The Value of Human Life: All of it and for Everyone

Taipei, September I2, 2010

I feel greatly honoured to address this august assembly on the topic: The Value of Human Life: All of it and for Everyone.

Indeed the subject of the value of human life is one of the most complex questions of recent decades and in particular way of recent years. An incontestable proof of this is a very recent study (March 2009) drawn up by the Interdisciplinary Group of Bioethics (GIB) of the Borja Institute of Bioethics (IBB) on the biological, ethical and juridical questions relating to the embryo and the beginning of human life.

I find that it is interesting to emphasise the point of departure of this document because it is very relevant to its conclusion. We live in a pluralistic society and no longer a society guided by a single ethical code. Thus to these questions can be given not only differentiated answers but also, and even, opposing answers.

Thus it should not surprise us that in a social and cultural context that is so diverse there is no longer unanimity, not even as regards the answers to fundamental questions regarding the 
  beginning, the end and the limits of the right to life.1

This ethical relativism is by now so accepted that the same diversity of answers is also true in the case of abortion, that is to say the question of the reproductive autonomy of women. To summarise: these are the challenges of our contemporary society and one cannot impose maximalist ethics for everyone. In fact, one should, rather, try to obtain ethical minimums that can be shared and which then assure co‑existence in society.2

Beginning with this assumption, my paper is organised into three parts: 1. the contemporary challenges; 2. the responses of the Church; and 3. ecclesial service to life from its beginning until its natural end.

1. The Contemporary Challenges

As regards human life, the venerable Pope John Paul II wrote in 1995 that: `with the new prospects opened up by scientific and technological progress there arise new forms of attacks on the dignity of the human being. At the same time a new cultural climate is developing and taking hold, which gives crimes against
1 Cf Consideraciones sobre el embrion humano, in Bioetica, vol. 15, n. 57, monograph 2009, Introduction, p.2; hereafter Consideraciones. 2 Cf. ibidem.

life a new and‑if possible‑even more sinister character, giving rise to further grave concern'.3 The most recent attacks have come from biomedicine, with challenges that concern the embryo. It appears, in fact, that agreement on the definition of the embryo as a human being, at the zygote, morula or blastula stage is still very debatable. Given that we are at the pre‑embryo stage, contemporary biomedicine detects a series of progressive stages in. the development of the human embryo which are distinct and separate: fertilisation, the zygote, the morula and the blastula. If this were true, and for biomedicine it is, one could not speak about abortion until the implantation of the pre‑embryo in the uterus, and given that true pregnancy has not yet begun it is thus said that there is no interruption of pregnancy.4

The first great challenge thus concerns the beginning of the embryo as a human being!

The second concerns the human embryo and its being already a person. In order to `be a human person', contemporary biomedicine requires not only that a human embryo has sufficient information to have biological autonomy and individuation but also that various and precise conditions

3 John Paul II, encyclical letter Evangelium vitae, Introduction, n. 4.

4 Cf. Consideractiones, p. 3, e.

obtain.5 Thus, according to contemporary biomedicine one could already speak about human embryonic life after the blastula, that is to say after implantation, but not yet of an autonomous human life, and thus one could conclude that the beginning of the autonomous character of a human embryo does not take place before complete implantation, that is to say fifteen days after fertilisation. The claim that genetics can demonstrate the autonomous character of the human embryo from the moment of fertilisation is not, moreover, correct. The question of the embryo concerns, indeed, and above all else, its ontological value, that is to say its condition as a person.6 The Interdisciplinary Group of Bioethics (GIB), therefore, is interested in pointing out that even though in this controversy science does not have the last word its observations can bring clarifications to the ethical debate. And here we come to the second great challenge of the human embryo: being a person!

For some people the embryo is already a person from the moment of fertilisation because one is dealing with its constant 
5 Cf Consideracones, II, p. 5.

