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~ CHAPTER SIX

 Suicide and Euthanasia

H ere is a story of the sort one 0ccas1onally reads in the newspa—
per. 1 A man named George Delury helped his wife of twenty-
two years, Myrna Lebov, to commit suicide. Ms. Lebov was suffering
from multiple sclerosis and near the end of her life was able only to
wash her face andthands, feed herself if the food had already been cut,
apply her makeup, and brush her teeth. In addition, her memory had
begun to be affected. When she asked her husband if he would help
her end her life, he reported that “I said, of course I'd help. I also said
in effect that I was astorushed she’d fought so hard and so long to
keep going. I would have quit a lot sooner.” ,

He learned that one of the medications hlS wife was takmg could
prove fatal if taken in a sufficiently large dose, so over several months
she cut back on her dosage, saving enough of the medicine to kill her-
self. Then on Independence Day they shared their traditional cele-
brative meal of chicken and wine, and he diluted the pills to providea
drinkable mixture. She drank it and was dead the next morning. “The
primary project in her life was to be independent,” Mr. Delury said,
and so she exercised that independence one last time on July 4. She

1. Carey Goldberg, “A Meal, a Bitter Potion, a Major Test of a Law,” The New York
Times, July 6, 1995, p. AL
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was, he said, a “considerate hero” — that is, an elderly person “who,
facing serious illness, says, ‘This money would be better spent else-
where.”

The story is actually not quite so simple or straightforward.
Delury was not as sympathetic a figure as many at first supposed, and
his wife’s decision to end her life may not have been as freely chosen
as he himself claimed. At any rate, having plea bargained and pled
guilty to a charge of attempted manslaughter (for which he served
four months in prison), Mr. Delury later admitted that he had actually
suffocated his wife with plastic bags because he did not think the
drugs would kill her quickly enough. He himself committed suicide in
2007. * ‘

Initially, however, the story seemed to be one of a woman whose
suffering would evoke our sympathy — and also our fears, since we
are uncertain what we would do in her circumstances. She is a
woman whose “primary project” in life is to be independent, a project
that surely calls for’scrutiny, however great our sympathy for her.
And her story, at least as it was told by her husband, invites us to con-
sider whether we might be obligated to act heroically at some point in
the future, ending our life in order to save resources that could be
better spent on others. This is the sort of case that still today makes
news, and it turns our attention to two considerations — autonomy
and suffering.

Christians have held that suicide is morally wrong because they
have seen in it a contradiction of our nature as creatures, an unwilling-
ness to receive life moment by moment from the hand of God without
ever regarding it as simply “our” possession. We might think of our-
selves as characters in a story of which God is the author. Dorothy L.

sayers ingeniously developed this analogy of artistic creation in The
Mind of the Maker. Of the “work” produced by the artist Sayers writes:

For the satisfaction of its will to life it depends utterly upon the
sustained and perpetually renewed will to creation of its maker.
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Suicide and Euthanasia

The work can live and grow on the sole cond1t10n of the maker s

untiring energy; to satlsfy its will to die, he has only to stop work-
ing. In him it lives and moves and has its being, and it may say to
him with literal truth, “Thnu art my life, if thou mthdraw [die”If
the unselfconscious creaturecould be moved to worship, its

thanks and praise would be clue not SO rnuch for any 1nc1dents of
its structure, but pnmarlly for 1ts bemg and 1dent1ty '

.....

trary to the nature he hrmself has glven them But at the same time
characters do not deterrmne the plnt nf thelr hfe S story, and it is a
contradiction of thelr very bemg if they attempt to bring the story to
its conclusion. We are dependent berngs and to thrnk otherwrse — 10

make 1ndependenffe nur pro; ect however srncerely ----1s to hve a he '
to ﬂy in the face o
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emotronal 111ness In such cases it 1s not a ratlonal undertakmg, and
we do not regard a person in such a state as a resp0n51b1e agent. But
there is no reason to deny the truth that suxcrde can sometimes be un-
dertaken by those who are not emotlonally ill and who are responsi-
ble for their actions. Such suicide has ab out it a Promethean quality, a

rejection of our status as creatures. Prec:lsely because this is true, it is

important to state that, contrary to what Christians have often be-
lieved, such rational suicide does not necessarily damn one. The sui-

cide dies, so to speak, in the moment of sinning, without opportunity o
to repent. But then, so may I be killed instantly in a car accident while

plotting revenge against an enemy of mine. God judges persons, not
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only individual deeds, and the moment in one’s life when a sinful
deed occurs does not determine one’s fate. Even if I try to reject God
and keep the light of his presence from my life, there is no guarantee
that my creaturely action will be able to overcome his authorial inge-
nuity. Thus, the psalmist wrltes e '

Whither shall I go from thy Splrlt?
Or whither shall I flee from thy presence?
If I ascend to heaven, thou art there! [
If I make my bed in Sheol, thou art there' L
If I take the wings of the mormng e
and dwell in the uttermost parts of the sea L
even there thy hand shall 1ead me e
~ and thy right hand shall hold r.ne e
If I say, “Let only darkness caver :me !, :
and the light about me be mght e

......
..............

even the darkness is not dark to thee,
the night is bright as the day,
for darkness is as llght W1th thee (Psalm 139 7-12) ’

""""""""""""""""""""""""""""
.......................

