
Why not “death with dignity”?  
 
Everyone has the right to die peaceably and with dignity. As we age we become more 
aware of our mortality. Everyone (except a select generation at the end of time) will die.  
It is a subject of apprehension even for the faithful. Of growing concern is the suffering 
associated with undue prolongation of life in the circumstances of terminal illness such as 
cancer. Many fear that they will be forced to live with pain, incapacity to care for 
themselves, unconsciousness or as an unbearable burden to their families. In the face of 
these unfavorable possibilities, they may ask, “why not choose my own time and manner 
of dying?”  One state has legalized doctor assisted suicide and courts have allowed 
incapacitated persons to die by withdrawing their food and water. Other states have 
considered similar measures. This has been done ostensibly to allow sick persons to “die 
with dignity.”  
 
The Catholic Church firmly objects to acts that bring about or hasten death. The Church 
does not insist that persons submit to unbearably burdensome treatments, therapies or 
technology at the end of their lives or at anytime. But the Church does carefully instruct 
which measures are and are not morally acceptable. To bring about one’s own or 
another’s death is never morally licit. Those acts are considered suicide and homicide.  
 
First, we must recognize that all human life, not only a particular kind of life we might 
consider “normal” or “productive,” is precious and should be preserved.  Even those in a 
so-called “vegetative state,” or suffer from a very severe disability, still do not lose their 
human dignity.  Pope John Paul II pointed out that the term “vegetative state” is 
unfortunate and potentially misleading because a human being must never be reduced to 
the status of a “vegetable.” 
 


