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Chairman White and Members of the Health Committee:

My name is Barbara Avery. I am the Director of the Ohio Religious Coalition for Reproductive Choice, a state affiliate of the Religious Coalition for Reproductive Choice.   The Ohio Religious Coalition opposes H.B. 228, which criminalizes abortion and those who transport women to an abortion, because it is immoral, it infringes on the religious liberty of all Ohioans, and it is unconstitutional on three grounds.  

First, H.B. 228 is immoral because a ban on abortion does not eliminate abortion. Rather, it endangers the lives and health of poor women who cannot afford to obtain abortions from safe providers in states where it is legal. Reliable studies from the 1960’s indicate that 77% of low-income women who aborted attempted a self-induced procedure, with only 2% saying that a physician had been involved in any way. Prior to Roe, entire floors of big city hospitals were reserved for women recovering from botched abortions, most of them self-inflicted. (1)  

The bill is also immoral in its enforcement.  Because the current definition of abortion in Ohio law includes self-abortion, this bill would make any woman who induces her own abortion subject to being charged with a felony. (2)  A second degree felony conviction could put the mothers of children, young women just beginning their lives, and teenagers behind bars for years. 

This bill is also immoral because it would penalize compassionate people who transport women or help them to obtain transport to safe abortions.  Husbands, family, and friends who take women to places with safe abortions will be made into felons.  Women’s parents, the fathers of their children, their friends who supported them in a crisis could also spend years behind bars.

Second, the Ohio Religious Coalition opposes H.B. 228 because it infringes on the religious liberty of all Ohioans. The organizations and individuals who are members of Ohio RCRC support the decision in Roe v. Wade, in which the Supreme Court expressed a great respect for religious differences in opinions about abortion. Ohio RCRC members are religiously and theologically diverse, but are unified in their commitment to preserve reproductive choice as a basic part of religious liberty. (National statements of ten RCRC members supporting Roe and legal, safe abortion are in Footnote 3.)

In general, the religious views of RCRC members differ in several ways from those who support H.B. 228.  First, they do not necessarily accept the premise that that personhood and human rights begin with conception. (4) Second, they respect women as moral decision-makers, and believe that women should be the ones to make this personal decision with advisors of their choosing. (5)  Third, they view laws banning abortion as imposing the sponsors’ religious views on others who do not share them and, thus, as violations of individual religious liberty. (6)  Finally, they share a compassion for the many women who would suffer from a ban on abortion in the same way they did before Roe, risking death, injury, and infertility from unsafe abortions, and who would, if this bill becomes law, be convicted as felons. Our members also share a compassion for those supportive husbands, family members and friends who could be convicted as felons as well. (The articles by theologians and scholars cited in footnotes 4-6 explain the religious differences in more detail and with a finer nuance than I have time for today.)
If enacted into law, H.B. 228 would be unconstitutional because it would it violate not only the constitutional right to abortion protected by Roe v. Wade, but also the long-established constitutional right to travel and the right of freedom of speech.  Ohio RCRC especially opposes H.B. 228’s criminalization of any person who “causes another to be transported.”  We believe that this law could make felons out of the many clergy members who counsel their own parishioners making this difficult decision, as well as clergy providing counseling for women who call the Ohio RCRC Hotline. 

If abortion is banned in Ohio, woman will seek information about other places to obtain safe abortions, sometimes from clergy in whom they confide and from whom they seek support. This is exactly what happened before abortion was legalized. A Baptist minister, Howard Moody, and a Reform Judaism rabbi, Balfour Brickner, formed a network of clergy who located places for their congregants to have safe, though often illegal, abortions and phoned the information to each other. (The network, called the Clergy Consultation Service eventually grew to 1400 clergy. In 1973, denominations with CCS clergy founded the Religious Coalition to preserve safe, legal abortion.)

