
AUTONOMY & AGONY AT THE MARGINS OF LIFE
LIVING FAITH: EVERYDAY ETHICS FOR ORDINARY CHRISTIANS







Theological Anthropology



What a Human Being IS



What a Human Being IS 
What a Human Being is FOR
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ESSENCE 
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PURPOSE
MIND & BODY
SPIRIT & FLESH
ANIMAL & PERSON
BIOLOGY & PSYCHOLOGY



COMMITMENTS  (ABSOLUTISM)
CONSEQUENCES 

(CONSEQUENTIALISM) CHARACTER   (EUDAIMONISM)
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 BECAUSE THE CURRENT AVAILABLE LANGUAGE  
    IS INADEQUATE, MORALLY LOADED, OR BOTH,  
         I HAVE COINED THE TERM “PRENATE”… 
          FROM CLINICAL AND EMOTIONALLY- 
            DETACHED SCIENTIFIC TERMS…TO  
           EMOTIONAL AND MORALLY-LADEN  
         TERMS…OUR WORDS ARE CHARGED.

— Rebecca Todd Peters  (Trust Women, 5)



REORIENTING & REFRAMING:
‣  Justificatory Paradigm  (Presumed Guilt)

‣  Procreative Presumption  (“Opt-Out”)

‣  PRIM Exceptions (Prenatal Health,  
    Rape/Incest, Maternal Health/Life)

‣  Motherhood as Sociomoral Obligation



REORIENTING & REFRAMING:
‣  Reproductive Justice Paradigm

‣  Unitive Presumption  (“Opt-In”)

‣  Holistic Considerations (Vocation,  
    Family Situation, Medical Care, Resources)

‣  Motherhood as Sociomoral Vocation
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 THE USE OF CHOICE RATHER THAN ABORTION  
  IS AN ATTEMPT AT LINGUISTIC TRANSFORMATION  

THAT TRIES TO AVOID THE REALITY OF ABORTION,     
    BECAUSE MOST PEOPLE DO NOT WANT TO USE  
         THAT DESCRIPTION. SO, INSTEAD OF  

                 ABORTION, ANOTHER TERM IS USED,  
                     SOMETHING LIKE TERMINATION OF 
                        PREGNANCY.

— Stanley Hauerwas  (“Abortion Theologically Understood,” 610)





IN BOTH OF THESE CASES, AND  
IN OTHERS I HAVE KNOWN, THE 
WOMAN HAS HAD AN ABORTION  
NOT BECAUSE SHE WAS  
EXERCISING FREE CHOICE  
BUT BECAUSE SHE FELT  
SHE HAD NO CHOICE.
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PRE/NEONATAL CARE

CHILDCARE / PRESCHOOLECONOMIC SUPPORT

FAMILY LEAVE

LOVE / ABUNDANCE
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AUTONOMY & AGONY AT THE MARGINS OF LIFE
‣ Living Faith: Everyday Ethics for ordinary Christians



AUTONOMY & AGONY AT THE MARGINS OF LIFE
‣ Living Faith: Everyday Ethics for ordinary Christians

‣  EUTHANASIA: Medical Practitioner Efficient Cause of Death

TERMINOLOGY & DEFINITIONS:
‣  PASSIVE EUTHANASIA: Caused by Inaction  (Pulling Plug)

‣  ACTIVE EUTHANASIA: Caused by Action  (Pushing Drug)

‣  VOLUNTARY EUTHANASIA: Consent / Directive

‣  NON-VOLUNTARY EUTHANASIA: Incapacity / Proxy

‣  IN-VOLUNTARY EUTHANASIA:  Absent Consent





FORMAL CAUSE:  OVERALL DESIGN & PLAN (HOW)



FINAL CAUSE:  OVERALL END / AIM / MOTIVATION (WHY)



EFFICIENT CAUSE:   AGENT (WHO)



MATERIAL CAUSE:  SUBSTANCE / MATTER EFFECTS AIM/END  (WHAT)





EFFICIENT CAUSE:   DOCTOR / NURSE

MATERIAL CAUSE:   PATHOLOGY

FINAL CAUSE:   RELIEVING SUFFERING

FORMAL CAUSE:   TERMINATING HUMAN LIFE  (DEATH)
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MATERIAL CAUSE:   PHARMACOLOGY  =  KILLING

