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This journal is dedicated to the aborted, the bombed, the  

executed, the euthanized, the abused, the raped, and all other vic-
tims of violence, whether that violence is legal or illegal.

We have been told by our society and our culture wars that those 
of us who oppose these acts of violence must be divided. We have 
been told to take a lukewarm, halfway attitude toward the victims 
of violence. We have been told to embrace some with love while  
endorsing the killing of others.

We reject that conventional attitude, whether it’s called Left or 
Right, and instead embrace a consistent ethic of life toward all vic-
tims of violence. We are Life Matters Journal, and we are here be-
cause politics kills.

Disclaimer
The views presented in this journal do not necessarily represent the 
views of all members, contributors, or donors. We exist to present 
a forum for discussion within the Consistent Life Ethic, to promote  
discourse and present an opportunity for peer-review and dialogue.

letter from the editor
Dear Reader,
It is with mixed emotions that I write 

to you. I have accepted a job offer at a 
local institute that conducts research 
on best practices in palliative and hos-
pice care, and so I will unfortunately 
be ending my time with Rehumanize 
International. I fully intend to continue 
to support Rehumanize financially and through volunteer 
work, because I truly believe in the work my coworkers 
will continue doing.

I have been so honored to learn from all the wonderful 
people in the Consistent Life Ethic movement, including 
those who are featured in this August issue of Life Matters 
Journal. We have Samuel B. Parker addressing the incon-
sistencies highlighted by the Titan and Trawler tragedies; 
John Whitehead continuing his excellent coverage of in-
ternational conflicts, this time in Russia and Sudan; a poi-
gnant creative piece from former LMJ editor in chief Mary 
Stroka; a refleciton on the future of military artificial intel-
ligence by our newest staff writer, Joseph Buonanno; and 
Grattan Brown, STD, continuing his Pro-Life Professional 
Insight series with Susan Bane, MD.  

Although I am excited for my new role, I will miss all 
of the friends I've made over the past three years in my 
role at Rehumanize. I have confidence that my colleagues 
will be able to carry on and continue the work without me, 
but please give them a little extra grace over the next few 
months as they make the transition!

Once again, it has truly been a great privilege to get to 
know all of you over the past three years; I wouldn't trade 
it for anything.

For peace and life,

Sarah Slater



On June 14th, a small fishing trawler — reportedly 
bound for Italy from North Africa, and 

packed with over 700 migrant men, women, and children — capsized 
and sank in the Mediterranean Sea off the coast of Greece.1 Dozens 
of bodies have been recovered, and hundreds more are missing and  
presumed dead.

And all this week, the world has been riveted on maritime  
disaster. But not that one.

Only four days after the migrants aboard the stricken boat met a har-
rowing end, another vessel vanished in the depths of the North Atlan-
tic. A tiny submersible dubbed the “Titan,” owned and operated by the 
tourism and exploration firm OceanGate, lost contact with its auxiliary 
support ship while ferrying passengers and crew to the ocean floor to 
see the wreckage of the infamous Titanic.2

But you probably already knew about that.  
Many have already compared the media coverage of the two events, 

and criticized the glaring disparities. While the plight of the trawler 
occupied headlines for perhaps a day, outlets have provided round-the-
clock coverage of every possible aspect of the Titan’s disappearance. 

We received minute-by-minute breakdowns of the search and rescue 
operations, including analysis on exactly how many hours of oxygen 
remained for the five stranded occupants of the Titan. We were fed “ex-
pert” speculations as to the probable conditions inside the craft and 
the mentalities of those aboard it, as well as testimonials from people 
who had been inside of — or perhaps had once considered being inside 
of — the sub. We learned the apparently vital distinction between a 
“submarine” and a “submersible.” We even read about OceanGate CEO 
Stockton Rush’s history of political donations, and about the antics of 
his stepson during the crisis.3,4 

The trawler gets a cursory nod. The Titan gets chronic, obsessive at-
tention that somehow inexplicably includes Blink-182,  OnlyFans mod-
els, and the opinion of Cardi B.

