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The debate over the so-called right to "die with dignity" is intensifying in many western
countries - including Canada.
Euthanasia is the deliberate killing of someone by action or omission, with or without
that person's consent, for compassionate reasons. The person who commits euthanasia
must, therefore, intend to kill the person and must cause the death. A lethal injection
would be an example of an action. Withholding medically indicated treatment would be
an example of an omission.
So what medical treatments are we morally obliged to accept?
1. We are obliged to seek those measures that offer a reasonable hope of benefit
and that can be obtained and used without excessive pain, expense or other
serious inconvenience.
2. We are not obliged to seek treatment when it is of no benefit, or when the
burdens resulting from treatment are clearly disproportionate to the benefits
hoped for or obtained. "Burden" here, refers only to the patient. It is not a matter
of the person being a burden to the family, hospital or insurance company. When
no further treatment is possible, our duty becomes care in the final days of life.
Given these principals, euthanasia does not include:
•
•

Letting someone die naturally by withholding or withdrawing medical treatment
when its burdens outweigh its benefits.
Giving drugs to relieve pain and suffering at the end of life even if a foreseen but
unintended effect is to shorten life.

When thinking about the issue of Euthanasia and Assisted Suicide, we should
consider two fundamental concerns:
1. PAIN
1. Palliative care drugs and techniques oriented to management of physical pain
are capable of effectively controlling pain in 95% of cases (of this 95%, 20%

represent complex pain management which requires pain experts). The other
5% cases can only be treated by inducing unconsciousness due to the state of
nerve involvement in some cancers.
2. Nearly 100% of suicide requests from patients are reversed the moment pain
and depression are treated. The Toronto Star of Sept 27, 2000 reported:
"Studies have shown that most people who ask to die change their minds after
being treated for physical pain or depression. But about 4-5% continue to
want Euthanasia and Physician Assisted Suicide"
3. Most types of pain medications and treatments can be administered in the
home. Patients need not be afraid that they will have to be locked up in
hospitals for long periods of time in order to obtain pain treatment.
2. QUALITY OF LIFE
What makes my life worth living?
People often look at situations of difficult pain and suffering and ask: "Who would
want to live this way?" But this is the wrong question! Of course no one would
choose to live this way. The real question is: "What do we do when it happens?"
Do we strive to be a culture that solves its difficult human problems by caring for
the patient or do we settle for simply killing the patient? It is essential that people
understand an authentic quality of life before terrible things begin to happen to
them.
One very helpful approach to understanding and teaching about quality of life is
the Life Principles (www.healingtheculture.com/life_principles.php). By considering four levels of
meaning and purpose in life, the Life Principles show just how much life has to
offer in its final moments. Too often, however, we limit life's value to lower level
matters such as independence, autonomy and pleasure.
The importance of the last moments of life
At the end of life, one is faced with a weak and deteriorating body while at the
same time the soul is experiencing a moment of great openness and strength.
This mystery of the human person is critical in understanding the end of life.
While we should not in any way "romanticize" death, we cannot reject the great
gifts that are available precisely in the final moments of life: gifts such as
reconciliation and unconditional love. On the other hand, euthanasia sees no
possible value in the last moments of life.
A word on "dignity"
It is an indictment of us as a society when people feel that they have lost their
dignity at the end of life. Why have we made them feel less dignified? It's not the

job of a dying person to feel significant; it's our job to show them that they are
significant.
Euthanasia kills a person twice. The first time is when we look at their life and
say: "You're right. Your life really isn't worth living." And the second time is when
we actually kill them.
Priests for Life Canada is an association of Canadian Catholic priests and lay people who give special
emphasis to promoting and defending the sanctity of human life.

