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Life ethic calls for committing resources 
By Dr. Patricia Schoelles, SSJ 
Courier columnist 

I used to be quite suspicious of the 
phrase, "the consistent ethic of life." 

For one thing, in all my years of be
ing Catholic, I never encountered it 
until very recently. At first, I assumed 
it was some sort of modern religious 
fed and would soon go away. Upon in
vestigation of its origins, I later 
learned that Cardinal Joseph 
Bernardin of Chicago was responsi
ble for popularizing this saying and 
promoting the meaning behind it. 

For Cardinal Bernardin, the "con
sistent ethic of life" offers a way of say
ing that the very core of Catholic 
moral teaching lies in the dignity of 
the person. All of the precepts, prin
ciples and codes related to Catholic 
moral teaching are rooted in our fun
damental belief in the inherent dig
nity of people, created, redeemed, 
loved and sanctified by God. Because 
of this common foundation, the many 
issues that demean and threaten hu
m a n life are actually related, and 
should be seen as connected through 
their attack on this most fundamen
tal of all beliefs. 

Cardinal Bernardin urged Catholics 
to see the link between all the ways 
in which life is threatened in contem
porary society and to resist the forces 
of death and dirninishment in all their 
manifestations. He used the image of 
the "seamless garment" to suggest a 
single, structured response based on 
die dignity of die human person and 
directed against the many threats to 
life itself. 

But die consistent ethicoflife finds 
support and takes its roots from an 
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even more fundamental source than 
Cardinal Bernardin's words and im
ages. In die Second Vatican Council's 
document The Church in the Modern 
World, a strong passage from die "Re
spect for the Human Person" also 
links ways in which we need to sup
port life and resist death. The passage 
is from #27, and reads: 

"The varieties of crime are numer
ous: all offenses against life itself, such 
as murder, genocide, abortion, eu
thanasia and willful suicide; all viola
tions of the integrity of the human 
person, such as mutilation, physical 
and mental torture, undue psycho
logical pressures; all offenses against 
human dignity, such as subhuman liv
ing conditions, arbitrary imprison
ment, deportation, slavery, prostitu
tion, the selling of women and chil
dren, degrading working conditions 
where; people are treated as mere tools 
for profi t ra ther! thandxee and re

sponsible persons: all diese and the 
like are criminal: they poison civi
lization; and diey debase die perpe
trators more dian die victims and mil
itate against die honor of die creator." 

Many people might not automati
cally connect die issues of abortion, 
subhuman living conditions and de
grading working conditions. But diis 
document, from the highest teaching 
authority of our church, clearly states 
dial link for all to see. The link is made, 
ancLthe foundation for it is clear: we 
resist diese crimes because we confi-
dendy believe diat every single human 
person is created in die image of God 
and, for diat reason, merits our respect 
and deserves our protection. 

But that list of crimes can seem 
overwhelming, and we might be 
tempted t o ignore our own responsi
bility to resist die parts of modern cul
ture diat demean and direaten human 
life just because die task seems so big. 
Thus we need to simplify the task 
somewhat in order to claim some pow
er for ourselves and take up action on 
behalf of life. I like the example sug
gested in a letter die bishop of Shrews
bury, England, wrote to his people: 

"Abortion is now legal. That does 
not make it right. Life is a gift of God. 
We cannot create it. We can only trans
mit it. It is given to us to cherish and 
to use, not to stifle and to extinguish. 

"We recognize that, for one reason 
or another, a pregnancy can cause a 
problem, distress, shame, despair to 
some mothers. Perhaps, in our con
cern to uphold the sanctity oflife, we 
have failed to show sufficient practical 
concern for the mother-to-be who 
feels herself to be in an intolerable sit
uation: 

"The Diocese of Shrewsbury pub
licly declares its solemn guarantee. It 
is this: any mother to be, Catholic or 
non-Catholic, is guaranteed immedi
ate and practical help, confidentially 
and at no expense to herself, if, faced 
with the dilemma of an unwanted 
pregnancy, she is prepared to allow 
the baby to be born and not aborted. 
This help includes, if she wishes, the 
care for her baby after birth. All the 
resources of the diocese are placed 
behind this pledge." 