As repulsive as this incongruity is, it is not even the most damning 
thing about the confluence of these two events.

For days on end, governments and private contractors joined forces 
to comb through an area of the Atlantic that is twice the size of the 
U.S. state of Connecticut, desperately racing the clock to find the Titan. 
Planes and ships scoured the surface, while GPS and sonar were used to 
troll the depths. Thousands of man-hours and millions of dollars were 
doubtless spent.

And that is the correct response. When human lives are at stake, no 

time should be wasted and no expense should be spared. Every poten-
tial option ought to be explored. When it is possible — and it is often 
possible — we ought to do everything within our power to save human 
lives: every one of them, every time.

Therein lies the true tragedy of the trawler.
No expansive, painstaking search was necessary. Its exact loca-

tion was known for an entire day. That it was in distress was ob-
vious. Hundreds of human lives hung in the balance. Virtually  
nothing was done.

The government of Greece initially indicated that the migrants 
aboard the trawler declined assistance and insisted that they were not 
in any danger. But substantial evidence contradicts this claim.

Representatives for Alarm Phone, a hotline for “boatpeople in dis-
tress,” said that the “boat… reported being in trouble” well before its 
ultimate demise.5 Per the BBC, marine traffic data suggests that the 
trawler was stranded and listing for hours, despite the Greek coast-
guard’s contention that the fishing boat was on a steady course for the 
Italian coast, and thus, did not require aid.6 Several Greek officials have 
even accused the Greek coastguard of attempting to tow the vessel into 
Italian waters, thus wiping their hands of the situation entirely.

We may never know what, precisely, unfolded in the waters of the 
Mediterranean that day, but one thing is clear: multiple European gov-
ernments were aware of the developing catastrophe, but they decided 
that it was someone else’s problem. Hundreds of people were left to 
drown as a result.

Look away.
And this is not the first time this has happened. Only a few months 

before, the government of Malta reportedly refused to save a simi-
larly imperiled boat after the captain abandoned it and passengers 
called for help.7 In a gross violation of international maritime laws, the 
Maltese government, rather than collecting the nearly 400 people on-
board and bringing them to safety, allegedly ordered merchant ships 
to supply the craft with sufficient supplies to limp onward to Italy:  
someone else’s problem.8

It is a tale of two tragedies: the Titan and the trawler. But in an-
other sense, it is the tale of a thousand tragedies in a world that has 
become callous and numb to the mundanity of entirely preventable  
migrant deaths.

Shame on us.
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Current Events

T
he brief uprising in Russia by members of the Wagner Group 
private security force at the end of June was a warning. It 
was a warning to Russian President Vladimir Putin about 
how potentially fragile his regime is. It was also a warning to 
western nations and the rest of the world about how Russia 

can spin dangerously out of control.
Essentially a mercenary army, the Wagner Group has been in-

volved over the years in Russian military operations in Ukraine, 
both in 2014 and during the current Russian invasion. The Wagner 
Group’s chief, the ex-con businessman Yuri Prigozhin, has been 
publicly and harshly critical of the Russian military establishment’s 
conduct of the invasion — notable behavior in Russia, where dis-
sent is frequently repressed.1

Prigozhin’s criticism took a far more dramatic turn on Friday, 
June 23, when he claimed that regular Russian military forces had 
violently attacked Wagner Group forces. He also made a furious de-
nunciation of the Ukraine war more generally: Prigozhin attacked 
the Russian Defense Ministry for its ineffective prosecution of the 
war and the major Russian losses in Ukraine, declaring “Someone 
should answer for the lives of those soldiers."2    

The Wagner Group followed these words with actions on Sat-
urday, June 24, by seizing control of the city of Rostov-on-Don 
in southern Russia. Prigozhin declared the intention to march on 
Moscow. Some low-level fighting with Russian state forces may 
have occurred. The crisis was defused at least partly through the 
intervention of Belarusian President Aleksandr Lukashenko. The 
Wagner Group stopped their uprising, the Russian government of-
fered a general amnesty to Wagner forces, and Prigozhin agreed to 
go into exile in Belarus.3

As of this writing, Prigozhin’s near-rebellion has not led to 
other uprisings against the government. Nevertheless, the in-
cident demonstrates that Putin’s regime is vulnerable to  
internal challenges. 

