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Church offers clear guidance on 'right to die' 
Events making their way into the me

dia recently surfaced a number of ques
tions regarding Catholic teaching on an 
individual's "right to die." For clarity's 
sake, a few principles from the Roman 
Catholic tradition might help us all as 
we reflect on this matter. I arrange my 
own thoughts on this issue around a few 
key questions, and will use those to help 
organize this column, too. 

First: How is death brought about? 
On this, Catholics reject active eu

thanasia, suicide and assisted suicide. 
That means that we do not perform ac
tions intended to directly kill ourselves 
or others because we are sick or likely to 
die shortly. 

But rejecting this option does not 
mean that we embrace its opposite ex
treme, either. Thus, Roman Catholic tra
dition has never taken the position that 
people must be "kept alive" at all costs. 
For centuries we have recognized a pa
tient's right to refuse treatments in sit
uations when a proposed medical pro
cedure is likely to impose a burden 
beyond the help it is likely to offer. This 
can happen even when refusing a given 
treatment is likely to hasten death. 
Thus, we do "allow patients to die." 

Which brings us to a second orga
nizing question: 

Why do we allow patients to die? 
For centuries Roman Catholics have 

recognized a distinction between what 

the , 
moral 

life 

we have called "ordinary" and "extra
ordinary" means. This distinction has 
helped us to separate treatments that 
we ought to accept as obligatory from 
those that are only optional. Responsi-. 
ble moral decision-making means that 
we recognize an obligation to accept 
and use medical treatments that are like
ly to help us and prolong our lives. 

At the same time, however, we have 
long been aware that some treatments 
can impose real hardship on patients, 
such that the' burdens of receiving a 
treatment actually outweigh the help 
that it is likely to offer, In these cases pa-
dents or those acting on their behalf can 
refuse treatment. This is true even when 
such refusal is likely to hasten death. 

Many of those reading this column 
have probably weighed decisions like 
this regarding a loved one. We know 
that we have an obligation never to 
abandon another when he or she is sick. 

We.always have an obligation to care for 
those who are dying. 

But we recognize that sometimes wc 
simply cannot cure people. When that 
happens, we must weigh the potential 
benefits and burdens of treatments that 
are offered, acknowledging the very re
al limitations that characterize the hu
man condition. Ultimately, every single 
one of us will die. Sometimes, medical 
treatments actually serve to prolong 
someone's death rather than prolong
ing that person's life. 

We who live in the 20th century have 
a different relationship to death from 
that of our ancestors. We are likely to 
face decisions about our own care or the 
care and treatment of a loved one that 
will have tragic results. That this is so is 
simply another "fact of life." We are 
enormously fortunate to have a solid, 
centuries-old body of teaching to help 
us avoid the extremes of direct eu
thanasia on the one hand, and keeping 
people alive beyond the point when 
medical treatment will actually benefit a 
given patient. 

A third question asked about this is
sue is: Who decides? 

Obviously, whenever a patient is con
scious and competent and can make de
cisions for him or herself, that is pre
cisely where the decision rests. We all 
know better than anyone else our own 
histories, our own goals and values, the 

requirements of our relationships and 
commitments. We also know better than 
others what our attitude toward health 
is, and what we need in order to face 
death. Clearly, wc need to consult others 
and explore areas of our "unfrccdoms" 
as we make the critical decisions re
garding accepting and continuing with 
medical treatments when our health or 
our very lives are at stake. 

Nevertheless, few would dispute that 
the patient is the one to be charged with 
making decisions about his or her own 
care. In cases in which a patient is un
conscious or incompetent, a proxy must 
be appointed to take over this responsi
bility. Such cases require that the proxy 
make the decisions that the patient, 
were she or he competent, would be like
ly to make about her own care. 

In my opinion, Catholic teaching in 
this matter is truly wonderful because it 
is so "common sense." We recognize 
that sometimes the decisions we must 
make will, in fact, let death take its 
course. As Christians we are able to 
make even these serious decisions with 
the kind of confidence that comes from 
our abiding trust in human reasoning 
well-done, and our abiding faith in the 
resurrection that awaits us because of 
Jesus Christ. 
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Full of Life 

HOME & HEART OF PEN FIFED 
St. Ann's Community, Rochester's premier provider of Senior Services, is proud to announce 
the opening of their new Social Adult Day Center, located in the Parish Hall of Holy Spirit 
Church, 1355 Hatch Road at Plank Road. 

Home & Heart o/Penfield can benefit older adults with chronic illness, memory problems, 
depression, or social isolation. Caregivers also receive much heeded rest. 

Our range of services for $41.50 a day include: 
V Main meal at noon with nutritious snacks 
* Personal care and hygiene 
** Supervision and monitoring 
** Health promotion and wellness programs 
V Medication reminders 
** Religious and educational activities 
** Social and intergenerational activities . 
** Arts, crafts, and music 
^ Daytime respite and information for caregivers 

Transportation available at a special rate. 

FOR INFORMATION AND A PFRSONAL TOUR, PLFASK C ALL 

Home & Heart ofPenfield at 671-6290 or fax at 671-5902 
Come and experience the daytime friendship and professional care that 

Home & Heart of Penfield Adult Day Center has to offer! 

This COUPON entitles you to ONE FREE DAY including lunch 
(A $41.50 Value) Call 671-6290 

No Expiration Date Limit One Coupon per Family Introductory Offer 

tHbft'sInn 
"An Oid-JashiontdSummer Jamiky Resort' 

Since 1935 • 65th Season 
• The Family Resort on Fourth Lake 
• Open July 1 st thru Labor Day 
• Swimming, Boating. Golfing nearby 
• Rates from $85-$ 120 per day/per person 

(includes 3 meals daily) 
• Weekly and Family Rales, as well 

• All rooms with private baths 
• Sew! Housekeeping Cottages 

Located in the Central Adirondacks 
(65 miles north of exit 11. Utica, NY) 

Preseason: 315-733-2748 
Summer 315-357-2941 

S. Shore Rd. • PO Box 417-Jnlet, NY 13360 
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