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Our ‘Focus on Formation’ 
category highlights the formative activities and 
experiences that help us foster a vibrant Catholic health 
culture. these entries express the vause of  intentionally 
crafted, reflective experiences that faciliate the personal 
and spiritual growth of  our associates as they are 
formed to carry out the healing ministry of  Jesus. 

But the wisdom that comes from heaven is first of  all 
pure: the peace-loving, considerate, submissive, full of  

mercy and good fruit, impartial and sincere. 
James 3: 17



As a high schooler in the 
late 1990’s and early 2000’s, 
The Freshman, by The Verve Pipe 
is one of those personally formative 
songs—a “sound track of my life” song. 
Released in 1997, the song peaked at 
number 5 of the US Billboard charts 
and was well known to everyone in my 
generation—like Green Day’s Good 
Riddance (Time of Your Life)—as it 
enjoyed a prominent and consistent 
place on the alternative radio playlist. 

Stylistically, the song fits well 
with the alternative music genre 
of the era. For instance, the heavy 
and slowly rising melody is gripping 
and evokes a nostalgic air, yet, not 
terribly unique or boundary pushing. 
However, it dynamically combines 
sound and lyrical content—the event 
and decisions that it recounts, the 
pain, regret, and rationalization—in a 
hauntingly memorable way.  

Singer/songwriter Brian Vanderark 
stated the song is about a girl that 
both he and his friend successively 
dated, who aborted a pregnancy that 
resulted.1 Vanderark did not know 
whether the child was his, but the 
incident affected him profoundly.

Abortion has long been a 
subject of fierce ethical debate and 
analysis, philosophically, socially, and 
politically. The Freshman, however, 
takes on this issue from a ‘lived-
experience’ viewpoint that focuses on 
the emotional subtleties that arise from 
such ethical choices. 

In Catholic moral thought, both 
the ends and the means of our actions 
are significant. The song summarizes 
these two items succinctly:

Stop a baby’s breath and a shoe 
full of rice
In other words, they chose to 

have an abortion to avoid feeling 
forced into a marriage that neither 
was ready for or wanted. Such a 
direct acknowledgement of the fact 
that abortion ends a child’s life is 

Ethical
Reflections on

“The
Freshman”

To listen to 
“The Freshman” 

by the Verve Pipe,
scan this code using your 

phone’s camera or 
QR reader app:

1 https://www.songfacts.com/facts/the-verve-pipe/
the-freshman (accessed Sept 12, 2019)

by The Verve Pipe
by Elliott Bedford



striking. This is not always the case 
in theoretical or political debates; but 
in the singer’s practical experience 
the fact was clearly understood. Still, 
the decision to abort was deliberately 
chosen to avoid undesirable 
consequences.

The singer desperately recounts 
how he desired to move on, to put the 
past behind him and rid himself of 
guilt. He emphasizes his denial and 
refusal of responsibility:
We’ve tried to wash our hands of all 

of this
We never talk of our lacking 
relationships
And how we’re guilt 
stricken sobbing with our 
heads on the floor
We fell through the ice 
when we tried not to 
slip, we’d say…

I can’t be held 
responsible
Cause she was touching her face
I won’t be held responsible
She fell in love in the first place…
In ethics discussions, the issue of 

knowledge and ignorance are 
connected with the idea of culpability: 
the degree to which someone is morally 
responsible for their actions. Thus, the 
artist tried to rid himself of guilt by 
denying his culpability. Indeed, denial 
and disavowal of culpability is the 
song’s most prominent theme. 

Instead of accepting responsibility, 
the artist recognizes he has blamed the 
arrogance and naivety of youth; 

When I was young I knew everything

And she a punk who rarely ever 
took advice…

For the life of me I cannot remember
What made us think that we 
were wise and we’d never 
compromise…
This, however, is nothing more 

than rationalization by his younger self. 
Another response to guilt is 

depression and despair. Such is the 
path of the woman. She ultimately 
dies by suicide, unable to cope with 
the trauma and ramifications of the 
abortion.2 Here is another source of 
guilt for the artist: the decision to abort 

2 Vanderark stated that, while the song is primarily 
based on a real personal situation, the women in real 
life did not die by suicide. This was more of creative 
decision on his part. Nevertheless, the plausibility 
of trauma from abortion leading to depression and 
suicide is notable.

...the decision to abort
ultimately contributed

to the death of another.

ultimately contributed to the death of 
another. He finds this unbelievable: 
For the life of me I cannot believe 

we’d ever die for these sins
We were merely freshmen…

Yet, he recognizes, it happened; 
and now it causes him to reflect.