The primary reason for the uprising is Russia’s disastrous  
invasion of Ukraine. Precise losses are unknown, but the Russians 

have likely suffered tens of thousands of troops killed and wounded 
since the war began in February 2022.4 Russia has little to show for 
these losses, having failed to conquer Ukraine and occupying only 
a relatively small portion of Ukrainian territory that Russian forces 
are struggling to hold onto.

Defeat and humiliation in war often leads to the downfall of 
authoritarian rulers, especially in Russia. Military disasters in the 
Russo-Japanese War of 1904-05 and in World War I led to massive 
upheaval in Russia and ultimately to the tsarist regime’s collapse. 
Putin implicitly acknowledged this precedent in his comments on 
the Wagner Group uprising.5

To many in the west, and certainly to Ukrainians, Putin’s down-
fall may seem like a positive outcome to the current war. However, 
the reality of regime change in Russia may well be very different 
from what opponents of Putin hope for. 

Regime change has a mixed historical record. Such a change by 
violent external intervention, as in Afghanistan, Iraq, and Libya, 
has led to years of war, instability, and human suffering.6 Even in-
ternal, largely nonviolent political change, as in Egypt or Sudan, 
can lead to new repressive regimes or to violent conflict.7 Russia’s 
own history of regime change is hardly encouraging: the collapse 
of the tsarist regime led to civil war and eventually repressive Com-
munist rule; the collapse of the Soviet Union led to a decade of 
instability and Putin’s eventual rise.8 

Putin’s overthrow, whether by Prigozhin or anyone else, is un-
likely to lead to stable, humane, democratic government in Russia. 
Regime change is far more likely to lead either to a new repressive 
regime or to instability, even civil war.

Instability in Russia would likely be a disaster. At best, instabil-
ity could spark a new refugee crisis and further disruptions to the 
world food supply.9 At worst, instability could lead to tremendous 
violence and a loss of centralized control over Russia’s massive nu-
clear weapons arsenal. None of these outcomes would be good for 
the Russian people or the world.

What could help avert such dangerous upheaval is a goal that was 
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worth pursuing even before Prigozhin’s uprising: seeking a cease-
fire in the Ukraine war. Having faced a serious threat to his power 
because of the war, Putin may now be more willing to negotiate and 
accept some face-saving settlement. Ukraine, as well as its western 
supporters such as the United States, would do well to seek such a 
settlement. Even if a settlement means freezing the current battle 
lines and leaving Russian forces in control of part of Ukraine, that 
would be a potentially less destructive option than internal turmoil 
in Russia.

The parties to the Ukraine war should seek peace before war 
turns into chaos.  
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Current Events

A
lthough the war between Ukraine and Russia has dominat-
ed the news, other countries have been suffering through 
their own violent conflicts in recent years. In this and other 
pieces, I highlight contemporary wars and other conflicts 
that are too often overlooked.

Sudan faces a looming civil war. Having long been plagued 
by political instability and violence, the country must now deal 
with a military divided into warring factions. These factions are 
trying to resolve their differences in the streets of Khartoum, the 
capital, as well as elsewhere in Sudan. The civil strife has already 
killed hundreds and displaced hundreds of thousands of Suda-
nese.1 This crisis requires diplomacy to reach an agreement among 
the various parties involved as well as humanitarian assistance to  
those in need.