MATERIAL CAUSE:   PATHOLOGY  =  LETTING DIE



MATERIAL CAUSE:   PHARMACOLOGY  =  KILLING

MATERIAL CAUSE:   PATHOLOGY  =  LETTING DIE

Physician Assisted Suicide …… Medical Aid in Dying





Details a comprehensive set of 
provisions to ensure this is a 
free choice without coercion

Motivation for this Bill is compassion

Gives people with terminal illness or 
grievous irremediable medical condition 

option of requesting assisted dying

A person who dies as result 
of provision of assisted dying 

is taken for all purposes to 
have died as if assisted dying 

had not been provided





AUTONOMY & AGONY AT THE MARGINS OF LIFE
LIVING FAITH: EVERYDAY ETHICS FOR ORDINARY CHRISTIANS





RIGHTS PAST REASON:
‣  NON-VOLUNTARY EUTHANASIA

‣  AUTONOMY:  LEADING OWN LIFE 

‣  DIGNITY:  NON-HUMILIATION

‣  BENEFICENCE:  BEST INTERESTS

‣  NON-PATERNALISM:  RESPECT



LOSS OF AUTONOMY:   LACK OF CONTROL

LOSS OF DIGNITY:   SHAMEFUL DEPENDENCE

PAIN & SUFFERING:   PHYSIOLOGICAL / PSYCHOLOGICAL



   WE MARK THEIR CONTINUED MORAL STANDING,   
     AND WE AFFIRM THE IMPORTANCE OF THE LIFE  
      THEY HAVE LIVED, BY INSISTING THAT NOTHING  
      BE DONE TO OR FOR THEM THAT, IN OUR  
     COMMUNITY’S VOCABULARY OF  RESPECT,  
      DENIES THEIR DIGNITY. SO HERE IS YET MORE  
                PROOF OF THE DOMINATING GRIP OF THE  
                    IDEA THAT HUMAN LIFE HAS INTRINSIC  

             AS WELL AS PERSONAL IMPORTANCE  
                      FOR HUMAN BEINGS.





HEALTH MINISTER ELSE BORST DECLARED  
A RIGHT TO DIE FOR THOSE ELDERLY  
“WHO ARE BORED STIFF BUT, ALAS, NOT 
BORED TO DEATH.” THE DUTCH MEDICAL 
ASSOCIATION ASKED TO EXPLORE  
THE ROLE OF PHYSICIANS WITH  
PATIENTS WHO “SUFFER FROM  
LIFE” WHOSE WISH TO DIE IS  
NOT BASED ON MEDICAL ILLNESS.





In 30 years, the Netherlands has moved from 
euthanasia of people who are terminally ill, to 

euthanasia of those who are chronically ill; from 
euthanasia for physical illness, to euthanasia for 

mental illness; from euthanasia for mental illness, 
to euthanasia for psychological distress or mental 

suffering—and now to euthanasia simply if a 
person is over the age of 70 and “tired of living.”

“Suffering From Life”





NORMALIZATION OF THE ACRONYM “MAID”  
[MEDICAL ASSISTANCE IN DYING] AS A WAY  
OF REFERRING TO THE PROVISION OF  
ASSISTED DYING IN CANADA, TOGETHER  
WITH THE POSITIONING OF THE  
PRACTICE AS MERELY ANOTHER CARE  
OPTION AT THE END OF LIFE, HAS  
CLEARLY CONTRIBUTED TO THE  
PROCEDURE’S ACCEPTANCE.

— Anna Elsner, et al  (“Language Matters,” 5)



  THESE TERMINOLOGICAL DIFFERENCES THEREBY ALSO  
  REFLECT PERSISTENT DIFFICULTIES IN REACHING   
 BROAD AGREEMENT ABOUT EXACTLY WHAT IS AT STAKE:  
       NOT ALL PATIENTS AND THEIR FAMILIES EXPERIENCE  
         ASKING FOR HELP IN DYING AS “SUICIDE”; NOT ALL  
           CITIZENS CAN ACCEPT THAT RECEIVING HELP TO  
             END ONE’S LIFE IS ANYTHING BUT “SUICIDE.”  
              PART OF THE CHALLENGE FOR POLITICAL  
             ACTORS IS THEREFORE CHOOSING LANGUAGE  
           THAT ATTENUATES, RATHER THAN AGGRAVATES,  
            THESE DIFFERENCES.