Ultimate judgments about the person are not, therefore, ours to
make, and we can condemn the act of suicide W1thout claiming to
render such a verdict.

What should be clear, though, is that Christians do not approach
~ this issue by first thinking in terms of a “right to life” or a “right to die
with dignity.” That is to say, we do not start with the language of inde-
pendence. Within the story of my life I have the relative freedom of a
creature, but it is not simply “my” life to do with as I please. I am able
to end it, of course, but am not free to do so without risking some-
thing as important to my nature as freedom: namely, the sense of my-
self as one who always exists in relation to God.

For a society as much in love with individual autonomy as ours,
this view may seem not only objectionable but also peculiar — and
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pecuharly rehglous As such it will seem to be sunply a qulrky wew o
~ held for private reasons by some people, but hardly a view that could
have any public standing. We have taken autonomy so for granted, ac-

cepted it so much as the natural state of affairs, that we have lost our
ability to questmn it or to see that e every bit as much as religion —

it also presupposes a metaphysic and a view of human nature. When,
in December, 1964, an official of the Cuban revoluuonary government

named Augusto Martinez Sanchez commltted su1c1de Fldel Castro s %
sued the following statement i e & o

We are deeply sorry for thls event although in accordance with

......

elemental revolutlonary prmmples we | eheve th1s conduct bya

revolutlonary is un;ustlﬁable auj‘lmpmper. ‘e We beheve that

To take an illustration much closer to home,' one of my students once
described her cousin’s suicide and its continuing effects on his family
by saying: “He didn’t just take his own life; he took part of theirs too.”
Such examples from the political and familial spheres suggest how
deceptive the language of autonomy may be. We do not have to ap-
prove Castro’s political aims to recognize that the lives of fellow citi-
zens may be bound together in such a way that all are aggrieved by
the death of one. And the familial example reminds us that our iden-
tity is not an individual achievement but is socially formed from the

very beginning. Christians simply extend that sociality of the selt —
believing that we exist always in relation to God, the author of ourbe-
ing who has authority over us. Not all will share that belief, of course,
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we should only care. To try to do moré ‘y selzlng elther of the ex-

......

tremes is always to give somethmg other or less than care. In the next
chapter we will look closely at the | roblem of treatment refusals, of
determining when it is permissible to cease the struggle against ill-
ness and death. In this chapter we concentrate on the temptation to
hasten the coming of death. A o

Why might we be tempted to ask for or offer euthanasia? Oneof
the reasons has already been suggested in the discussion of ' suicide: L
our commitment to autonomy or self-determination. I am tempted to .

don: Yale Umversntv Pl i ‘; il t
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believe that my hfe is my own to do with as [ please — and tempted to
believe that another s life is her own to do with as she pleases. A sec-

ond reasrm equally powerful and temptmg, is our desire to bring re-
lief to those who suffer greatly‘ i

Th ¢ argument for euthanasia rests
‘chleﬂy on these two pomts, ta en mther smgly or together.

Usually in the pubhc debates Of our society these two reasons

~are presented as a package, as 1f they must be taken together For the
present, that is, advocates of euthanasra (or as it is sometimes termed,

assistance in dymg) have tended to argue 1 that it should be permltted
only 1f the person euthanlzed was sufferlng greatly and (Whrle compe-

tlves however the fact is that sm'rply as a matter of Iogic he t"we
prongs of the argument Wlll gradually become 1ndep endent ef each

.....
.....

other? .. .

1If self-determmatmn is trul s0 srgmﬁcant that we have a right
to help in ending our life, then how can we insist that such help may
rightly be offered only to those whe are suffermg greatly? Others who
are not suffermg may st111 find life meamngless the game not worth
the candle. They too are autonomous, and, if autonomy is as impor-
tant as the argument claims it is, then their autonomous requests for
euthanasia should also be honored, even if they are not suffering
greatly. Similarly, if the suffering of others makes so powerful a claim
upon us that we should kill them to bring it to an end, it is hard to be-
lieve that we ought to restrict such merciful relief only to those who
are self-determining, who are competent to request it. Surely, fully au-
tonomous people are not the only human beings who can suffer
greatly. Thus, from both directions, from each prong of the argu-
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ment, there will be pressure to expand the class of candidates for eu-
thanasia. Those who suffer greatly but cannot request relief and those
who request help even though their physical pain is not great will be-
gin to seem more suitable candidates. That is, in fact, the logic of the
argument currently being played out m our public policy disputes.
‘Whatever the outcome of arguments in the public sphere, of
course, Christians must form thelr own views. If assisted suicide and
euthanasia continue to become mcreasmgly accepted we must dis-
sent from that attitude. For neither prong of the argument in support
of euthanasia grows out of Christian conviction. The autonomy argu-
ment has already been taken up in this chapter s discussion of suicide,
‘where we noted its defective, mdwlduahstlc understandmg of the hu-
man person but that does not exhaust the argument J dlfﬁcultles For

