos, H iepdtnta ¢ Cwne. Ilapovoiaon xai
a&oAoynon amno dnoypn OpOodoénc HOwkne twv Oéoewv tnc Pwuato-
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2. Ethical Assessment

Cases of pregnancy resulting from rape or incest are ad-
dressed systematically by Fr. John Breck in his work The Sacred
Gift of Life: Orthodox Christianity and Bioethics®. There, he argues
that abortion cannot be morally justified, since the theological
grounds for its condemnation remain fully valid. Even in cases
where the unborn child is conceived as a result of rape or incest, a
unique and unrepeatable human person comes into existence —
created in the image of God and called to the prospect of deifica-
tion. For this child as well, the prohibition of killing articulated in
the Decalogue applies, since God alone is Lord of life and death®.
At the same time, the commandment of love extends to every
human being, all the more so to the unborn and defenseless child.
The only situation in which abortion is tolerated is when the con-
tinuation of pregnancy poses an immediate threat to the life of the
woman, insofar as one is then confronted with a tragic choice be-
tween two equally valuable goods: the life of the mother and the
life of the child. In cases of rape or incest, however traumatic these
experiences may be, the moral dilemma does not arise between
two lives, but rather between the life of the unborn child and the
social, psychological, or familial burdens associated with the

rkaBoAixnc ExxAnoiac yid w1 fronOixij, K (Thessaloniki: Sfakianaki Pub-
lications, 2010), 166—169.

5 John Breck, The Sacred Gift of Life. Orthodox Christianity and Bioethics (New
York: St. Vladimir's Seminary Press, 2000). This topic is also addressed
in the following study: Dimitrios Theofanidis, Extpwon petd d&mo
Braopo: n0wkn Oewpnon (Thessaloniki: 2020).

¢ Miltiadis Vantsos, «H dpaipeon 1n¢ Cwne. O pronOikdc mpopAnuatioudc
ota Cntipata tc EkTpwonc kai TtNc evBavaciac», Ilvevuatikn
Awaxovia 4 (2011), 42-52. The same view is expressed by Professor Ale-
xandros Stavropoulos, examining the case of a woman who becomes
pregnant after rape. Alexander Stavropoulos, «I'eveTikn mpopAeypn», Ta-
Tpixt, vol. 30, 2 (1976), 171-172.
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child’s existence’. Undoubtedly, such a position may be perceived
as harsh and unjust toward the woman who is asked to bear the
consequences of an act of which she herself was the victim. Never-
theless, a grave evil — such as rape or incest — cannot be remedied
by the commission of an even greater evil, namely the taking of
the life of an innocent human being?.

A broadly similar line of argument — supported by extensive
legal and philosophical analysis — is advanced by Glenn Cohen. In
critically examining the so - called “moderate” position that seeks
to criminalize abortion while allowing exceptions in cases of rape
or incest, he argues that, once it is accepted that the embryo pos-
sesses a right to life and that the woman’s interests in bodily integ-
rity and reproductive freedom do not override that right, the cir-
cumstances of conception cannot change the moral gravity of the
act. This conclusion, he maintains, follows from the fact that the
embryo is an innocent third party, and that criminal law does not
recognize a right to kill a third party on the grounds of self - de-
fense or psychological distress®.

Abortion following rape nevertheless constitutes a relatively
rare occurrence. According to statistical data from the United States
of America, approximately half a million rapes are reported annual-
ly, fewer than 1% of which result in pregnancy. This low percent-
age can be explained by several factors, including the fact that
many women are not fertile at the time of the assault for a variety
of reasons — such as natural or medically induced infertility, non -
fertile age, non - fertile days of the menstrual cycle, the use of con-
traceptive methods, or disturbances of ovulation caused by psycho-
logical trauma. In addition, a significant proportion of perpetrators,

7 Breck, The Sacred Gift..., 160-163.

8 Breck, The Sacred Gift...,168.

° Glenn Cohen, «Are All Abortions Equal? Should There Be Exceptions to the
Criminalization of Abortion for Rape and Incest?», Journal of Law, Medicine
and Ethics, 43, 1, (2015), 87-104.
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estimated at around 48%, exhibit some form of sexual dysfunction
at the time of the assault™.