— Anna Elsner, et al  (“Language Matters,” 6)



      EUPHEMISM IS   
     PHRASEOLOGY   
    USED IF ONE WANTS   
   TO NAME THINGS   
  WITHOUT CALLING UP  
 PICTURES OF THEM.





Details a comprehensive set of 
provisions to ensure this is a 
free choice without coercion

Motivation for this Bill is compassion
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Prenatal Health



Prenatal Health
I really liked the way the cardiologist talked about the baby.

She would say “your son…he…him”

Talked about him like a real person
Again, & again,& again “baby”



Prenatal Health

This is how the medical establishment, the baby 
industry, and pro-life lobby have been training people 
to think about pregnancy, gestation, and prenatal life

Like Margaret, all fourteen women referred 
to their prenates as their “baby”…but it was 
clear that what “baby” meant to them had a 
variety of meanings



Prenatal Health

This is how the medical establishment, the baby 
industry, and pro-life lobby have been training people 
to think about pregnancy, gestation, and prenatal life

Like Margaret, all fourteen women referred 
to their predates as their “baby”…but it 
was clear that what “baby” meant to them 
had a variety of meanings

The grief and pain that women feel when 
they terminate unwanted pregnancies 

has been shown to be very similar to the 
experience of perinatal death

I think of it as a death of a child







                  MY OPPOSITION TO ABORTION RELIES ON THE  
                      PREMISE THAT THE FETUS IS A HUMAN BEING  
                        FROM THE MOMENT OF CONCEPTION. THE  
                         PREMISE IS ARGUED FOR, BUT, AS I THINK,  
                          NOT WELL.…I AM  INCLINED TO AGREE,   
                         HOWEVER, THAT THE PROSPECTS FOR  
                       "DRAWING A LINE" IN THE DEVELOPMENT OF  
                     THE FETUS LOOK DIM. I AM INCLINED TO  
                              THINK ALSO THAT  WE SHALL PROBABLY  
                                       HAVE TO AGREE THAT THE FETUS  
                                         HAS ALREADY BECOME A HUMAN  
                                           PERSON WELL BEFORE BIRTH. 





                I HAVE BEEN ARGUING THAT NO PERSON IS  
                      MORALLY REQUIRED TO MAKE LARGE  
                        SACRIFICES TO SUSTAIN THE LIFE OF   
                          ANOTHER WHO HAS NO RIGHT TO  

                  DEMAND THEM…I DO NOT ARGUE THAT  
                   ABORTION IS ALWAYS PERMISSIBLE.… 

               I AGREE THAT THE DESIRE FOR THE          
            CHILD'S DEATH IS NOT ONE WHICH ANYBODY  
                     MAY GRATIFY, SHOULD IT TURN OUT TO  
                              BE POSSIBLE TO DETACH THE  
                               CHILD ALIVE.
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     NOT ADMINISTERING  ≈  ADMINISTERING 

                                

PARALLEL MEANS

IDENTICAL ENDS



FINAL CAUSE:   INHERIT FATHER’S WEALTH  (END)

FORMAL CAUSE:   TERMINATING FATHER  (MEANS)

MATERIAL CAUSE:   POISON

EFFICIENT CAUSE:   POISONING SON



THE RESULT IS THE SAME FOR EACH:  
DEATH. BUT THE AIM OR PURPOSE  
IS QUITE DIFFERENT. WHEREAS THE  
SUICIDE AIMS AT HIS DEATH, THE  
MARTYR AIMS AT FAITHFULNESS  
TO GOD.…BOTH RECOGNIZE IN  
ADVANCE THAT THE RESULT OF THEIR  
CHOICE AND ACT WILL BE DEATH.  
BUT THE MARTYR DOES NOT  
AIM AT DEATH.



IS ACTION 
INTRINSICALLY 

EVIL?
NO IS “EFFECT” 

ENDS OR 
MEANS?

NO IS EFFECT 
“INTRINSIC 

CERTAINTY”
NO



MATERIAL CAUSE:   PHARMACOLOGY

MATERIAL CAUSE:   PATHOLOGY





  THE ACTIONS ARE MORALLY EQUIVALENT,  
      SINCE I THINK THAT THE FOLLOWING GENERAL  
      PRINCIPLE—WHICH MAY BE REFERRED TO AS  
      THE MORAL SYMMETRY PRINCIPLE—IS SOUND.  
     …OTHER THINGS BEING EQUAL, IT IS JUST AS  
             WRONG TO INTENTIONALLY REFRAIN FROM  
                            ADMINISTERING AN ANTIDOTE  

                      AS IT IS TO ADMINISTER THE  
                        POISON, PROVIDED THAT THE  
                         SAME MOTIVE IS OPERATIVE.



