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Thoughts on Christianity’s Definition of the
Beginning of Life

Takeo Fujiwara

In order to discuss the concept of the beginning of life in conjunction with ethical
issues related to assisted reproductive technologies, it would be beneficial to critically
review Christianity’fs definition of the beginning of life. In the Bible, there is no
description of abortion. Historically, in the Middle Ages, Thomas Aquinas considered
that God inspired a soul into the fetus 40 days after fertilization for males and 90 days
after for females. Since then, abortion has been considered a sin for Christians. In the
middle of the nineteenth century, the Catholic Church concluded that the beginning of
life was at the precise moment of fertilization. Pope Paolo VI addressed this and
restricted the use of assisted reproductive technologies as encyclical (Humane Vitae,
1968). However, from a biological point of view, it is hard to define the “moment” of
fertilization. It can be the moment when sperm attaches to the egg, or it can be the
moment when the male pronucleus combines with the female pronucleus. The beginning
of life of monozygotic twins is unexplainable by the definition of Christianity. In order to
be consistent with biological evidence, the beginning of life needs to be considered as a
“process”. According to the Bible, God created human being in the image of himself.
Therefore, the process of the beginning of life might be considered as the process from
the very first moment of fertilization (i.e. when sperm attaches to the egg), to the time

when the fetus looks like a human being, which would be the eleventh gestational week.
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