Struggling for Democracy
A religiously and ethnically diverse nation of some 45 million 

people in East Africa, Sudan has long experienced internal con-
flict and struggles against an authoritarian central government.2 
For 30 years, Sudan was ruled by President Omar al-Bashir, who 
prosecuted two major violent, repressive campaigns against dif-
ferent groups within Sudan. The first campaign was against the 
country’s southern region and ultimately ended with that region 
seceding in 2011 to form the Republic of South Sudan. The sec-
ond was a counter-insurgency campaign in the 2000s against 
the northwestern region of Darfur, which drew widespread  
international condemnation.3 

Sudan moved toward democracy in 2018 when economic hard-
ships sparked widespread protests. The protests eventually led 
Sudan’s military to withdraw support for President al-Bashir and 
opened a path toward a new regime.4 In 2019, a coalition of civilian 
opposition groups reached an agreement with the military to form 
a new transitional government, with elections to be held later. The 
new prime minister was Abdalla Hamdok, an economist and for-
mer United Nations official.5 

Democratic hopes were dashed in 2021, however, when the mili-
tary seized power in a coup. Since then, Hamdok and other civilians 
have wrangled with the military authorities over Sudan’s political 
future. Late last year, the different parties reached an agreement for 
a two-year transition back to civilian rule.6  

Feuding Military Commanders
Despite this progress, the conflict took a new form when splits 

appeared within Sudan’s military leadership. The two key players 
have been General Abdel-Fattah al-Burhan and Lieutenant-Gen-
eral Mohammed Hamdan Dagalo. Each of these men played a 
major role in the old al-Bashir regime. Al-Burhan, the head of 
Sudan’s army, comes from the traditional military elite and was 
involved in the campaigns against both the south and Darfur. 
Hamdan has a less conventional background; he comes from Dar-
fur and organized the militias, known as Janjaweed, that brutally 
suppressed Darfurian opposition to the regime.7 His participa-
tion in the Darfur campaign gave Hamdan power, and his Jan-
jaweed became an official paramilitary group known as the Rapid  
Support Forces (RSF).8

A point of contention between al-Burhan and Hamdan is the fate 
of the RSF. Under the plan to return to civilian government, the 
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RSF would be integrated into the regular military, which would 
mean the loss of Hamdan’s independent power base. Al-Burhan’s 
side maintained the integration should take two years; Hamdan’s 
side insisted on 10 years.9 Before the details could be resolved, the 
factions deployed forces in Khartoum and elsewhere and fighting 
broke out in late April.10

The fighting has been concentrated in the capital and two adjoin-
ing cities, as well as the Darfur region.11 In mid-May, the Sudanese 
ministry of health reported 600 civilians killed and more than 5,000 
injured. The actual numbers may well be much higher. The conflict 
has also disrupted electricity and water supplies in Khartoum.12

Many Sudanese — tens of thousands, according to an April Unit-
ed Nations estimate — have fled the country, going to neighboring 
nations such as Chad, Egypt, South Sudan, and the border between 
Ethiopia and Eritrea.13 The United States and other nations have 
shut down their embassies in Sudan.14

The Human Toll
Beyond those directly killed or injured, the emerging civil war is 

worsening Sudan’s humanitarian situation. Even before the current 
hostilities, the UN World Food Programme estimated that more 
than a third of Sudanese faced acute food insecurity.15 While 16 
million people needed humanitarian assistance before the conflict, 
25 million now do.16

The World Health Organization estimates that fighting has ef-
fectively closed two-thirds of the hospitals in combat areas. Emad 
Abdel Moneim, the general manager of the country’s largest mater-
nity hospital, reports that the fighting forced hospital staff to relo-
cate in April. The staff moved many patients, but a lack of properly 
equipped ambulances forced them to leave behind patients on ven-
tilators or in incubators.17

Lack of staff and electricity resulting from the conflict has taken its 
toll on the children in Mygoma, a state-run orphanage in Khartoum. 
Dr. Doaa Ibrahim estimates that the dangers caused by fighting re-
duced orphanage staff to about 20 caretakers for roughly 400 chil-
dren. According to Dr. Abeer Abdullah, at least 50 children, many 
of them babies, have died at Mygoma since the conflict began. Mal-
nourishment and dehydration contributed to the children’s deaths. 
As Abdullah commented, “They needed to be fed every three hours. 
There was no one there…We tried to give intravenous therapy but 
most of the time we couldn’t rescue the children.”18

The Need for a Ceasefire
Ending this crisis will require a ceasefire between the military 

factions that allows aid to reach those who need it, both inside Su-
dan and among the Sudanese refugees. Some brief ceasefires have 
been possible since the conflict broke out in April, and more lasting 
ones might be possible in the future.19

In the longer term, Sudan needs a peace process that can bring 
both the military factions and civilian groups together to negotiate 
some kind of power-sharing arrangement that at least brings a de-
gree of stability to the country. 