6 Cf Consideraciones, p.4. It should be observed that here reference is made to Greek thought (Aristotle. Hippocrates), to Biblical thought (Ex 21:22), to ancient and medieval Christian thought (St. Augustine and St. Thomas) and to contemporary thought (K. Rahner and B. Haring). These authors see abortion carried out at a premature stage as an event to be rejected but not as murder. I would like to clarify the point in line with Bonifacio Honings who has studied this question in depth. One is dealing with the question of whether a man who makes the wife of a man with whom he quarrels abort is guilty of murder or not, and thus punishable or otherwise as a murderer. Now he is a murderer if the foetus was already a ishon (a homunculus) but he is not a murderer if the foetus was not yet a shon (not yet a homunuclus). For this reason he is not always a murderer but, and this is the point that matters, from a moral point of view, he is always guilty of a grave sin (c£ Bonifacio Honings, Iter Fidei et Rationis, Trilogia, Teologica, Moralia, lura, Ed. PUL, 2004 ).

process until birth. This criterion of continuity and internal finality (telos) requires at least respect for the process of the embryo and the foetus as a person `in fieri'. This ontological value of the embryo‑person is based upon the sacred character of human life which possesses a complete human genome at every stage of development. I observe that this clarification is also the official position of the Church, as we will see at a deeper level later in this paper.

Other people argue that on the basis of the biological criterion one can distinguish three stages in the process of the embryo and the foetus and thus we can also distinguish three ethical levels. Given that at the first stage the process of the embryo is still a mass of cells without a clear individuality and biological autonomy, even though one is already dealing with human life, it does not appear to be reasonable to attribute an autonomous character to it because it becomes a person only at the moment of its autonomy and individualisation. From that moment the moral obligations are greater.

For others, instead, one can speak about moral obligations when the cerebral development has a minimal and sufficient genetic, morphological, physiological and individual constitution. 

We are already at the sixth or seventh week after fertilisation.7 By now it is clear how the great challenge of human life concerns first and foremost and above all else its beginning. If human life only began after implantation, this would mean a full nulla osta etico for abortion because about fifteen days pass from the moment of the fertilisation of the ovule until the moment of the implantation in the maternal womb. This is what the GIB (Interdisciplinary Group of Bioethics) argues.8
2. The Responses of the Church

How prophetic were those words of the venerable Pope John Paul II written in his apostolic letter Novo millennio ineunte (2001): `A special commitment is needed with regard to certain aspects of the Gospel's radical message which are often less well understood, even to the point of making the Church's presence unpopular, but which nevertheless must be a part of her mission of charity. I am speaking of the duty to be committed to respect for the life of every human being, from conception until natural death. Likewise, the service of humanity leads us to insist, in season and out of season, that those using the latest advances of 
7 Cf. Consideraciones, p. 5.
8 Cf. Considerciones, fase preimplantoria, p. 8.

science, especially in the field of biotechnology, must never disregard fundamental ethical requirements by invoking a questionable solidarity which eventually leads to discriminating between one life and another and ignoring the dignity which belongs to every human being’.9

I would like to take the liberty of saying that such authoritative words confirm not only the opportune character of the choice of my subject but also commit us to provide responses that are increasingly in line with the dignity of the whole of human life and every human life. Pope Wojtyla not only indicates to us the subject matter but also points out to us the right methodology to follow. These are his words: `For Christian witness to be effective, especially in these delicate and controversial areas, it is important that special efforts be made to explain properly the reasons for the Church's position, stressing that it is not a case of imposing on non‑believers a vision based on faith, but of interpreting and defending the values rooted in the very nature of the human person. In this way charity will necessarily become service to culture, politics, the economy and the family, so that the fundamental

9 John Paul II, Novo millennio ineunte, apostolic letter at the end of the Great Jubilee of the year 2000 (Vatican City, 3 2001, n. 51.)

principles upon which depend the destiny of human beings and the future of civilization will be everywhere respected'.10

