Panel Discusses Women's Right to Choose 
Religious group marks 35 years of Roe v. Wade

By James Bruggers
Opponents of abortion have made significant political gains, 35 years after the U.S. Supreme Court's Roe v. Wade decision, an official of an abortion-rights group said yesterday. 

"We're losing the battle, as everyone can see," said Anne Maron, chairwoman of the Kentucky Religious Coalition for Reproductive Choice. 

Religious conservatives are increasing pressure on political leaders to curb abortion rights, contraception and comprehensive sexuality education, said Maron, who was moderator of a panel discussion. 

One of the speakers countered Maron's assessment. 

"I'm actually quite hopeful," said the Rev. Jean Hawxhurst of Fourth Avenue United Methodist Church. "We've actually got some good candidates to choose from." 

With balance on the U.S. Supreme Court teetering, making the presidential election this year especially important to both abortion-rights supporters and opponents, several ministers explained yesterday why they support a woman's right to decide whether to have an abortion. 

"When I say I'm pro-choice, I do not mean I'm pro-abortion," said the Rev. Lucinda Laird, from St. Matthew's Episcopal Church. "Who is pro-abortion? 

"Pro-choice gives each woman the dignity -- the respect -- to make up her own mind." 

Laird was among three ministers who took part in the coalition's Roe v. Wade Dinner Celebration and Town Hall Meeting. The coalition is an education and advocacy group that also runs an "all options" counseling hot line with clergy. 

On Tuesday, Right to Life of Louisville also observed the anniversary of the Roe decision, which legalized abortion nationwide. It organized a rally of about 150 people who gathered in front of the old Jefferson County Courthouse to hear speakers oppose abortion on moral grounds. 

Speakers yesterday said they don't believe life begins at conception. 

About 30 people attended the late-afternoon discussion, and 150 were registered for dinner and a talk by the Rev. Johanna van Wijk Bos, an author and professor of Bible and Old Testament at the Louisville Presbyterian Theological Seminary. 

"The status of women is under assault in this country, because of the public policies that make abortion safe and legal are constantly undermined," Bos said before dinner. 

"Reproductive choice," she said, is essential for women's "full personhood." 

During the panel discussion, Hawxhurst said the Bible itself doesn't speak directly to abortion, leaving the matter open to interpretation, and that Methodist doctrine is "middle of the road." 

But noting how protesters sometimes picket abortion clinics, she said, "I do not want to be a Christian who howls hateful things at people who are taking care of women." 

Kathy Schroerlucke, a member of the coalition's board, suggested more churches should offer comprehensive sexuality education because it helps reduce unwanted pregnancies and sexually transmitted diseases. 

The Rev. Elwood Sturtevant of Thomas Jefferson Unitarian Church agreed. He said his church already does, and that children who go through the program seem to abstain from sexual activity longer and become educational resources for their peers. The result, he said, is that "young people are healthier in all sorts of ways." 

Sturtevant's church played host to the event. 

