


“Abby Johnson is a miracle in today’s world, as she is hon-
est. While many, if not most, hide or even double down after 
realizing a fatal flaw in what they believe, Abby changed her 
entire life.  She was honest with God and with herself. God 
transformed her, and with any luck, he may also transform 
you into a deliverer of Fierce Mercy.”

Glenn Beck, radio host and television producer

“Abby Johnson defines God’s mercy as ‘his divine undeserved 
favor and compassion.’ She is so right. Just look around and 
you’ll see a world that is hurting and broken—a world that 
desperately needs to know unconditional love and limitless 
compassion. In this book, Abby will challenge you to learn 
how to intentionally model God’s mercy with a fearsome 
dedication to love broken people. I hope you will accept 
her challenge. We need Fierce Mercy now more than ever.”

Janet Parshall, nationally syndicated talk show host

“What do the survivor of a failed abortion attempt and a 
former abortion clinic manager have in common? More than 
you can imagine. Reading Abby Johnson’s book Fierce Mercy 
left me nodding my head in agreement, time and time again, 
with lessons learned in life and in ministry and through ex-
amples of God’s great mercy on each of us and how we’re 
called to live that out accordingly.” 

Melissa Ohden, founder of the Abortion Survivors Network

“Abby’s new book, Fierce Mercy, is fire! It is a bold and powerful 
testimony of how God will take every messy or marvelous mo-
ment we give him and use it for his glory. Fierce Mercy will 
challenge you, change you, and inspire you to believe for the 
unbelievable. Abby’s honesty is captivating and refreshing. Her 
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discovery of who she was created to be, through all the painful 
and hope- filled turns, makes it hard to put this book down. Be 
prepared to confront inescapable truths and have your heart 
reignited with an urgency to live out your God- given purpose!”

Ryan & Bethany Bomberger,  
cofounders of The Radiance Foundation

“I knew Abby Johnson for eight years before her conversion. 
Having had a front- row seat during her journey, I know our 
world needs Fierce Mercy. Abortion is the gravest evil of 
our time, and this must- read book shares the reality that no 
heart, no soul, is ever lost. Transformation is possible, con-
version is possible, salvation is possible. A culture of death 
can only be conquered by mercy. Read this book and allow 
God to use you as an instrument of his mercy and love.”

Shawn Carney, cofounder, CEO, and president of 40 Days 
for Life; bestselling author of The Beginning of  the End 

of  Abortion, To the Heart of  the Matter, and What to Say 
When: The Complete New Guide to Discussing Abortion

“Abby Johnson’s Fierce Mercy is a beautiful book about how 
to find the extraordinary in the ordinary, how to find hope in 
the pain, and how God’s truth and mercy compel people to 
change their lives. From the many unbelievable stories Abby 
shares from the front lines to the authentic and vulnerable 
mishaps that happened along the way, this book will inspire 
you to fully recognize, receive, and give God’s mercy.” 

Amy Ford, founder of Embrace Grace, Inc;  
author of Help Her Be Brave

“Far from giving permission for evil, mercy fiercely destroys 
it and frees us from its grasp. I have been blessed to see the 
story of this book firsthand, not only in ministering to Abby 
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but also in ministering to so many like her since 1993. I want 
to thank her for putting a spotlight on mercy, including how 
it transformed her, how she has led others to it, and how it 
is a road map for our movement.”

Fr. Frank Pavone, national director of Priests for Life; 
pastoral director of Rachel’s Vineyard and Silent No More

“While the world watched Abby Johnson’s exodus from 
America’s abortion empire, Planned Parenthood, little did 
they know the profound, private journey going on within her 
own heart and mind as God gifted her with a special assign-
ment. You’ll learn not only what happened right after Abby 
left Planned Parenthood but also how God used her ‘yes’ to 
rescue hundreds of abortion workers after her— and just 
how far, wide, and deep his grace, redemption, and mercy 
are. Abby shows us how powerfully God can use any one of 
us to change the world, no matter our story.” 