A final response to guilt—one 
which follows from acceptance of 
the truth and responsibility—entails 
repentance and asking for forgiveness. 
However, forgiveness is nowhere sought 

It its own way, this song 
distills and expresses 

important ethical themes...

or given in the song, and guilt has thus 
remained unresolved.

Feelings of guilt can play a 
significant role in the moral life. A 
negative response lets guilt fester 
and leads to “lacking relationships” 
marked by bitterness, resentment, 
anger, hatred, and despair; the very 
definition of moral decay. These 
outcomes have been witnessed and 
nothing is resolved. In contrast, a 
positive response to guilt can lead to 
repentance, forgiveness and healing; it 
can lead to moral growth. 

Thus, there remains a glimmer of 
hope for healing and moral growth 
in the artist. Through reflection and 
writing the song, he processes his 
grief. He reflects on his younger self, 
acknowledges his own arrogance, 
naivety and irresponsibility. He 
does not run from the pain: he 
acknowledges its source and how it 
led others into desperate decisions 

themes that formal philosophical 
arguments simply cannot. For instance, 
the ethical position of the Catholic 
Church that prohibits direct abortion 
is well known.4 However, this is not 
some mere arbitrary rule. It comes 
from the desire to help people flourish 
and live well. Indeed, the Church 
grounds her teaching in the fact 
that direct abortion harms both the 
child and the people committing the 
act, physically, emotionally, morally 
and spiritually. These are the very 
consequences the artist so vividly depicts.

At the same time, these experiences 
give practical credence and 
importance to the equally meaningful 
Church teaching, expressed in 
Directive 46 of the Ethical and 
Religious Directives for Catholic 
Health Care Services, 6th ed, which 
states:

Catholic health care providers 
should be ready to offer 
compassionate physical, 
psychological, moral, and 
spiritual care to those 
persons who have suffered 
from the trauma of 
abortion.5 

This is the care the woman needed 
but never found, and we see the tragic 
consequence. It is the care the singer 

3 Pope Benedict XVI, Light of the World : The Pope, the 
Church and the Signs of the Times : A Conversation with 
Peter Seewald (London; San Francisco: Catholic Truth 
Society ; St Ignatius Press, 2013), 119.
4 See United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, 
Ethical and Religious Directives for Catholic Health Care 
Services, 6th ed. (2018).
5 Ibid.
6 Ibid., no. 2.

that only made matters worse. In this 
way, the song expresses, what Pope 
Benedict XVI has called “the first step 
in the direction of a moralization, a 
first assumption of responsibility…”3 
The song itself is a first step towards 
responsibility and healing, something 
the woman was not able to achieve.

In its own way, this song distills 
and expresses important ethical 
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needs as he continues to process 
his guilt. It is care that truly serves 
patients and their families “with the 
compassion of Christ, sensitive to their 
vulnerability at a time of special need.”

As I continue to reflect on this 
song, I recognize its many ethical 
layers. Some were apparent to me as 
a teen. Others revealed themselves as 
I matured and experienced the world. 
And still others became evident only 
after I entered a career in Catholic 
Health Care Ethics. Yet, through it 

Since 2014, Elliott Bedford, MA, PhD has served as Director, Ethics 
Integration for Ascension St. Vincent in Central and Southern Indiana. 
In 2008 and 2009, he received a bachelor and master of arts in Philosophy 
from Franciscan University of Steubenville, Steubenville, OH. He 
completed a master of arts in Theology from Aquinas Institute of Theology, 
St. Louis, MO. in 2012 and obtained a Doctorate in Health Care Ethics, 
Catholic Tradition, from St. Louis University, St. Louis, MO in 2014.

As Director, Ethics Integration, Elliott provides leadership in fostering 
the moral identity of St. Vincent Health in Indiana as ministry of the 
Catholic Church. Working with staff from senior leadership to frontline care 
providers, he leads the development and integration of ethics education, 
consultation, and policy development services for St. Vincent’s over 20 
acute care facilities and roughly 16,000 associates. He also works closely 
with Ethics leadership at Ascension Health in St. Louis, Missouri to provide 
support services across its nationwide ministry and helps foster relationships 
with the Catholic dioceses of Lafayette-in-Indiana and Evansville, and the 
Archdiocese of Indianapolis. He is also an adjunct professor in the College of 
Osteopathic Medicine at Marian University, Indianapolis.

all, The Freshmen, remains a song 
that challenges its listener to confront 
a significant moral matter in a very 
personal manner. As such it challenges 
the listener towards their own moral 
growth that would help them better 
respond to people that suffer in 
similar situations. That is a mark of 
meaningful art.
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