Many of those who morally oppose abortion in cases of rape ar-
gue that even these relatively few pregnancies could have been avoid-
ed had the victim sought immediate medical assistance. Since the con-
ception of human life is a process that unfolds over more than twenty -
four hours, appropriate hormonal treatment may, in certain cases, pre-
vent the initiation or completion of fertilization'!. Fr. John Breck ob-
serves that in such situations pharmacological agents are often admin-
istered — such as Ovral — which, although generally classified as contra-
ceptives, act by preventing the implantation of an already fertilized
ovum in the uterus'2. While Fr. John Breck appears to reject the use of
methods that inhibit implantation, Stanley Harakas considers the use
of such methods acceptable in order to prevent pregnancy following
rape or incest, insofar as he recommends medical interventions prior to
fertilization or implantation'®. By contrast, the Orthodox scholar Hugo
Tristram Engelhardt, in examining this issue, maintains that the pre-
vention of implantation—although it does not constitute abortion—
cannot be regarded as an ethically sound act™.

10 Teresa Beem, «The ‘Hard Cases of Abortion’», David Larson (ed.), Abortion. Ethical
Issues and Options (Loma Linda: Center for Christian Bioethics), 1992, 156.

" Dimitru Macaila, The Right to Life. The Eastern Orthodox Christian Perspec-
tive on Abortion (Salisbury, Massachusetts: 2001), 156; John Feinberg —
Paul Feinberg, Ethics for a Brave New World (Wheaton: 1993), 79.

12 Breck, The Sacred Gift..., 164.

13 He writes: "In cases of rape or incest, due to the unnatural and often violent
character of these crimes, as well as the danger of disease, it is urged that medi-
cal procedures take place as soon as possible to flush out the sperm before fertili-
zation or implantation can occur ... But once implantation occurs, the pregnant
woman should carry the child to term, and the alternative of adoption should be
approached in a spirit of Christian love." Stanley Harakas, Contemporary
Moral Issues. Facing the Orthodox Christian (Minneapolis: 1982), 85-86.

14 Hugo Tristram Engelhardt, The Foundations of Christian Bioethics (Lisse:
Swets & Zeitlinger, 2000), 280-281.
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Irrespective of how this specific issue is assessed, recourse to
medical assistance after rape is relatively uncommon. As has been
noted, a raped woman often experiences feelings of defilement and
vulnerability and must overcome intense emotions of shame or
even guilt. This psychological condition is frequently aggravated by
the widespread perception that the woman herself bears some re-
sponsibility for the rape, on the assumption that she may have indi-
rectly or directly provoked the perpetrator through her behavior.
Under the impact of shock, it is therefore extremely difficult for her
to think calmly and to seek timely medical help?®.

3. Pastoral Response

The rejection of abortion does not imply indifference to the
trauma suffered by the victim, who unquestionably requires
concrete and sustained pastoral care. Fr. John Breck observes that
rape does not affect the victim alone, but also has profound
consequences for the family, the parish community, and society
more broadly. Efforts should therefore be directed both toward
prevention and—once such harm has occurred —toward
compassionate support and the provision of all possible assistance
throughout the course of the pregnancy and beyond. If, after the
initial shock has subsided, the woman feels unable to accept the
situation and to raise the child she is carrying, Fr. John Breck
proposes adoption as a possible course of action: the woman gives
birth to the child and subsequently entrusts it to adoptive parents.
Abortion, however, does not constitute an appropriate solution,
since, in addition to terminating the life of the unborn child, it often
further burdens the woman’s psychological state by generating
additional feelings of guilt'®.

Fr. Epiphanios Theodoropoulos emphasizes that a faithful
Christian woman would not resort to abortion but would instead

15 Breck, The Sacred Gift..., 164.
16 Breck, The Sacred Gift..., 163.
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give birth to the child and undertake its upbringing. Acting out of
love for Christ, she would not take into account the hardships,
social criticism, or reproaches she might face and, for this reason,
would be spiritually rewarded with what he describes as a “crown
of martyrdom.” In support of this position, he refers to a
comparable example drawn from hagiographical tradition, namely
that of Saint Theodora, whose memory is commemorated by the
Church on 11 September. According to the tradition, Saint
Theodora lived an ascetic life in a male monastery, disguised as a
man under the name Theodoros. When she was falsely accused by
a woman of having impregnated her, she endured the slander with
patience and, after the child was born, assumed responsibility for
its upbringing while living in a small dwelling outside the
monastery. She bore daily reproaches and humiliations until her
death, at which point it was revealed that she was in fact a woman.
As Fr. Epiphanios Theodoropoulos notes, by choosing not to
vindicate herself but to endure suffering, she was deemed worthy
of the Lord’s blessing and thus became an exemplar for Christian
women who may be called upon to raise a child against their will'?.

