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Protecting	 the	 Least	 of	 Among	 Us:	 	 The	 Enduring	 Universal	 Wisdom	 of	 the	
Church	on	Euthanasia	
	
[Keynote	Address	to	Canadian	Catholic	Bioethics	Institute	by	Gerhard	Cardinal	
Müller]	
	
First,	 I	 would	 like	 to	 thank	 the	 organizers	 of	 this	 event,	 the	
Canadian	Catholic	Bioethics	 Institute,	 including	 its	 leadership,	
staff,	 board	 members,	 and	 supporters,	 for	 inviting	 me	 to	
address	you	all	 this	 evening.	 	 I	would	also	 like	 to	 express	my	
gratitude	 for	my	brother	Archbishop	and	your	wonderful	and	
faithful	shepherd,	His	Eminence	Thomas	Cardinal	Collins.		Your	
work	and	witness	 in	promoting	and	defending	human	dignity	
through	 interdisciplinary	 ethics	 research	 is	 invaluable,	
particularly	 at	 this	 moment	 in	 your	 nation’s	 history	
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persuade	 Canadian	 citizens	 to	 take	 the	 necessary	 steps	 to	
reverse	 the	dangerous	 legal	error	of	your	Supreme	Court	and	
Parliament,	 and	 in	 the	 meantime,	 to	 protect	 the	 rights	 of	
conscience	of	health	care	providers	who	refuse	to	take	the	lives	
of	those	that	they	have	sworn	to	treat	and	comfort.	
	
To	 that	 end,	 I	 will	 proceed	 in	 the	 following	 way.	 	 First,	 I	 will	
offer	 a	 brief	 definition	 of	 euthanasia,	 and	 distinguish	 it	 from	
the	 withdrawal	 of	 life	 sustaining	 measures,	 which	 is	 both	
ethically	and	legally	distinct.		Next,	I	will	show	how	the	case	for	
euthanasia	 rests	on	demonstrably	 false	premises.	 	Then	 I	will	
offer	a	critique	of	the	case	for	legalizing	euthanasia,	first	briefly	
in	principle,	and	then	at	further	length	at	the	level	of	prudence.		
This	prudential	case	against	euthanasia	–	framed	at	the	level	of	
public	 policy	 –	 is	 the	 most	 potent	 argument	 for	 a	 pluralistic	
society	 and	has	 persuaded	numerous	 thoughtful	 people	 of	 all	
(and	 no)	 faith	 traditions	 across	 the	 political	 spectrum	 to	
oppose	its	legalization.		Having	thus	discussed	the	grave	harms	
posed	 by	 legal	 euthanasia	 to	 individuals	 and	 especially	
vulnerable	groups,	I	will	discuss	the	nature	and	importance	of	



3	
	

Euthanasia	Defined	and	Distinguished	
	
In	 matters	 of	 justice	 and	 morals,	 it	 is	 essential	 that	 we	 call	
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clear	 purpose	 of	 euthanasia	 is	 to	 kill	 the	 patient	 directly;	 to	
bring	about	his	or	her	death.		If	the	patient	
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Rebutting	 the	 Case	 for	 Euthanasia:	 	 Faulty	 Premises	 and	
Flawed	Anthropology	
	
Shortly,	 I	 will	 articulate	 the	 case	 against	 euthanasia	 and	
assisted	 suicide	 both	 in	 principal	 and	 in	 prudence,	 but	 first	 I	
would	 like	 to	 demonstrate	 that	 the	 arguments	 in	 support	 of	
these	 practices	 are	 unpersuasive	 even	 in	 their	 own	 terms,	 as	
they	are	grounded	in	flawed	premises	and	reflect	a	profoundly	
misguided	conception	of	human	beings	and	their	flourishing.	
	
There	 are	 several	 arguments	 made	 in	 favor	 of	 legalized	
euthanasia,	 but	 the	 two	 primary	 rationales	 are	 respect	 for	
autonomy	 and	 compassion	 for	 the	 suffering.	 	 Both	 rationales	
are	internally	incoherent	and	fatally	flawed.	
	
First,	 supporters	 of	 legal	 euthanasia	 argue	 that	 respect	 for	
autonomy	and	self	determination	entitles	individuals	to	choose	
the	 time	 and	 manner	 of	 their	 death,	 especially	 when	 faced	
suffering	 and	 profound	 dependence.	 	 Euthanasia	 advocates	
attempt	to	bolster	this	claim	by	asserting	that	this	is	a	decision	
that	 only	 affects	 the	 patient	 and	 doesn’t	 cause	 harm	 or	 even	
involve	anyone	else.		
	
The	first	thing	to	notice	about	this	argument	is	its	detachment	
from	the	reality	of	our	shared	life.	 	Human	beings	do	not	exist	
as	 atomized	 units	 whose	 actions	 are	 entirely	 limited	 to	 their	
own	 sphere	 of	 consequences.	 	 People	 exist	 in	 embedded	
relationships	 to	 others	 –	
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demonstrated	 that	 suicide	 can	 be	 “contagious”	 –	 causing	 an	
increase	in	the	incidence	of	suicidal	impulses	and	actions	in	the	
immediate	peer	group	and	community.	
	