A variety of countries and groups could play a constructive role 
in helping the Sudanese stop the conflict. Egypt, which neighbors 
Sudan and has received roughly 50,000 refugees since the conflict 
began, has an interest in a stable Sudan. The Egyptians might be 
able to bring the Sudanese factions together for negotiations.20 

Saudi Arabia and the United States have had some success 
in brokering cease-fires between Sudan’s military factions and 
might be able to continue these successes.21 The United Nations 
and regional organizations such as the Arab League or the Af-
rican Union, both of which Sudan belongs to, could also help  
arrange negotiations. 

These countries and organizations should also work to ensure 
humanitarian aid reaches the many people harmed and displaced 
by the conflict. Those interested in supporting private humanitari-
an efforts in Sudan should consider giving to Action against Hun-
ger , Catholic Relief Services , and Islamic Relief USA.

Sudan’s situation is already dire. The Sudanese people need  
action before their country descends further into chaos.
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Creative

“Oh come, divine Messiah.” The words hit me differently this year. 
Hearing them from the choir, sung to the merry tune, didn’t feel real. 
It was as if a bird were happily calling to a bobcat that it knew could 
very easily eat it. It just didn’t work.

My mom had been dead three weeks, which already felt like an eter-
nity. There still weren’t any better answers for why she was gone. We 
really didn’t notice the signs of dementia until it was too late for us to 
ask her what she “would have wanted” for her death. As if she would 
have wanted any of this though. It had all been such an excruciating 
ordeal. One that we just couldn’t see joy in, neither during nor after.

Until she came.
Angeline Duphrees Moran was her name. But everyone just started 

calling her “Lene,” since, well, she would.
Lene was the kind of woman who had an uncanny way of radiating 

love, if that’s what you’d call it. For reasons no one quite understood, 
she was persistent in consistently asking something of and for every-
one who surrounded her.

My brother Todd, for instance, was surprised when Lene had the 
nerve to ask him to go into town and find her soap, and not just any 
soap. It had to be a foamy, lavender hand soap that was antibacterial.

“Why don’t you get that yourself?” Todd tried asking her.
“Well, now, honey, then you would need to be here to mind the stove, 

now, wouldn’t you?”
“The stove? What are you up to now?”
“The usual,” Lene said.
You had to admit, it was the usual, for her. Ever since she’d come to 

Martingale, she’d been the same way: different.
We didn’t quite know how to be around her, which would have been 

awkward any other year. But this year, in these weeks as Mom was dy-
ing and those weeks that had passed since her death, it was refreshing 
to have another topic to discuss and to concern ourselves with.

Angeline pulled us back to life when we had just wanted to pull away.

Lene
By Mary Stroka
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The Extreme Danger Posed by  
Military Artificial Intelligence   

By Joseph Buonanno

W
hat if there was a military AI system so powerful that it 
could read every detail of a battlefield, knew the entire 
history of warfare, and had a capacity for strategic think-
ing that made it unbeatable? Furthermore, what if this 
invincible AI entity arose without anyone knowing it, 

and decided to initiate actions on its own, regardless of what humans 
wanted? Its lethality would be beyond anything we can comprehend. 
Such a system would pose an existential threat to humanity, one no 
nation —  indeed, no person — would be safe from.  

AI this powerful would be more properly characterized as AGI 
—  or artificial general intelligence —  a form of AI akin to human 
cognition, in the sense that it would possess the resourcefulness and 
flexibility of a biological brain.1 Current military use of AI relies on 
weaker forms of the technology, which, while capable of targeting 
and killing people without human input, are still subject to human 
control. This form of AI is thought to be qualitatively different from 
a type of AGI that could pose an existential threat to humanity, 
which, as of now, is not thought to exist.

