STATEMENT ON EUTHANASIA

The Catholic Church is deeply concerned about renewed calls to legalize euthanasia. At a time when palliative care is increasingly able to ease the suffering of the terminally ill, we should compassionately keep doing all we can to relieve pain, without damaging basic human values. Patients already have the right to refuse overly burdensome means of prolonging life; euthanasia, in which the specific intention is to cause death, is quite different and its legalization crosses a perilous line. 

It has been rightly pointed out that even voluntary euthanasia, once legalized and socially accepted, would create subtle pressures on the aged and the sick to take this option for the sake of their family; and that legitimizing killing by doctors and nurses would radically distort the life-protecting ethos of the medical profession on which society has long securely relied.

These dangers point towards the fundamental wrong in authorizing the deliberate destruction of innocent human beings. Every person is equally precious and valuable simply in his or her life and existence, in being a unique human individual, and this preciousness is not lost because of suffering or terminal illness. Our society has rightly recognized that the value of the human person must be protected absolutely, consistently rejecting the legitimacy of homicide, and acknowledging this as a basic tenet of law, civilization, equality and human rights. Once our society accepts that a human life can become worthless, we poison our attitude to all human life, with unforeseeable consequences.

Supporters of euthanasia appeal to the need to respect the autonomy of the patient who requests death. However, respect for autonomous choice is itself grounded on respect for the value of the person making the choice; if, by killing, we close our eyes to the absolute preciousness of the person in his or her living reality, we undermine the very reason we respect autonomy in the first place. When a patient’s choice runs counter to the inherent value he or she has as a living person, it has gone beyond the limits within which it makes sense for others to help carry out that choice.

A person does not need to believe in God to recognize the preciousness of every human life and the evil of legalizing euthanasia: this is not a case of forcing religious values on the whole of society. As a parallel, when the Church speaks up for peace or for helping the poor, no-one sees this as violating the secular nature of society, because like respect for life, these are values which can be appreciated by people of any or no faith.

I urge our medical profession, our lawmakers and our society to do everything possible to maintain our respect for human life, and to reject euthanasia.

2010.