More	deeply,	the	premise	that	the	suicidal	patient	himself	 is	in	
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as	 “complete.”	 	 What	 principle	 justifies	 the	 age	 limit	 in	
question?		Certainly	not	autonomy.	
	
In	 short,	 the	 population	 of	 people	 whose	 suffering	 or	
hopelessness	 leads	 them	 to	 desire	 suicide	 are,	 as	 a	 general	
matter,	 not	 operating	 at	 the	 fullness	 of	 their	 freedom.	 	 Thus,	
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suffering,	 thus	 justifying	 euthanasia.	 	 And	 the	 Dutch	 doctor	
who	 secretly	 euthanized	 the	 nun	 over	 her	 objections	 felt	
justified	by	compassion	in	doing	so.	
	
In	summary,	neither	the	grounds	of	autonomy	nor	compassion	
are	factually	or	conceptually	sufficient	to	bear	the	weight	of	the	
arguments	for	legalized	euthanasia.	
	
The	Wrong	of	Euthanasia	in	Principle	
	
The	 Catholic	 Church	 has	 long	 recognized	 that	
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Regrettably,	for	a	variety	of	reasons,	not	everyone	apprehends	
this	truth	about	the	inviolability	of	human	life	and	the	wrong	of	
euthanasia.	 	 But	 the	 good	 news	 is	 that	 even	 for	 those	 who	
support	 euthanasia	 in	 principle	 (by	 virtue	 of	 the	 misguided	
constructions	of	 freedom	and	compassion	noted	above),	there	
are	 prudential	 arguments	 against	 its	 legalization	 that	 are	
decisive	 in	 their	 persuasive	 force.	 	 It	 is	 to	 these	 arguments	 I	
now	turn.	
	
	
Objecting	 to	 Euthanasia	 in	 Prudence:	 	 The	 Inevitable	 Tragic	
Consequences	for	the	Weakest	Among	Us	
	
The	 Holy	 Father	 has	 noted	 that	 “assisted	 suicide	 and	
euthanasia	are	serious	threats	to	families	worldwide.”		In	this,	
he	joins	the	voice	of	our	Church	to	those	who	have	recognized	
that	 whatever	 one	 makes	 of	 the	 conceptual	 arguments	 for	
euthanasia,	 legalizing	 its	 practice	 is	 far	 too	 dangerous	 for	
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The	 committee	 recommended	 that	 assisted	 suicide	 and	
euthanasia	 should	 remain	 illegal,	 because	 decriminalizing	
these	practices	would	inexorably	lead	to:	grave	and	lethal	new	
forms	of	fraud,	abuse,	coercion	and	discrimination	against	the	
disabled,	 poor,	 elderly,	 and	 minorities;	 deadly	 forms	 of	
coercion	by	 insurers	 and	 faithless	 family	members;	 corrosion	
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all	persons	of	good	will	should	be	able	to	see	the	profound	and	
inevitable	 social	 harms	 that	 fall	 disproportionately	 on	 the	
weak	and	vulnerable	when	euthanasia	is	legalized.	
	
The	 goodness	 of	 a	 society	 can	 be	 measured	 by	 how	 well	 it	
treats	and	protects	its	weakest	and	most	vulnerable	members.		
Nations	that	legalize	euthanasia	fail	to	care	rightly	for	the	least	
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doctor	to	use	all	of	his	training,	education,	skill,	creativity,	and	
compassion	 to	 heal,	 or	 where	 this	 is	 not	 possible,	 to	 comfort	
the	patient,	 and	 to	accompany	him	 in	his	 suffering.	 	To	never	
abandon	the	patient.		To	“do	no	harm,”	as	the	Hippocratic	Oath	
enjoins.	 	 Thus,	 the	 sole	 orienting	 objective	 is	 to	 promote	 the	
good	 of	 the	 patient.	 	 The	 good	 of	 the	 patient	 in	 the	 medical	
context	is	health	and	wholeness,	as	discerned	by	the	physician,	
in	 light	 of	 his	 training,	 experience,	 and	 understanding	 of	 the	
patient’s	unique	circumstances	and	needs.			
	
To	 compel	 a	 doctor	 to	 parti
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I	would	like	to	conclude	by	thanking	you	all	for	your	work	and	
commitment	 to	 the	dignity	of	 every	human	 life	and	 the	art	of	
medicine	 rightly	understood.	 	While	 there	are	 currents	 in	 the	
culture	 and	 in	 the	 law	 that	 undermine	 the	 respect	 for	 the	
intrinsic	 and	 equal	 worth	 of	 every	 member	 of	 the	 human	
family,	 including	 especially	 the	 weakest	 and	 most	 vulnerable,	
we	 should	 take	heart	 in	 the	 fact	 that	 the	enduring	wisdom	of	
the	 Catholic	 Church,	 intelligible	 to	 all	 people	 of	 good	 will,	 is	
truer,	 and	 better,	 and	 more	 beautiful	 than	 any	 alternative.		
Share	 it	 lovingly	and	with	 the	serene	confidence	 that	 through	
the	Risen	Christ	and	the	intercession	of	his	Blessed	Mother,	all	
things	are	possible,	and	we	shall	prevail.	
	
	
	