The only instance in which abortion following rape appears to
be regarded as justifiable from an Orthodox perspective is found in
an older Greek secondary - school textbook of Religious Education.
There it is stated that “only in exceptional cases, for medical reasons
(risk to the mother’s life) and situational reasons (cases of rape), is the
termination of pregnancy considered acceptable”s.

17 Epiphanios Theodoropoulos, Ipoyauiaiar oxéoeis — IMoAitikog yapoc —
AuBAawceic (Athens: 1986), 76. The same view, namely that abortion
cannot be morally justified, even after rape, is also expressed by the late
Metropolitan of Piraeus Kallinikos Karousos, without, however, ex-
plaining it further. Kallinikos Karousos (Metropolitan of Piraeus), H oi-
Koyévela 076 otéxaotpo (Athens: 1987), 56.

18 Ministry of National Education and Religious Affairs — Pedagogical
Institute (eds.), @¢uata Xpotiavikne HOwkne I'" Eviaiov Avkeiov (Ath-
ens: 2001), 127.
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With regard to the possibility of abortion following incest
between a father and his minor daughter, Fr. John Breck observes
that such abusive relationships typically extend over long periods
of time and are accompanied by severe physical and psychological
violence. The father, as the perpetrator, often uses physical abuse
and intimidation in order to prevent his daughter from disclosing
the criminal acts to her mother or to other persons. For this reason,
in a significant number of cases the pregnant girl does not wish to
undergo an abortion, since she may consciously or unconsciously
perceive the birth of the child as a possible way of escaping the
ongoing abuse. In such circumstances, abortion not only further
burdens the young woman’s psychological condition by generating
additional feelings of guilt, but also reinforces what Fr. John Breck
describes as a “law of silence” imposed by the father, thereby
perpetuating the abusive situation®.

Indeed, according to the findings of a study involving 252
women who underwent abortion following incest, the choice of
abortion did not function therapeutically for the victim®. In this
context, Fr. John Breck emphasizes the crucial role that the priest is
called to play, in cooperation with the physician, since the family
requires both spiritual guidance and appropriate psychological
support. Particular care must be directed toward the girl herself,
who is the tragic victim of the incestuous relationship, in order to
help her overcome feelings of fear, shame, and guilt. If the girl
wishes to raise the child, she should be supported in this decision
by all involved. The care of the child and the development of a
loving relationship with it may in such cases have a therapeutic
effect. Otherwise, Fr. John Breck once again proposes adoption as
an alternative solution?'.

19 Breck, The Sacred Gift..., 167-169.
20 David Reardon, Aborted Women. Silent No More (Chicago, 1987), 199.
2 Breck, The Sacred Gift..., 167-169.
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Conclusion

Cases of pregnancy resulting from rape or incest are
unquestionably among the most morally challenging situations. On
the one hand, the rejection of abortion may appear insufficiently
attentive to the profound and painful experiences of women who
have been subjected to extreme violence. On the other hand, the
acceptance of abortion entails the deliberate termination of a
human life and calls into question the theological teaching
concerning the inherent value of life.

From a human perspective, it is understandable that a
woman who has been raped may decide not to give birth to a child
who constantly recalls a deeply traumatic experience, or that a
young girl who has endured prolonged physical and sexual abuse
at the hands of her own father may reach a similar decision. It may
reasonably be regarded as unjust to impose upon the woman the
consequences of a barbaric act of which she herself was the tragic
victim. Yet one injustice cannot be rectified through the commission
of a second injustice. Abortion, moreover, is not directed against
the perpetrator of violence but against the unborn child, who is not
only innocent but, irrespective of the circumstances of conception,
remains the child of the woman who carries it. As Fr. John Breck
aptly observes, in both of these tragic cases the reasons for which
Orthodox bioethics rejects abortion remain fully applicable, while
at the same time particular emphasis is placed on pastoral
responsibility for healing and concrete, compassionate support.
When a woman is unable to bear the weight of psychological
pressure and the additional difficulties involved, the proposed
solution of adoption — while certainly not an ideal outcome — may
nevertheless constitute, according to the present analysis, a viable
alternative. In this way, the life of the child is preserved and the
child is given the possibility of growing up within a caring family
environment provided by adoptive parents.
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