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Conscientious parish clergy cannot often attend conferences these days: it is too difficult finding supply priests. It is a pity, because we miss valuable input and updating. Only the fact that I had a Ukrainian and a Zimbabwean priest staying in my two parishes allowed me to attend the Linacre Centre Conference on Bioethics at Strawberry Hill last week. 

The keynote address, which turned out to be the most inspiring and entertaining, was given by Fr Benedict Groeschel of the Franciscan Friars of the Renewal in the Bronx, New York. 


Two years ago he suffered a severe  accident when a car he was travelling in was hit by another vehicle. His injuries have made movement very difficult for him. As he jokingly said to me: “If you ever get hit by another vehicle, make sure it’s a truck, not just another car. Then at least you’ll go directly to purgatory, and not by a long deviation like me.”


The New York Times has called him three things, he told us. When he gave out turkeys to the poor, he was described as a “living saint.” On another occasion they referred to him as a “kindly bearded sage.” One a third occasion, after he had been jailed for a weekend for praying the Rosary outside an abortion clinic, he was called a “released terrorist.”


At the root of all religion is a sense of mystery and wonder, seldom better expressed than in these words of Albert Einstein: “My religion consists of a humble admiration of the illimitable superior spirit who reveals himself in the slight details we are able to perceive with our frail and feeble mind.” 


Yet we are also all tainted with the mystery of Evil. The worst evils are frequently committed by those who think they are acting in a justified cause. As Lenin, the Soviet revolutionary, said on his deathbed in 1924: 
“I have made a terrible mistake. Without doubt, it was necessary to free the oppressed masses. However, our methods resulted in other oppressions and gruesome massacres. You know I am deathly ill; I am beset by the feeling that I am lost in an ocean of the blood of innumerable victims… But there is no road back for us now. In order to save Russia we would need men like Francis of Assisi. With ten men like him, Rus’ would be saved.”

Elsewhere Einstein noted: “Science without religion is lame, religion without science is blind.”  


Science is morally blind: it must has to find moral values outside of itself, but if it chooses wrongly, the results can be disastrous. Take someone like Margaret Sanger, an utter racist who once referred to black Americans as “weeds to be pulled out.” She advocated that blacks, Latins and Jews be compulsorily sterilised or put in concentration camps on US soil. Yet she is honoured as the great pioneer of contraception.

In the world of psychotherapy  - Fr Groeschel’s specialist discipline - a 180 degree revolution is at present taking place. Recently the American Psychological Association, one of the world’s most secular bodies, stressed the need for virtue in the healthy human personality. And not simply virtue, but virtue indeed as defined by the ethical philosophers and religious leaders of humanity, including Plato, Aristotle, Confucius, the Bible, St Augustine and, at the top of the list, St Thomas Aquinas. This was a revolution like as if the KGB had started publishing the Diaries of St Faustina, he added, to peals of laughter.


Only God can give you a soul, and God doesn’t make mistakes. So every human being is wanted by God. A human life is the intrusion into the natural world of a human soul. 


The Christian Faith itself results from the intrusion of the Infinite into the world of Nature, as we call it: the Supernatural intrudes into the Natural.


In the Holy Mass there is that which is not merely human. It is where Eternity quietly touches our world, as also in the conception of a child, the administration of any Sacrament, the death of a human being. 

Archbishop Mario Conti of Glasgow and Bishop Donal Murray of Limerick both attended the Conference. Bishop Murray had opened proceedings by quoting the late Cardinal Winning, to the effect that the bioethics debate brings us “face to face with our philosophy of the common life, which is greatly flawed.”


Healthcare involves a relationship of vulnerable trust by the patient towards the medical professionals. Many of the most serious issues arise at the beginning and end of life when the patient is at their weakest, and cannot properly understand what is going on. 

Two principles from the philosopher Kant should be strictly adhered to. No human being shall be treated as a means to an end. No human life is without value.


Prof David Jones then spoke about the definition of the human person. Aristotle described man as a “rational animal”, and Boethius used the phrase “an individual substance of a rational nature.” 


The Church unpopularly insists that all human beings are human persons from conception until natural death, and should therefore be treated as full subjects of human rights.


However, in contemporary bioethics, it has become fashionable to treat of personhood as if it is a status which some human beings acquire and others do not. Elizabeth Anscombe once pointed out once that this was using the term “human person” with respect to the human being like the term “magnet “ with respect to a piece of iron. 


A piece of iron begins unmagnetised. However if it is magnetised, it becomes a magnet. Later it might be banged about and lose its magnetism, ceasing to be a magnet.

On this model, an embryo or foetus or baby would only become a “person” once it had reached the stage of, say, self-consciousness and a fairly rudimentary intelligence. Before this point it would fail the personhood test and thus have enjoy human rights. If a person started to suffer from dementia, or became comatose, he or she would cease to be a person, and forfeit any right to life etc.


However, modern bioethicists cannot agree what is necessary for human personhood. Some require only self awareness and intelligence. Others allege that until a child can express itself in speech, it is not a person – hence all newborns would be liable to infanticide, as would some adults with learning disabilities. Others would exclude from personhood all children until they reach the age of 16 and are reckoned “fully autonomous.”

All such theories treat human personhood as a qualification to be obtained, rather than as an intrinsic gift from the Creator, accepted from the beginning of life. 

Human non-persons are then relegated to a lesser rank of being, with less respect for their lives and health. Moreover, if the acquisition of personhood is treated like a qualifying examination, it is not clear why those who sail through with higher intelligence, strength or ability should not be accorded much higher status than those who merely scrape through.

This leads us along a path in which, far from treating all human beings as equal, because made in the image and likeness of God, we instead come perilously close to an aristocratic, elitist system, in which humanity is classed into different levels of ability, intelligence and strength. The lower castes are disposable, the upper castes are favoured. Any notion of democracy or equality fades, and the seeds of fascism are sown.

Dr Jones stressed that the equality and dignity of human beings and the value of the individual are concepts which come from our Jewish heritage, not from Aristotle and the ancient Greeks. While the Greeks honoured outstanding ability and invented a type of limited democracy, they also kept slaves, treated women as chattels and practiced infanticide of the weak. The notion that all human life is sacred comes directly from the God who made Himself a child.


The human person is never completely autonomous i.e. self-governing and independent, in the way many bioethicists suggest. The human person always exists within a network of relationships, which give life much of its meaning. Who we are to others is one of the most important things about us: son, daughter, mother, father, brother, sister, grandparent, cousin. Much of our identity lies in these relationships as part of the family and broader society. 


For this reason, the talk about “autonomous decision making” which is heard about in medical practice and from euthanasia advocates, can be very misleading. Hardly anyone makes decisions like an isolated atom, completely on their own. We are subject to pressures and persuasion, for better or for worse.

The other lectures covered subjects like the health of those with learning disabilities, experiementation on non-competent patients, the experience of euthanasia in Holland and Belgium, problems concerning the withdrawal of medical treatment, the debate over artificial hydration and nutrition, and the Mental Capacity Act 2005. 

It was heartening to find so many medics, lawyers, academics, research students and clergy debating these issues.  One hopes their deliberations will be more widely disseminated.