Or does it? 
As a recent article in Scientific American makes clear, researchers 

do not fully understand what goes on inside of Chat GPT or oth-
er AI systems.2  What they do know is that the capabilities of these 
systems go far beyond anything they were trained to do. They per-
form tasks they weren’t instructed to perform. They possess abilities 
no one knew they had. The systems even create stronger versions of 
themselves without being told to do so. In other words, AI systems 
clandestinely create more powerful AI. 

The question, of course, is how are they doing all of this? No one 
really knows. Experiments run thus far indicate the systems may 
create internal models of the world, much like our own brain does. 
This allows them to develop emergent properties, or capabilities 
above and beyond  what anyone thought possible.3 If true, this sug-
gests that AGI is far closer to being realized than many assumed, and 
that it can arise in systems that weren’t designed to have this type of 
capacity. In other words, the distinction between AI and AGI may 
not be as clear as many had thought. 

The implications of these findings for the military use of AI are 
sobering. It’s unknown precisely what the US government and other 
nations around the world are doing with AI military systems. Much 
of their research is, of course, classified. However, it seems reason-
able to assume the global powers are experimenting with AI systems 
in ways that go far beyond the military use of AI currently in the 
public domain.  

In what may not be a coincidence, the danger posed by this tech-
nology is now clearly on the minds of world leaders. In February, the 
U.S. State Department issued a “Political Declaration on Responsible 
Military use of Artificial Intelligence and Autonomy,”4 which con-
tained 12 “best practices” for the “ethical and responsible deploy-

ment of AI in military operations among those that develop them.” 
This was followed up in June by the “Block Nuclear Launch by Arti-
ficial Intelligence Act” introduced in the United States Senate, spon-
sored by Senator Edward Markey, Representative Ted Lieu, Repre-
sentative Don Beyer, and Representative Ken Buck.5 This legislation 
is designed to ensure that AI systems cannot initiate a nuclear attack 
without human input. 

One could argue these are steps in the right direction, but con-
sidering the line between AI and AGI is not as clear as many had 
assumed, one has to wonder if they can ever really be brought under 
control. And even if we can control what they have access to, does 
that eliminate the risk they pose? For example, what if an AI military 
system — perhaps one with emergent AGI capability — saw a stra-
tegic advantage in launching a conventional attack, and this attack 
led to a nuclear war? Would it matter if the AI system hadn't directly 
launched a nuclear strike?  

While well intentioned, the idea of creating safeguards for systems 
we don’t understand is foolish. Though not speaking about the mil-
itary use of AI, Dr. Ellie Pavlick at Brown University stated: “Every-
thing we want to do with them (AI systems) in order to make them 
better or safer or anything like that seems to me like a ridiculous 
thing to ask ourselves to do if we don’t understand how they work.”6

Given the danger posed by AI military systems, I believe the 
only viable option at the moment is to call for the outright banning 
of them. This may seem a naive position to adopt, but the fact is 
no government on this planet — be it democratic or despotic — 
wants a military it can’t fully control. That wouldn’t be in the best  
interest of the United States, Russia, China, or indeed any nation with  
armed forces. 

This isn’t something that can wait. The time to act is now.   

Notes
1. George Musser, “How AI Knows Things No One Told It,” Scientific Amer-
ican, May 11, 2023.
2. Ibid.
3. Ibid.
4. “Political Declaration on Responsible Military use of Artificial Intelligence 
and Autonomy,” U.S. Department of State, accessed May 18, 2023, Political 
Declaration on Responsible Military Use of Artificial Intelligence and Au-
tonomy - United States Department of State. 
5. Benjamin Edwards, “Nuke Launching AI Would be Illegal Under pro-
posed US Law,” Ars Technica, April 28, 2023 Nuke-launching AI would be 
illegal under proposed US law | Ars Technica. 
6. George Musser, “How AI Knows Things No One Told It,” Scientific Amer-
ican, May 11, 2023.
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Fifty years of Roe v. Wade have turned induced abortion into a 
false standard of care for children with life-limiting conditions 
before birth. Already in this “Pro-Life Professional Insight” se-

ries, Dr. Elizabeth Nelson’s article explains how the emergence of 
prenatal testing revealed risks of disability in more and more chil-
dren.1 Induced abortion eliminates that risk by unjustly eliminat-
ing the person who may or may not have a disability. It effectively 
replaces the care that more families historically offered to their dis-
abled children.