Lauren Muzyka, founder, president,  
and CEO of Sidewalk Advocates for Life

“Abby’s story of redemption should give hope to anyone 
who feels that God’s mercy is out of reach in their life. God’s 
mercy is an undeserved gift given out of boundless love, and 
Abby has responded by telling that story in hopes that it will 
reach those who need it most. From the personal stories of 
those who have dedicated their lives to saving the least of 
these, we can learn a lot about overcoming the defeatist mes-
sages of an industry committed to profiting from the deaths 
of the innocent by lying to their mothers about the help and 
hope available to them.” 

Kristan Hawkins, president of Students for Life of 
America and host of Explicitly Pro- Life Podcast

_Johnson_FierceMercy_AB_jck.indd   3_Johnson_FierceMercy_AB_jck.indd   3 11/9/21   2:25 PM11/9/21   2:25 PM

Abby Johnson, Fierce Mercy 
Baker Books, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2022. Used by permission.



“On the road to Damascus, a zealous persecutor of Chris-
tians experienced a profound conversion. Following that con-
version, the apostle Paul began his most important work: 
shaping the church and impacting the world. Similarly, 
Planned Parenthood director Abby Johnson experienced a 
profound conversion, as related in the book and movie Un-
planned. But what followed that conversion has been Abby’s 
most important work: inspiring millions, launching game- 
changing ministries, galvanizing the pro- life movement, and 
transforming lives around the world. I’ve personally wit-
nessed Abby’s story unfold and am continually inspired by 
what God can accomplish through a life radically reoriented 
to him. Inside these pages, you may even discover how he 
can use you to change the world.”

David Bereit, founder of 40 Days for Life
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FIERCE 
MERCY

DARING TO LIVE OUT  

GOD’S COMPASSION  

IN BOLD AND PRACTICAL WAYS

ABBY JOHNSON  
WITH CINDY LAMBERT

C
_Johnson_FierceMercy_AB_jck.indd   7_Johnson_FierceMercy_AB_jck.indd   7 11/9/21   2:25 PM11/9/21   2:25 PM

Abby Johnson, Fierce Mercy 
Baker Books, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2022. Used by permission.



© 2022 by Abby Johnson

Published by Baker Books
a division of Baker Publishing Group
PO Box 6287, Grand Rapids, MI 49516-6287
www .bakerbooks .com

Printed in the United States of America

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval 
system, or transmitted in any form or by any means— for example, electronic, photo-
copy, recording— without the prior written permission of the publisher. The only 
exception is brief quotations in printed reviews.

Library of Congress Cataloging- in- Publication Data
Names: Johnson, Abby, author. | Lambert, Cindy, other.
Title: Fierce mercy : daring to live out God’s compassion in bold and practical ways 

/ Abby Johnson with Cindy Lambert.
Description: Grand Rapids, MI : Baker Books, a division of Baker Publishing 

Group, [2022] |
Identifiers: LCCN 2021041268 | ISBN 9781540901576 | ISBN 9781540901996 

(casebound) | ISBN 9781493434114 (ebook)
Subjects: LCSH: God (Christianity)— Mercy. | Mercy. | Pro- life movement. | 

Abortion— Moral and ethical aspects. | Johnson, Abby.
Classification: LCC BT153.M4 J65 2022 | DDC 231/.6— dc23
LC record available at https://lccn .loc .gov /2021041268

Unless otherwise indicated, Scripture quotations are from THE HOLY BIBLE, NEW 
INTERNATIONAL VERSION®, NIV® Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984, 2011 by 
Biblica, Inc.® Used by permission. All rights reserved worldwide.

Scripture quotations labeled ESV are from The Holy Bible, English Standard Version® 
(ESV®), copyright © 2001 by Crossway, a publishing ministry of Good News Publish-
ers. Used by permission. All rights reserved. ESV Text Edition: 2016

Some names and details have been changed to protect the privacy of the individuals 
involved.