I don' t mean to suggest that this 
bishop's response is the single re
sponse to the single issue threatening 
life today. But I like the passage be
cause it presents an example of one 
thing we all have the ability to do on 
behalf of life: we can all take some of 
the resources we have at our disposal 
and put them at the service of life. 

I also like the bishop's response be
cause it is a practical and positive one. 
He doesn' t inflame the debate; he 
doesn't attack those who think dif
ferently than he does; he doesn't be
come negative; he doesn't neglect 
women for whom pregnancy can be 
an enormous burden. He does not 
deny the compassion Jesus showed to 
every person he ever encountered. 
And he does not deny the compas
sion that ought always to accompany 
Catholic action on life's behalf. 

All the bishop of Shrewsbury does 
is to put what resources he commands 
at the service of life. Whatever else 
the "consistent ethic of life" means, it 
means at least that: we are all called 
to put some of our own resources — of 
talent, time or money — in service of 
life and in opposition to the forces 
that endorse death in our society. 

Marriage and the Family in America Today 
A Catholic Response 

Four workshops 
with 

Dr. Henry McGinn is 

Friday June I Oth 7:00 I'M & Saturday .lime I Ith from 9:30 AM to 2:00 PM 
at St. Thomas the Apostle School Hall, 4536 St. Paul Blvd., Rochester 

Drawing upon recent Church teaching and his own rich experience in veais of counseling couples and 
with the Archdiocese or Miami. I)r McCiinnis will address the practical concerns of marriage and family 
in contemporary America $ 10 for all four sessions or $4 per session. 
For more information, contact the Irenaens Office at 342-4670 or David Iligbee 342-1901. 

FREE EDUCATIONAL SEMINAR 

WHICH LIVING TRUST IS 
BEST FOR YOU? 

FEATURED SPEAKER 

Norman J. Baratt, Attorney 
It's Not Just Probate Avoidance 

T'Over'lSSOO people have attended our 'Understanding Living Trusts' semL~\ 
nars. Now—a new breakthrough presentation designed to show how you 

I too can benefit from multi-generational planning with living trusts. | 
Choose From Six Sessions 

CALL 383-0300 FOR RESERVATION 
WHERE: DEPOT HOTEL (ACROSS THE TRACKS) 

33 Main Street, Pittsford 
WHEN: Monday - June 6th - 9-11 AM sr_2-4 PM^r 7-9 PM 

Tuesday - June 7th - 9-11 AM_or 2-4 PM or_7-9 PM 

Opening 
Director of Christian Formation 

Sacred Heart Parish 
Massena, New York 

Pre-K thru Adult 
Approx. 1800 families 
Experience required 

Open: July 1994 

Send resume, references, 
letter application to: 

MSGR. John Pendergast 
Sacred Heart Parish 

P.O. Box 329 
Massena, NY 13662 
(315)769-2469 

-" ' ' ' ' ' Let People 
• Know About 
: Your Parish 

Fest ivals , BBQ's 
& o t h e r Act iv i t i e s 

& Events 
A d v e r t i s e i n t h e 
Cathof i c C o u r i e r 
Every Thursday and Friday 
Our Subscribers Check Our 
Ads and Attend Parish 
Activities Around the Diocese 

Make Your Parish Fund Raisers 
A Success. For Information -
CaUjfe1hyWelish,at: 

"Last night when I visited my mother, she couldn't stop telling me how happy 

she is about living at the Gables. She's laughing again - and feeling in con

trol of her life." 

Experience a lifestyle that includes the convenience of housekeeping, the comfort of a 24-
hour staff, elegant dining service, the privacy of your own apartment, the security of personal 
care and the warmth of home. 

Rochester's Premier Luxury 
Rental Retirement Community 

2001 Clinton Ave South 
^ / A T BRIGHTON 461-1880 Rochester, NY 14618 
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