Euthanasia: Church Teaching

     Euthanasia, literally “happy or good death” means “an act or method of causing death painlessly, so as to end suffering.” There are two basic types:

a. Active (positive or direct) euthanasia: The directly willed inducement of death for merciful reasons. (This is the term most people mean when they use the word euthanasia.) This is forbidden by the church.
b. Passive (negative or indirect) euthanasia: Allowing oneself or another to die; for example, when the person is terminally ill, where there is no obligation to continue life-support systems, and where there is no reasonable hope for recovery. This is confusing because most people mean active euthanasia, not this passive euthanasia, when they are debating this issue.

Church teaching:

1. Life is sacred. Each person has basic dignity because he or she is a child of God made in God’s image. No one has an absolute right over his or her life. We belong to God and to each other.

2. We must take all ordinary means to preserve life. Individuals and society must do all that is reasonably necessary to preserve and safeguard God’s gift of human life. However, we are not obligated to use extraordinary means to prolong life when there appears to be no hope for the individual. (However, we may use extraordinary means if we wish to do so.) Gerald Ford, SJ, describes ordinary means and extraordinary this way:

a. ordinary means: “not only normal food, drink, and rest but all medicines, treatments, and operations which offer a reasonable hope of benefit and which can be obtained and used without excessive pain or other inconvenience”;

b. extraordinary means: “all medicines, treatments, and operations, which cannot be obtained without excessive expense, pain, or other inconvenience, or which, if used, would not offer a reasonable hope of benefit.”1
Ordinary means would also include any means necessary to ease pain and discomfort, and to assist the patient in being lucid and alert.

Extraordinary means would be very costly, very unusual, very painful, very difficult, very dangerous, or would achieve very little good in the long run.

3. We may not directly kill a person. In other words, active euthanasia is immoral. “Whatever is opposed to life itself, such as any type of murder, genocide, abortion, euthanasia, or willful self-destruction, whatever violates the integrity of the human person, such as mutilation, torments inflicted on body or mind, attempts to coerce the will itself; whatever insults human dignity, such as subhuman living conditions, arbitrary imprisonment, deportation, slavery, prostitution, selling of women and children; as well as disgraceful working conditions, where (people) are treated as mere tools for profit rather than as free and responsible persons; all these things and others of their like are infamies indeed. They poison human society, but they do more harm to those who practice them than those who suffer from the injury. Moreover, they are a supreme dishonor to the Creator” (Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern World, No. 27).

4. A person has the right to meet a natural death in peace. We are not obligated to use extraordinary means to maintain life at any cost. Christian faith holds that death is not the end of human existence; rather, it is a transition to a new, glorious life with the risen Lord. Christians also believe that the evil of suffering can be transformed into something good when it is joined to the redemptive suffering of the Lord Jesus.
Application Questions:

1. Suppose a woman discovers a lump in her breast. Is she obligated to have it examined?
2. Does a man dying of acute leukemia have to participate in experimental treatments to prolong his life?
3. Discuss whether heart transplants should be considered ordinary or extraordinary means.
4. Would administering a drug to stop a suffering person’s breathing be considered active or passive euthanasia?
5. Let’s say a patient were comatose for two years, supported by a respirator. Would it be active euthanasia to take the person off the machine?
6. Read over the quotation from Vatican II given above. Would it be moral to use torture to extract information from a proven traitor?
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