The Author is represented by Ambassador Literary Agency.

Baker Publishing Group publications use paper produced from sustainable forestry 
practices and post- consumer waste whenever possible.

22 23 24 25 26 27 28   7 6 5 4 3 2 1

21 22 23 24 25 26 27   7 6 5 4 3 2 1

_Johnson_FierceMercy_AB_jck.indd   8_Johnson_FierceMercy_AB_jck.indd   8 11/9/21   2:25 PM11/9/21   2:25 PM

Abby Johnson, Fierce Mercy 
Baker Books, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2022. Used by permission.



To my beautiful children:  

Grace, Alex, Luke, Carter, Jude, Lucy, Maggie,  

and Fulton. You sacrifice time with your mom  

so that other children will live to be with their moms.  

Being a mother to each of you has  

made my heart whole.
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13

1

REVEALED

I knew I was in the right place the moment I saw the six- 
foot- high black- iron fence up ahead. I wasn’t surprised 
to see it. After all, there’d be no authentic filming of the 

critical scenes of my life without the notorious fence that had 
served as the dividing line between prolifers and abortion 
workers during my eight years as the director of a Planned 
Parenthood center in Bryan, Texas.

I pulled up to a police officer guarding the movie set lot 
and rolled down the window of my rental car. “I’m Abby 
Johnson, here as a guest for the filming of Unplanned,” I 
said. He moved aside and waved me through.

The flutter of excitement I felt intensified as I cruised the 
parking lot for an open spot and parked. I’d never been on 
a movie set before, let alone a movie about me. Telling my 
story. I wasn’t sure what the day would be like, but I’d been 
filled with anticipation as I’d flown into Oklahoma City, then 
driven the ninety minutes to Stillwater, Oklahoma, at the in-
vitation of directors Chuck Konzelman and Cary Solomon.
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Approaching the fence on the set brought a flood of mem-
ories from my time at Planned Parenthood. Had it really been 
nearly nine years since I’d resigned as director? The original 
fence surrounding that center was taken down about four 
years after my resignation. The center then closed its doors 
forever, and the building was purchased by 40 Days for Life 
and transformed into their national headquarters. The last 
time I drove by 4112 East 29th Street in Bryan, I admired the 
welcoming landscaping. Pretty shrubbery rather than impos-
ing iron now surrounds the office building where so much 
death once took place and so much drama once unfolded.

Here on the set, it seemed they weren’t filming at the mo-
ment, but a number of people were standing around on the 
sidewalk. I started to weave through them on the way to the 
directors’ tent as Sheila, the cast director, had instructed me. 
It was then that I heard the whispers.

“That’s Abby Johnson.”
“Abby Johnson’s on the set.”
I briefly felt self- conscious, but soon I was getting hugs 

and warm welcomes, letting me know I was among friends, 
though I’d never met any of these members of the cast and 
crew before.

Only a handful of people had known I was coming— Chuck 
and Cary; Sheila; and Julie, the PR manage. I spotted Chuck 
and Cary making their way toward me with welcoming smiles. 
They both gave me a warm hug, then Chuck said, “Come this 
way. Sit in the tent where the screens are. You’ll be able to see 
the shot being filmed and what it looks like on camera.”

As I stepped into the tent, I saw two rows of directors’ 
chairs and two screens. I was introduced to some of the pro-
ducers. Someone handed me a set of headphones, which they 
called cans, and I heard a voice yell, “Action.”
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I watched the screens as a scene with the actress play-
ing me began. What a surreal experience to watch “myself” 
coming out of the abortion facility with “my” baby bump, 
holding balloons and gift bags. I instantly knew they were 
filming the day my coworkers threw me a baby shower for 
my first child, Grace. Extras on the sidewalk were playing 
the prolifers, and a sidewalk counselor was talking to “me” 
through the fence.

