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Looking Through Stained Glass 

We All Want to Go to Heaven; We Don’t Get 
to Choose When 
During the month of January, we have been exploring 
various topics that pertain to respect for all human life, 
from conception to natural death.  So far we have              
covered topics that pertain to early life and the middle 
of our lives.  We will conclude this series by dealing 
with respect for life at the end of life. 

The Fifth Commandment, “You shall not kill,” gives 
us a standard by which to measure our respect for life, 
especially at the end of life.  The Catechism interprets 
this Commandment this way:  “The Fifth                            
Commandment forbids doing anything with the                
intention of indirectly bringing about a person's 
death.” [CCC 2269]  In this column, we will briefly  
explore several topics that contravene this                      
Commandment:  murder, capital punishment,                     
euthanasia, and suicide. 

Most people would agree that murder is wrong.   
However, in recent times, we have seen more and 
more gun violence.  And, perhaps the saddest          
response to this issue seems to be the proliferation of 
additional weapons for “self-defense.”  The Catechism 
gives us a standard by which we are morally allowed 
to defend our own lives.  “If a man in self-defense   
uses more than necessary violence, it will be unlawful: 
whereas if he repels force with moderation, his        
defense will be lawful…” [CCC 2264] 

Another response to murder is capital punishment.  It 
has been said, “You cannot teach someone that killing 
is wrong by killing them.”  The Catechism encourages  
a different response:  “If bloodless means are                    
sufficient to defend against the aggressor and to              
protect the safety of persons, public authority should 
limit itself to such means […].  Today, in fact, given 
the means at the State's disposal to effectively repress 
crime by rendering inoffensive the one who has               
committed it, without depriving him definitively of 
the possibility of redeeming himself, cases of absolute 
necessity for suppression of the offender today ... are 
very rare, if not practically non-existent.” [CCC 2267] 

While violence against another might seem easy to 
judge as wrong, the more difficult questions relating  
to end of life decisions are those that seem to be a  
merciful solution to suffering.  One that often comes 
up and can seem to present itself as the more                 
compassionate response is euthanasia. “Whatever its 
motives and means, direct euthanasia consists in           
putting an end to the lives of handicapped, sick, or 
dying persons.  It is morally unacceptable.” [CCC 
2277]  However, direct euthanasia should not be            
confused with allowing someone to die.                    
Discontinuing medical procedures that are                           
burdensome, dangerous, extraordinary, or                        
disproportionate to the expected outcome can be            
legitimate; it is the refusal of ‘over-zealous’ treatment.  
Here one does not will to cause death; one's inability 
to impede [death] is merely accepted.” [CCC 2278,  
emphasis added]  On the other hand, “[e]ven if death 
is thought imminent, the ordinary care owed to a sick 
person cannot be legitimately interrupted.” [CCC 2279, 
emphasis added]  The difference is whether the care 
would be considered ordinary (such as nutrition and 
hydration) or extraordinary. 

Finally, the rate of suicide has increased tremendously 
in recent years, especially among young people.  
While some consider their suicide to be a private 
event, their death deeply affects those closest to them 
and even their relationship with God, who gave them 
life in the first place.  However, “we should not               
despair of the eternal salvation of persons who have 
taken their own lives. By ways known to Him alone, 
God can provide the opportunity for salutary                           
repentance. The Church prays for persons who have 
taken their own lives.” [CCC 2283] 

In this column, we have realized that respect for             
human life must begin with the preservation of                
human life until natural death. 