2. 1. The gospel of life

Whoever wants to understand the interpretation and defence by the Church of values rooted in the very nature of the human being must begin from the Gospel of Love of God for man. This is because the Gospel of human Life and the dignity of the person are a single and indivisible Gospel.11

`Of all visible creatures only man is `able to know and love his creator'. He is `the only creature on earth that God has willed for his own sake', and he alone is called to share, by knowledge and love, in God's own life. It was for this end that he was created, and this is the fundamental reason for his dignity'.12 
In her fourth dialogue St. Catherine of Sienna wrote: `Why did you establish man in so great a dignity? Certainly the incalculable love by which you have looked on your creature in yourself! You were taken with love by her; for by love indeed you created her, by 

10 Novo millennio ineunte, n. 51.
11 Cf. John Paul II, Evangelium vitae, introduction, n. 2. 
12 Catechism of the Catholic Church (CCC), n. 355.

love you have given her a being capable of tasting your eternal Good'.13 In order to perceive even more this ontological primacy of human nature and man's superiority as a visible creature, let us listen to what St. Christopher Chrysostome says in one of his sermons: `What is it that is about to be created, that enjoys such honour? It is Man ‑ that great and wonderful living creature, more precious in the eyes of God than all other creatures! For him the heavens and the earth, the sea and all the rest of the creation exist. God attached so much importance to his salvation that he did not spare his own Son for the sake of man. Nor does he ever cease to work, trying every possible means, until he has raised man up to himself and made him sit at his right hand'.14 This is why the life of man is at the heart of the message of Christ. Received every day by the Church with love, it is proclaimed with courageous faithfulness as good news to the men of all ages and cultures. Man is called to a fullness of life that goes well beyond the historical dimensions ‑ time and space ‑ of his earthly existence. His life consists in participation in the life itself of God.15 In the design of God the Creator everything was created for man but man was created to serve God and to offer Him the whole of the creation.

13 St. Catherine of Sienna, Dialogues, 4,13, quoted in CCC, n. 356.
14 St. John Crysostome, Sermones in Genersim, 2,1: PG 54, 587D‑588, quoted in CCC, n. 358. 
15 Cf. John Paul II, Evangelium vitae, 1995, introduction, nn. 1‑2, hereafter EV.

A first response to the challenges to human life is, therefore,

that one is not dealing only with a human being but also with

the dignity of a person. 

We will now try to explore this more deeply by considering the ontological unity of man as the image of God.

2.2. Human life, all of it and for everyone, in the image of God

The Catechism of the Catholic Church (CCC) teaches: `The dignity of the human person is rooted in his creation in the image and likeness of God';16 this divine image `is present in every man'.17 The Biblical account expresses this reality with a symbolic language when it says that `God formed man of dust from the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and man became a living being' (Gen 2:7). From this Biblical account we can deduce that the being of man in its totality, that is to say body and soul, is willed by God in His image.l8 Therefore, and this is very important, the body of man should also participate in the dignity of the `image of God'. The body is a human body specifically because it is animated by a spiritual soul. And this 
16 CCC, n. 1700. 
17 CCC, n. 1702. 
18CCC, n. 362.

Unity of the body and the soul is so deep that one should see this last as the `form' of the body. This means that thanks to the spiritual soul, the body made of matter is a human and living body. Spirit and matter in man are not two disjoined natures ‑ their union forms a single nature.l9

At this point the Catechism of the Catholic Church further clarifies that: `Being in the image of God the human individual possesses the dignity of a person, who is not just something, but someone: He is capable of self‑knowledge, of self-​possession, and he is called by grace to a covenant with his Creator, to offer him a response of faith and love that no other creature can give in his stead'.20

And this is fundamental in understanding the position of the Church as regards the human life of every person and of all people: `Man, though made of body and soul, is a unity. Through his very bodily condition he sums up in himself the elements of the material world. Through him they are thus brought to their highest perfection and can raise their voice in praise freely given to the Creator. For this reason man may not despise his bodily life. 