At first, I felt a thrill. They’d really captured the moment. 
But as I watched myself on- screen juggling the gift bags and 
balloons and then struggling to get them all into “my” little 
red car while talking with the sidewalk counselor, my feel-
ings of excitement and anticipation suddenly melted into 
discomfort and then embarrassment. My neck started to 
tingle and grow hot, and I could feel myself blushing as my 
stomach twisted in knots.

Oh my word. Everyone is going to see the person I was, 
and that wasn’t a good person. They’re going to see me at 
my worst. There I am, thirty- nine weeks pregnant, on an 
abortion day, no less—a day I spent ushering women into 
the abortion chamber— lightheartedly leaving a baby shower 
to celebrate the life inside of  me. Everybody is about to see 
just how inconsistent and despicable my life and beliefs were.

What am I doing? Why am I allowing this film to happen? 
The worst part of  me is about to be revealed to everyone on 
the planet who watches this movie. Everyone is going to hate 
me. They’re going to think I’m a terrible person, because I 
was a terrible person.

I felt exposed and utterly vulnerable. Naked. So few people 
in my life now knew the person I was when I worked at the 
clinic. Not even my husband, Doug, or my parents really 
knew, because they never saw how badly I often behaved 
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on that sidewalk toward the prolifers. They never saw the 
volatile side of Abby.

Cary was sitting next to me and must have noticed my dis-
comfort. He gently reached over and put his hand on mine.

“Cut,” someone yelled, and the screens went blank. I real-
ized I must have been holding my breath because I suddenly 
took a deep breath.

Cary turned and looked at me, and I met his gaze. “Abby,” 
he said, “this is going to save a lot of lives.”

And that was exactly what I needed to hear in that mo-
ment. It reminded me that this movie wasn’t really about 
me at all. That wasn’t the film’s purpose. Yeah, the world 
was going to see the person I was— warts and flaws and 
inconsistencies all exposed. Whatever! But at the end of the 
day, this wasn’t about what viewers thought of me. Telling 
my story was about showing the audience how God could 
transform a heart, the impact one changed person can have 
on our culture, and the lives that can be saved because of it. 
It was like the Holy Spirit spoke to me through Cary. And 
then I was okay. I was more than okay. I was even more com-
mitted to God’s purpose in exposing my story to the world.

And it’s a good thing too, because I immediately discov-
ered that what I had seen was just the first take. I sat there 
and watched that same scene reenacted over and over again 
as they did take after take— at least fifteen times. With each 
take, my understanding of who I used to be— ambitious, 
misguided, deceptive, egocentric, inconsistent— grew, yet 
my shame shrunk smaller and smaller as I was reminded of 
God’s immeasurable mercy toward me.

Mercy. God’s divine undeserved favor and compassion.
When I left the set that afternoon and headed to a speak-

ing event to share God’s mercy with others, I felt renewed in 
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my purpose. I was living proof that God can change hearts. 
That he redeems despicable lives. That he forgives. That we 
are precious to him, and he wants to use us to reach out in 
his mercy toward others.

I couldn’t wait to come back to the set to see how God 
was going to use this movie. Fortunately, I didn’t have to 
wait long.

THE DAY SOON CAME when once again I took my place 
in a canvas- backed chair and settled in, placing a pair of 
headphones over my ears. As I looked at the screen this time, 
I saw Dr. Anthony Levatino, who, in real life, is a former 
abortionist. How fitting that Chuck and Cary had recruited 
him to play the abortion doctor in the film. I saw Julie, one 
of the clients of And Then There Were None, our ministry to 
former abortion workers. She used to be an abortion nurse. 
She lives about an hour and a half outside of Stillwater, and 
during casting she let me know she really wanted to be in-
volved in the movie. I contacted the directors and asked if she 
could play a part. They said, “How does she feel about play-
ing an abortion nurse since she used to be one?” I couldn’t 
imagine better casting, and Julie felt up to the part.

Seeing Julie and Dr. Levatino on the set together made 
me realize what scene they were filming— the ultrasound 
abortion that changed my life.