       MORALLY EQUIVALENT  
       MORAL SYMMETRY  
      
      OTHER THINGS BEING EQUAL  

                            NOT ADMINISTERING   
                            ≈ ADMINISTERING 

                                 SAME MOTIVE

IDENTICAL EVALUATION

NO RELEVANT 
SITUATIONAL 
DIFFERENCES

PARALLEL 
MEANS

IDENTICAL 
ENDS



FORMAL CAUSE:   TERMINATING FATHER  (MEANS)

MATERIAL CAUSE:   POISON

EFFICIENT CAUSE:   POISONING SON

FINAL CAUSE: INHERIT FATHER’S WEALTH (END)





THE RESULT IS THE SAME FOR EACH:  
DEATH. BUT THE AIM OR PURPOSE  
IS QUITE DIFFERENT. WHEREAS THE  
SUICIDE AIMS AT HIS DEATH, THE  
MARTYR AIMS AT FAITHFULNESS  
TO GOD.…BOTH RECOGNIZE IN  
ADVANCE THAT THE RESULT OF THEIR  
CHOICE AND ACT WILL BE DEATH.  
BUT THE MARTYR DOES NOT  
AIM AT DEATH.
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IS ACTION 
INTRINSICALLY 

EVIL?
NO IS “EFFECT” 

ENDS OR 
MEANS?

NO IS EFFECT 
“INTRINSIC 
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Foreseen (Likely) Possibility

INEVITABILITY
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GOOD / JUST > 
BAD / UNJUST



IS ACTION 
INTRINSICALLY 

EVIL?
NO IS “EFFECT” 

ENDS OR 
MEANS?

NO IS EFFECT 
“INTRINSIC 

CERTAINTY”

YES

NO ON BALANCE 
GOOD / JUST > 
BAD / UNJUST

Permissible Action

Excusable Effect



    WE MIGHT SUGGEST THAT THE ACT OF  
       EUTHANIZING BE REDESCRIBED IN TERMS  
        OF THE MOTIVE OF MERCY. WE COULD  
         DESCRIBE THE ACT NOT AS KILLING BUT AS  
        RELIEVING SUFFERING.…ONLY BY REFUSING  
       TO REDESCRIBE THE AIM OF THE ACT IN TERMS  
     OF ITS MOTIVE DO WE KEEP THE MORAL ISSUE  
   CLEARLY BEFORE US. THAT ISSUE IS WHETHER  
    OUR MORAL EVALUATION OF THE ACT SHOULD  
             DEPEND SOLELY ON THE AGENT'S AIM OR  
                  WHETHER THAT EVALUATION MUST  
                    ALSO INCLUDE THE MOTIVE.



                              NOT KILLING  
       REDESCRIBED  
                               RELIEVING SUFFERING 

                                AIM 
           EVALUATION  
                                MOTIVE



                        ENDS JUSTIFY MEANS 
                                

      CONSEQUENTIALISM 
       ROAD TO HELL PAVED WITH GOOD INTENTIONS 



THE IMPORTANT QUESTION IS WHETHER THE 
PRAISEWORTHY MOTIVE OF RELIEVING SUFFERING 
SHOULD SO DOMINATE OUR MORAL REFLECTION  
THAT IT LEADS US TO TERM THE ACT 'RIGHT.'  
I WANT TO SUGGEST THAT IT SHOULD NOT, AT  
LEAST NOT WITHIN THE PARAMETERS OF CHRISTIAN 
BELIEF. …TO REDESCRIBE THE MOTIVE IN TERMS OF 
THE ACT'S AIM, TO ATTEMPT TO INCULCATE A VISION 
OF THE WORLD IN WHICH LOVE COULD NEVER 
EUTHANIZE, IS THEREFORE NOT ONLY PERMISSIBLE 
BUT NECESSARY FOR CHRISTIANS.



AT LEAST FOR CHRISTIAN 
VISION, THE FUNDAMENTAL 
IMPERATIVE IS NOT "MINIMIZE 
SUFFERING" BUT "MAXIMIZE 
LOVE AND CARE"