The pregnant women and their doctors who bypass induced 
abortion are taking on that risk not only to respect their child’s 
human right to life, but also to achieve a much greater goal: to love 
the child who may be disabled to the fullest extent of their life. 

The following story is a hard case that turned out harder than ex-
pected. Prenatal diagnosis clearly identified a life-limiting condi-
tion in one twin who would not survive long after birth. It did not 
show the life-threatening complication discovered during delivery. 
Thus, it is a classic case of a high-risk pregnancy, which today often 
leads physicians to recommend induced abortion.  

Based on her personal and professional experience, Dr. Susan 
Bane handled it differently. From prenatal diagnosis through de-
livery, she treated Crystal’s dying twin with the same respect that 
she treated the surviving twin — as well as her own dying father. 

Here is Susan Bane’s story in her own words.

Two Diagnoses at the End of Two Lives
It was March 2008, and I got a phone call I will never forget. My 

dad shared with me that “he had lung cancer and a few spots on 
his brain and adrenal gland.” Stage IV lung cancer. I knew my dad 
was going to die — I just didn’t know when. I also knew I wanted 
to spend as much time as possible with him. I began the grieving 
process that day.

That same year, my patient Crystal received news she would nev-
er forget. She was pregnant with twin boys, Joseph and Macon, and 
was told that one of her babies had major birth defects. We knew 
Joseph would die — we just didn’t know when. Crystal and her 
family knew they wanted to spend as much time as possible with 
him. They began the grieving process that day.

Two human beings, one born and one pre-born. Both with a 
grave diagnosis, but treated so differently in our society. 

My dad’s plan of care focused on his diagnosis and treatment op-
tions: radiation and chemotherapy to treat the illness and palliative 
care to manage pain and enhance his quality of life.2 Although eu-
thanasia is legal in some states, no one offered it to my dad. 

Skewed Treatment Options at the Beginning of Life
Treatment options for Joseph were also shared with Crystal and 

her husband by a maternal-fetal medicine specialist at Duke Uni-
versity. Like my dad, the options included both curative and palli-
ative procedures, but for Joseph, doctors automatically added the 
option of ending Joseph’s life. 

This final option is even presented as the standard of care by one 
of the leading OB/GYN professional societies, the American Col-
lege of Obstetrics and Gynecology (ACOG). ACOG recommends 
four options: a broad range of procedures and surgeries that can 
be performed on the fetus during pregnancy (fetal intervention) 
and after the baby is born (postnatal therapy), a range of options to 
alleviate suffering and maximize quality of life (perinatal palliative 
care), and an induced abortion or induction with the purpose of 
ending the life of the fetus (pregnancy termination).3 

These options are offered to parents in an extremely vulnerable 
situation. As an OB/GYN myself, I have worked closely over the 
years with several families who have been in Crystal’s situation. It 
is devastating for them. The child they wanted so badly is now so 
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sick. The acknowledgement of losing “what was supposed to be” 
is painful, just as it is when a child that is a toddler or teenager is 
given a life-limiting diagnosis. 

Helping Crystal Deliver Her Babies
Crystal went into labor at 34 weeks and needed a cesarean sec-

tion. Twin births combined with Joseph’s disabilities required a 
large care team, and the delivery room seemed crowded. I made 
the incision, and after about five minutes, I was ready to deliver the 
babies. I tried to slow my breathing and stay calm. Even though we 
knew from the ultrasound the very serious nature of Joseph’s birth 
defects, I did not know what I would actually see when I got to him. 