I felt a little anxious, not knowing what it would be like 
for me to relive that horrendous moment as it was reenacted 
before my eyes. It’s one thing to talk about it and relive it in 
your head. It’s a different thing to actually watch it play out.

“ACTION!”
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I watched “myself” enter the scene, and I could see the 
back of the ultrasound machine I’d be watching during the 
abortion. Dr. Levatino and nurse Julie were doing a great 
job— they set the tone for the room perfectly. Though they 
had no acting experience, they simply reenacted the real roles 
they’d played for years. The doctor explained to “Abby” that 
he preferred ultrasound- guided abortions and asked her to 
hold the ultrasound wand. Their patient lay on the table, 
and they began the abortion procedure.

I suddenly realized I was holding my breath, so I took 
some deep breaths. I really wanted to hold it together. I felt 
eyes on me. A ministry team was on set every day of filming. 
Their role was to pray over everything that was going on. 
Every morning they led a devotional with the cast and crew. 
Gabriel, one of the men on the prayer team, was watching 
me with concern on his face. I felt him put his hand on my 
shoulder. And Joe, who was running sound, was watching 
me, as was Meagan, my friend and assistant, just a few seats 
away. My eyes were drawn back to the screen.

There the actress was holding the wand just as I had on 
that day, watching the ultrasound screen. Of course, the ultra-
sound screen remained black as the cameras rolled, but the 
actress performed as if she were watching the abortion take 
place. I watched her face. It was becoming troubled, then 
clearly alarmed. Then I saw disgust and horror consume her.

My shock at the real ultrasound images I’d watched on the 
screen nine years before flooded my memory. I’d never before 
witnessed what goes on inside the womb during an abortion. 
First the image of that perfectly formed baby. Then the sight 
of it being violently twisted until it crumpled, sucked into the 
cannula until everything was gone. Only nothingness— an 
empty uterus left behind.
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Ashley abruptly rushed out of the room just as I had.
“Cut.”
I completely lost it. A shudder ran through me, and I began 

to sob. Joe immediately came over and wrapped his arms 
around me. I probably cried for at least five minutes as he 
held me. Then in a gentle voice he said, “When people see 
this, they’ll never be the same.”

Again, it was just what I needed to hear. I was able to stop 
crying and step back from Joe’s kind embrace.

I knew they were going to use a combination of real ul-
trasound images and CGI to re-create exactly what happens 
on an ultrasound screen during an abortion so the audience 
would see the truth for themselves. It was a bold decision 
by Chuck and Cary, and I supported it 100 percent. While it 
would be difficult to watch, it was an opportunity to let the 
horror of abortion speak for itself. I knew beyond a doubt 
that this scene would save lives. That thought infused me with 
strength. I knew I would be able to watch the retakes to come.

And so I did. After several retakes, they called a break, so 
I checked in with Dr. Levatino and Julie to see how they were 
doing. We comforted each other with assurances of this scene’s 
importance in saving lives. And then they did more retakes.

Dr. Levatino’s wife, such a sweet lady, was sitting beside 
me, and I could tell she was getting a bit emotional. I real-
ized that she was confronting, perhaps for the first time, the 
person her husband had been and the role he had played in 
the deaths of so many children— something she hadn’t seen 
for herself before. I put my hand over hers, and she grabbed 
it. The tension during those takes was visible on all our faces. 
It seemed to even be in the air.

“Okay. I think we’re good. I think we got it,” someone 
called out. I could feel relief wash over the entire set.
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I immediately walked over to Dr. Levatino, we hugged, 
and I said, “Are you okay?”

“I just did that for way too long,” he answered, emotional 
fatigue visible on his face and in his posture.

I then gave Julie a hug and said, “How about you? Are 
you okay?”

“Yes. I really wish I could say that I had not been that 
sort of nurse in the room. But that callousness, that is who 
we were.”