and in oneself Because however we are mchned to overemphamze
our freedom and forget the hrmts of ¢ our ﬂmte ccnd1t10n inclined to

forget that life comes to us as a glft deeth becomes the great re-
minder of those limits. In The Death of Ivan I ych Tolstoy powerfu]ly
captures Ilych’s surprise that he — and not ]USt others — should
come up against this limit, that his own existence should be included
in the truth that all men are mortal. But try as we may to forget it,

death is the starkest reminder of our limits. It is, therefore, a peculiar
moment at which to attempt to seize ultimate control of our life and
pretend that we are mdependent self-creators. That is simply one last
way of living a lie. ,

Moreover, euthanasia is not simply an extension of personal au-
tonomy; it is not simply “nonintervention” in another person’s pri-
vate choice. On the contrary, because it requires the participation of
at least one other person, it becomes a communal act, involving the
larger society and giving its approval to an act of abandonment. If it
becomes a permissible and acceptable practice, have our freedom and
independence been enhanced? In one sense no doubt they have, since
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we are given a new option, the option to die (with help) when we L

wish. But it is also true that the pressure will build to exercise this op-
tion, to be the “considerate hero” who does not stay alive too long us-
ing resources that might better be spent elsewhere. If and when eu-
thanasia receives social approval What looks like more freedom is

likely to turn out to be less. In short there are good reasons not to ac-
quiesce in the autonomy al‘gument . A

Christians are, ] suspect, more hkely to be drawn to the argu-
ment that describes euthanasia as compasswnate relief of suffering.
And, to be sure, we all know the fear of suffermg and the frustration
of being unable to relieve it fully in those whom we love. The- princi-
ple that govems Chrlstla:o compass:ton however is not ‘minimize
suffering.” It is “maximize care ' Were our goal only to minimize suf-
fering, no doubt we could sometlmes acleve it most effectlvely by
eliminating sufferers. But then we refuse to understand suffermg as a
significant part of human hfe that can have meamng or purpose. We
should not, of course, pretend that suffermg in itself is a good thing,
nor should we put forward claims about the beneﬁts others can reap
from their suffering. Jesus in Gethsemane — who shrinks from the
suffering to come but accepts it as part of his calhng and obedience
— should be our model here. The suffering that comes is an evil, but
the God who in Jesus has not abandoned us in that suffering can
bring good from it for us as for Jesus. We are called simply to live out
our personal histories — the stories of which God is author — as
faithfully as we can. , 0

Our task, therefore, is not to abandon those who suffer but to
“maximize care” for them as they live out their own life’s story. We
ought “always to care, never to kill.” And it has, in fact, been pre-
cisely our deep commitment not to abandon those who suffer that

has, in large measure, been a powerful motive force in the develop-

£ Cop “Alurave ta Care Never ta Kille A Declaration on Futhanasia ” First Thinegs, .
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“ment of modern medicine. Our continuing task is not to eliminate
sufferers but to find better ways of dealing with their suffering. If we
cannot always fully relieve the suffering, we must remember that even
God does not really “solve” or take away the problem of suffering;
rather, God himself lives that problem and bears it. His way is stead-

fast love through suffering, and it is the mystery of God’s own being

and power that this truly proves to be the way to maximize care for
all who suffer. . .

Christian physicians Wlll have theu' own speaal reasons as phy-
sicians to refuse involvement in the practlce of euthanasia. They have
found in medicine what we all seek — - work that can truly be under-
stood as a calling. Knowing themselves to be whole only by the grace
of God, they can seek to 1rnpart a small measure of wholeness —
healing and health — to their patlents For several millennia the tra-
dition of Western medicine has followed the Hippocratic Oath’s in-
junction not to “give a deadly drug to anybody if asked for it, nor.
make a suggestion to this effect.” But physicians swim daily in a sea
of human suffering, and they may be especially tempted, when all
else has failed, to eliminate suffering by eliminating the sufferer.
Christian physicians, who understand their life as response to the
grace God has extended to them in their perishing condition, should,
in William F. May’s words, be set free “from the need to avoid ties to
the perishing.””

It should therefore become part of their calling — at least in this
time and place — to bear witness to all of us that suffering and death
“are real but not ultimate; [and that] they do not speak the last word
about the human condition.” Good physicians will know the limits
of their art, and they can help us avoid the notion that there is any ul-
timate “technological fix” for the fundamental human problems of

7. William F. Mav, The Physician’s Covenant (Philadelphia: Westminster Press,
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