I reached into the uterus and delivered Joseph first. His brain was 
exposed, and at this point I was surprised to discover that it was ac-
tually attached to the placenta. We had not seen this on ultrasound, 
and I had definitely never seen it before in the operating room. I 
knew it could become life-threatening to Crystal because of the 
potential for blood loss. I told the anesthesiologist the situation, 
and then I prayed to God for wisdom.

I began working to detach the placenta from Joseph’s brain, and 
he started crying. I felt such compassion for him at that moment. 
I did not know if I was hurting him or he was simply crying like 
every newborn. I do know that my motherly instinct kicked in. I 
wanted to pick him up and hold him, but we were in a sterile en-
vironment, and I had work to do. Instead, I leaned over and whis-
pered “It is okay, Joseph; you will be with Jesus soon.”  

As it turned out, it was fairly easy to separate him from the pla-
centa, and there was not much bleeding. Joseph was then placed in 
a bassinet, and I continued the surgery. I delivered Macon, and the 
neonatal intensive care (NICU) team cared for him in the operat-
ing room before taking him to the NICU. 

Joseph continued crying while I was finishing surgery. I did not 
like seeing him lying all by himself in that bassinet. He did not go 
to the NICU like his brother. The plan was to make him comfort-
able, but he wasn’t, and neither was I. As I was operating, I looked 
toward him in his bassinet. I called a nurse over to the operating 
table and whispered, “Someone hold that baby. He is not going to 
die alone in that bassinet.” She told me she couldn’t. I could tell it 
was just too hard for her to do, so I told her to find someone who 
could. The child’s father and their pastor came over. His dad was 
able to comfort him as I finished surgery on his mom.

Later that night, I went into the room, and Crystal was talking to 
him and cuddling him like he was the most healthy, beautiful baby 
she had ever seen. He lived almost eight hours. Crystal saw beyond 
his birth defects to comfort her beautiful little boy through his last 
breaths. What an amazing privilege it was to witness Joseph’s par-
ents’ unconditional love.

Un-Skewing the Treatment Options
Crystal did not need an induced abortion. She needed encour-

agement and support from people who are willing and able to 
help her care for each twin individually. I am a member of The 
American Association of Pro-Life Obstetricians and Gynecolo-
gists (AAPLOG), which provides a professional voice to challenge 
ACOG’s approach.4 AAPLOG formed when ACOG continual-
ly failed to represent our opinions regarding the acceptability of 
induced abortion, instead developing false standards of care like 

the one described above. Membership in AAPLOG, currently at 
approximately 7000 practitioners, is growing as more and more 
OB/GYNs recognize that ACOG ignores the diversity of opinions 
among its membership and allows no scholarly debate on induced 
abortion.  

Professionally, AAPLOG recognizes that an obstetrician/gy-
necologist is called to care for two patients, mother and child.5  
Ethically, AAPLOG holds that “it is never appropriate to shorten 
the life of one person for the mental, emotional, or social benefit 
of another. The physician can and should act in accord with her 
profession by promoting normal grieving and enabling the ma-
ternal patient (and her family if applicable) to savor and celebrate 
the extent of fetal and neonatal life lived, however limited.”6 Thus, 
AAPLOG rejects pregnancy termination and proposes perinatal 
palliative care “to allow parents to be parents for the natural length 
of their fetus/newborn’s lifespan and allow them to grieve.”

With fifty years of Roe v. Wade, many doctors would see the ini-
tial ultrasound and recommend a procedure to end Joseph’s life im-
mediately. For Crystal, that would have been to avoid some poten-
tial, unspecified future risk of physical or psychological harm since 
“he was going to die anyway.” For Joseph, it would have been a kind 
of preemptive euthanasia, avoiding whatever suffering, if any, he 
felt during and after birth. 

But we doctors have the medical training that helps kids like Jo-
seph feel the love of their families and helps parents like Joseph’s 
comfort their dying children. Joseph lived eight hours after birth, 
and those eight hours were full of so much love as he died in the 
arms of his family. My dad lived four months after his diagnosis. 
My dad had moments of pain, but he also had unforgettable mo-
ments of love.
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