“Yes, it was,” I admitted.
That’s what made it all so painful. We weren’t filming a 

work of fiction. This scene was real. It had happened before 
my eyes and is still happening in abortion centers all over 
the world every day.

As I drove away from the set that evening, I thought about 
the images audiences were going to see on huge movie screens. 
I knew nobody was going to be able to watch that movie— 
prolife or pro- choice— and then walk out and say, “Well, I 
didn’t know.” Now they would know. If they walked out and 
said, “Still, I support abortion,” at least they clearly knew 
what they were supporting. They were going to walk out 
with the truth.

As I write these words, it has been close to a year since 
the movie Unplanned was released in theaters—a movie that 
helped pull back the curtain on the abortion industry and 
the reality of abortion. And it has now been ten years since 
I witnessed the horror of what really happened during the 
abortion in which I was holding the wand. Ten years since 
my dramatic conversion. Ten years since I walked out of that 
Planned Parenthood facility and desperately, clumsily, began 
following God’s lead in becoming an advocate for the un-
born. Over those ten years, I’ve seen God move in so many 
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mighty ways. He has brought the prolife movement so far. 
But there is so much further to go. So much left to be done! 
Those who value precious human life can no longer be com-
placent or dismiss what abortion is and how it hurts our 
women, our families, and our society.

I’ve not only seen how far God has brought the prolife 
movement, but I’ve also seen how far he has brought me, 
personally. It’s time to tell the story of what has been unfold-
ing these past ten years. Just as I did in the book Unplanned, 
it’s time for me to share new chapters of the story God has 
been writing in my own life. I am seeing what happens when 
God’s truth and mercy compel people to change— change 
their minds and their hearts. I am on the front lines. I am 
seeing conversion. I am seeing healing. I am seeing raw, un-
filtered mercy at work.

I’m concerned that, for some people, mercy may be only 
a vague theological word. But for me, it’s not. Mercy is the 
powerful, eye- opening force that rushed through me, evoking 
compassion for the unnamed child on the ultrasound screen 
that day. Mercy is the flood of relief and peace that later 
soothed the jagged edges of my tortured, guilt- ridden soul.

From my unique vantage point, I am a witness that God’s 
mercy is on the move. I’ve developed a passion to fan mercy’s 
flames and multiply its impact. My heart is burning to give 
testimony to what God’s mercy is accomplishing not only on 
the front lines of the prolife movement but also far beyond 
that— to wherever believers are responding to the hurt and 
shame and guilt and pain in our very broken world.

So, mercy is what this book is all about.
And when I say mercy, I’m not talking about some wishy- 

washy, namby- pamby, sentimental, look- the- other- way, wink- 
at- evil, whitewashing, feel- good self- talk. I’m talking about 
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the tenacious, gritty, powerful, ground- shaking, bone- rattling, 
life- transforming, soul- invading, life- giving, force- of- God’s- 
power- flooding- every- dark- and- shadowy- nook- and- cranny- 
of- the- heart kind of mercy.

I’m talking about fierce mercy.
Mercy is God’s divine, undeserved favor and compassion.
Fierce means marked by unrestrained zeal, intense, furi-

ously active, and highly determined.
It’s time for us all to dive into God’s fierce mercy.
To truly recognize it.
To fully receive it.
To generously give it.
When we fully immerse ourselves in God’s fierce mercy 

and commit ourselves to living in it, we dare to do what this 
world most needs— what is hard, what is right, and what 
is good. We dare to live out God’s compassion in bold and 
practical ways so that hearts are changed— like mine was.

When God spoke through the prophet Micah in the verse 
below, he told us in no uncertain terms how important a 
role mercy is to play in our lives. God wasn’t giving us a 
suggestion or a recommendation to love mercy. He made it 
a requirement!

I pray that as you read this book, you will leap at this op-
portunity to explore the life- changing, world- changing power 
of fierce mercy.

He has shown you, O mortal, what is good.
 And what does the Lord require of you?
To act justly and to love mercy
 and to walk humbly with your God.

Micah 6:8
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