Under H.B. 228, if a clergy member merely identifies a safe location for a woman to obtain an abortion, that clergy member might not be in violation of this law. However, a clergy member’s job is to support congregants in crises, and it might be very hard for a compassionate member of the clergy to draw a line between legal counseling and illegal activity, such as offering to find transportation for a woman. At the very least, the fear of prosecution would have a chilling effect on clergy members’ freedom of speech and thereby compromise their effectiveness in their vocation.  This law violates the free speech rights of clergy—and of any other people who provide advice and support to a woman seeking counsel while making this personal, private decision.

Thank you for your attention.

Barbara Avery, Director
Ohio Religious Coalition for Reproductive Choice
P.O. Box 82204
Columbus, Ohio 43202
Office Phone: 614-221-3636

Fax: 614-221-2532
Email: ohiorcrc@sbcglobal.net
 

FOOTNOTES

(1) Lessons from Before Roe, Will Past Be Prologue?  See Alan Guttmacher Institute website: http://www.guttmacher.org. Click on Abortions, look under Policy. Illegal abortions were Common: …Estimates of the number of illegal abortions in the 1950s and 1960s ranged from 200,000 to 1.2 million per year. One analysis, extrapolating from data from North Carolina, concluded that an estimated 829,000 illegal or self-induced abortions occurred in 1967.  …By 1965, the number of deaths due to illegal abortion had fallen to just under 200, but illegal abortion still accounted for 17% of all deaths attributed to pregnancy and childbirth that year. And these are just the number that were officially reported; the actual number was likely much higher….Poor women and their families were disproportionately impacted. A study of low-income women in New York City in the 1960s found that almost one in 10 (8%) had ever attempted to terminate a pregnancy by illegal abortion; almost four in 10 (38%) said that a friend, relative or acquaintance had attempted to obtain an abortion. Of the low-income women in that study who said they had had an abortion, eight in 10 (77%) said that they had attempted a self-induced procedure, with only 2% saying that a physician had been involved in any way…These women paid a steep price for illegal procedures. In 1962 alone, nearly 1,600 women were admitted to Harlem Hospital Center in New York City for incomplete abortions, which was one abortion-related hospital admission for every 42 deliveries at that hospital that year.  In 1968, the University of Southern California Los Angeles County Medical Center, another large public facility serving primarily indigent patients, admitted 701 women with septic abortions, one admission for every 14 deliveries.

(2) Analysis of H.B. 228 by the Ohio Legal Services Commission in response to queries by the Health Committee.

(3) RCRC member organizations’ statements from We Affirm (Find at www.rcrc.org. Click on Issues, then on Publications and Articles in the left hand column, then on We Affirm.)

Episcopal Church: “We believe that legislation concerning abortions will not address the root of the problem. We therefore express our deep conviction that any proposed legislation on the part of national or state governments regarding abortions must take special care to see that individual conscience is respected and that the responsibility of individuals to reach informed decisions in this matter is acknowledged and honored as the position of this church….” 71st General Convention, 1994.

Presbyterian Church (USA)   “We do not wish to see laws enacted that would attach criminal penalties to those who seek abortions or to appropriately qualified and licensed persons who perform abortions in medically approved facilities”…. The Church also affirms “the ability and responsibility of women, guided by the Scriptures and the Holy Spirit, to make good moral choices in regard to problem pregnancies.”  Problem Pregnancies and Abortion, 1992 

The United Church of Christ   The UCC resolved that it: “upholds the right of men and women to have access to adequately funded family planning services, and to safe, legal abortions as one option among others; (and) urges pastors, members, local churches, conferences and instrumentalities to oppose actively legislation and amendments which seek to revoke or limits access to safe and legal abortions.”  16th General Synod, 1987

The United Methodist Church “We support the legal right to abortion as established by the 1973 Supreme Court decisions. We encourage women in counsel with husbands, doctors, and pastors to make their own responsible decisions concerning the personal or moral questions surrounding the issue of abortion.” – Resolution on Responsible Parenthood, Readopted, 2004

Unitarian Universalist Association The UUA resolved that: “Individual Unitarian Universalists… actively oppose all legislation, regulations and administrative action, at any level of government, intended to undermine or circumvent the Roe v. Wade decision; and communicate their opposition to such attempts to their legislative representatives….Such legislation is an infringement of the principle of separation of church and state in that it tries to enact private morality into public law.” Unitarian Universalist Association, 1987 General Resolution 