19 Cf. CCC, n. 365. 
20 CCC, n. 357.

Rather he is obliged to regard his body as good and to hold it in honour since God has created it and will raise it up on the last day'.21
This ontological unity of human nature is fundamental in the response of the Church to the challenges of biomedicine above all as regards the various stages of the process of human life `in fieri'. The unity of the constituent elements of human nature is so important as to be an article of our Christian Creed. Indeed, the CCC declares: `The Christian Creed ‑ the profession of our faith in God, the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, and in God's creative, saving, and sanctifying action ‑culminates in the proclamation of the resurrection of the dead on the last day and in life everlasting'.22 This belief in the resurrection of the flesh means that after death there will not only be the life of the immortal soul: our `mortal bodies' (Rom 8:11) will also regain life.

St. Paul does not have any doubts: `How can some of you say that the dead will not be raised to life? If that is true, it means that Christ has not been raised from death, then we have nothing to preach and you have nothing to believe ...But the truth is that Christ has been raised from death, as the guarantee that those who 

21 The Second Vatican Council, Gaudium et spes, n. 14. 22 CCC, n. 988.

sleep in death will also be raised’ (1 Cor 15: 12‑14, 20). Now, if the Christian creed culminates in the proclamation of the resurrection of the dead at the end of time, and eternal life, that is to say if the ontological unity of human nature is so essential in understanding the position of the Church, how can some people affirm that science follows a different path?

The Church, too, has no doubts when it proposes that the natural ontological continuum of the genetic process of every human life and its dignity as a person, rooted in being created in the image of God, makes illicit any artificial biological discontinuum. For this reason, the Church proclaims that every human life from its conception until natural death, life is sacred.

In other and more theological words: what God has united, even after death, neither man nor the state should separate; thus an absolute `No' both to direct abortion and to direct, positive and negative, euthanasia. Those who want to have a deeper knowledge of this approach can read the various documents and instructions of the Church at the service of human life.

3. Ecclesial Service to Life from its Beginning until its Natural End

The great servant of human life, Pope John Paul II, professes the value of human life, the whole of it and of everyone, in the following unequivocal terms: `Even in the midst of difficulties and uncertainties, every person sincerely open to truth and goodness can, by the light of reason and the hidden action of grace, come to recognize in the natural law written in the heart (cf. Rom 2:14‑15) the sacred value of human life from its very beginning until its end, and can affirm the right of every human being to have this primary good respected to the highest degree. Upon the recognition of this right, every human community and the political community itself are founded'.23 Clarifying further the theology of human life, he emphasised the event of salvation of the incarnation of the Son of God, that is to say his union in some fashion with every human being. 'This saving event reveals to humanity not only the boundless love of God who "so loved the world that he gave his only Son" (Jn 3:16), but also the incomparable value of every human person'.24  This is why the Church feels called to proclaim
23 EV, introduction, n.2-

24 Ibidem; the italics are of the Pope.

to men of all times this `Gospel', a source of invincible hope and true joy for every epoch of history.25

In conformity with this call of the Church, on 11 February 1994 John Paul II, through his Motu Proprio `Vitae Mysterium', established the Pontifical Academy for Life (PAV). When alluding to the activity of the PAV I must remember two great personalities: His Eminence Cardinal Fiorenzo Angelini, the first President of the Pontifical Council for Health Care Workers, and Professor Jerome Lejeune, the first President of the Pontifical Academy for Life. From the work done by Professor Lejeune and Cardinal Angelini with the Holy Father came the idea, the mission and the structure of this institution of the Church at the service of human life. The task of the PAV as laid down by its statutes is to intervene in questions that have become crucial in recent years in the field of bioethics and in general to promote and defend human life. The overall approach in which the activity of the Academy takes part is thus that of the building of a new culture of human life.26 One is not dealing, therefore, exclusively with scientific work that is neutral and distant from the deep realities of human life. The performance of this task is an urgent and necessary service to help
25 Ibidem.
26 Cf. EV, n. 68.

contemporary man to create a world that recognises the joy of life and is animated by hope: a civilisation of love.

To have an idea of this service to human life I will refer only to some of the fourteen publications of the annual general assemblies of the PAV: `The Identity and Status of the Human Embryo' (1997), `The Human Genome, the Human Person and the Society of the Future' (1998), `The Dignity of the Dying' (1999), `The Nature and Dignity of the Human Person as a Foundation of the Right to Life' (2002), `The Dignity of the Human Person' (2004), `The Human Embryo at the Re​implantation Stage' (2006), `The Christian Conscience as a Support for the Right to Life' (2008), and `The New Frontiers of Genetics and the Risk of Eugenics' (2009).

In his speech to the general assembly of the Pontifical Academy for Life, the Holy Father Benedict XVI declared: `In this context, I am eager to express my appreciation and gratitude to the Pontifical Academy for life for its valuable work of "study, formation and information" which benefits the Dicasteries of the Holy See, the local Churches and scholars attentive to what the Church proposes on their terrain of scientific research and on human life in its relations with ethics and law. Because of the urgency and 

importance of these problems, I consider the foundation of this Institution by my venerable Predecessor, John Paul II, providential.’27
I would also like to refer to the Charter for Health Care Workers, which was translated into fifteen languages, to the very many celebrations of the World Day of the Sick, and above all else to the international conferences of the Pontifical Council for Health Care Workers. We are about to hold the twenty‑fifth international conference which will be held on 18‑20 November next in Rome and its subject is `Toward an Equitable and Human Healthcare in the Light of Caritas in Veritate'.

In conclusion, I would like to end with two documents of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith (CDF). The first is entitled `Respect for Human Life in its Origin and on the Dignity of Procreation' (22 February 1987), also known as Donum vitae, and the second is entitled `Dignitas Personae ‑ on Certain Bioethical Questions' (12 December 2008).
The preface to the first document and the introduction to the second are very significant `The Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith has been approached by various Episcopal 
27 Benedict XVI, `Address to the General Assembly of the Pontifical Academy for Life', 27 February 2006.

Conferences or individual bishops, by theologians, doctors and scientists, concerning biomedical techniques which make it possible to intervene in the initial phase of the life of a human being and in the very processes of procreation ...The terms "zygote", "pre‑embryo", "embryo" and "foetus" can indicate in the vocabulary of biology successive stages of the development of a human being. The present Instruction makes free use of these terms, attributing to them an identical ethical relevance, in order to designate the result (whether visible or not) of human generation, from the first moment of its existence until birth. The reason for this usage is clarified by the text'.28 This identical ethical relevance of human generation is clarified in the introduction to the second document which lays down that `The dignity of a person must be recognized in every human being from conception to natural death'.29 This principle of dignity is so fundamental that one must express a great `Yes' to human life. And thus it `must be at the centre of ethical reflection on biomedical research, which has an ever greater importance in today's world'.30 This is all the more necessary, as I have tried to show, because `medical science has made significant strides in understanding human life in its initial 

28 CDF, Donum vitae, introduction. 
29 Dignitas Personae, introduction, n. 1. 
30 Ibidem.

stages.  Human biological structures and the process of human generation are better known. These developments are certainly positive and worthy of support when they serve to overcome or correct pathologies and succeed in re‑establishing the normal functioning of human procreation. On the other hand, they are negative and cannot be utilized when they involve the destruction of human beings or when they employ means which contradict the dignity of the person or when they are used for purposes contrary to the integral good of man. The body of a human being, from the very first stages of its existence, can never be reduced merely to a group of cells. The embryonic human body develops progressively according to a well‑defined program with its proper finality, as is apparent in the birth of every baby'.31 A birth in time and space, to be reborn in the sacrament of baptism and share forever in soul and body in the life of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit.

I thank you all for your attention.

+ Zygmunt Zimowski

President of the Pontifical Council for Health Care Workers

31 Dignitas Personae, first part, n. 4.