United Synagogue of Conservative Judaism “Therefore, under special circumstances, Judaism chooses and requires abortion as an act which affirms and protects the life, well being and health of the mother. To deny a Jewish woman and her family the ability to obtain a safe, legal abortion when so mandated by Jewish tradition, is to deprive Jews of their fundamental right of religious freedom… Conservative Judaism continues to affirm its strong support for the 1973 Supreme Court decision of Roe v. Wade. Any weakening, limitation, or withdrawal of the Roe v. Wade decision is sure to produce tragic consequences.”  Resolution of United Synagogue for Conservative Judaism, 1975 (reaffirmed 1989)

Union for Reform Judaism In 1990, the Biennial Convention affirmed its 1975 resolution to:

“Endorse the 1973 United States Supreme Court decision on Roe v. Wade and deplore all attempts, legislative and judicial, to dismantle it.. (and) oppose the criminalization of either the health professionals who perform or assist at abortions or the women who receive them. “

Catholics for Free Choice  CFFC provides support for the many Catholic women who choose abortion by pointing out that: “There is a mistaken belief that the Catholic Church has spoken definitively and unchangingly on abortion. However, a careful reading of church documents shows….that room remains for Catholics to support the legalization of abortion and even its morality in a wide range of circumstances. …Catholic theology reveals a tradition that respects the capacity of individuals to make moral decisions and respects the moral agency of all women.”  


CFFC cites surveys that show that Catholic women have abortions at the same rate as the general population, and that less than one-quarter (22%) of Catholics in the US agree with the bishops’ position that abortion should be illegal. For factual information, see www.catholicsforchoice.org. Click on The Facts Tell the Story: Catholics and Choice.

Disciples for Choice  The Christian Church (Disciples of Christ)...[resolves to] …Affirm the principle of individual liberty, freedom of individual conscience, and sacredness of life for all persons…(and) Respect differences in religious beliefs concerning abortion and oppose, in accord with the principle of religious liberty, any attempt to legislate a specific religious opinion or belief concerning abortion upon all Americans.  General Assembly, 1975 (reaffirmed 1989)
Young Women's Christian Association of the USA   


The position of the YWCA is not ‘pro-abortion.’ It is a position supporting a woman's right to make an individual decision based upon her own religious and ethical beliefs and her physician's guidance. This is the position taken by the Supreme Court on January 22, 1973, in the case of Roe v. Wade. The Court recognized that science cannot tell us "when life begins," for to science, all life is continuum. The answer to the question, "When does personhood begin?" must remain in the ethical and religious realm….


Legal restrictions and prohibition of abortions affect primarily poor women, depriving them of safe, medically-approved abortions, while women of means can travel to locations where abortion is legal and safe. The problem of unwanted pregnancies cannot be solved by outlawing abortions, and the denial of public funding for abortions prevents some women from exercising a Constitutional right guaranteed to all.  YWCA, 1970, 1973, 1988

The scholarly articles in Footnotes 4-6 can be found at:  www.rcrc.org. Click on Issues, then Resources, then Educational Series.)

(4) For Biblical analysis, see:  Is the Fetus a person?  The Bible’s View” by Dr. Roy Bowen Ward, of Miami University, Ohio; Personhood, the Bible, and the Abortion Debate, by Dr. Paul Simmons, a Baptist minister and ethical advisor to University of Louisville hospital, and Abortion, A Christian Ethical Perspective, by Dr. John Swomley, Abortion, Perspectives from Jewish Traditions, by Rabbi Raymond A. Zwerin and Rabbi Richard J. Shapiro

(5) See: Respecting the Moral Agency of Women, by Dr. Virginia Ramey Mollenkott, Ph.D., and Abortion, Perspectives from Jewish Traditions, by Rabbi Raymond A. Zwerin and Rabbi Richard J. Shapiro

(6) See: Religious Liberty, a Heritage at Stake, by Dr. Paul Simmons
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