EUTHANASIA - A SYMPOSIUM
DONALD ROBINSON 18 August 1995

("Grave Concerns about Euthanasia", East Willoughby)

My contribution to this subject is limited to the background of Christian thought a
derived from the understanding of God and mankind to be found in the holy scrip
the foundation of Christian theology and the source of principles governing inter-
relations. The application of these principles in our modern world is a complex ta
not only knowledge and sound judgement but also pastoral sensitivity. But it is tl
themselves and their source in God's word that | wish to speak about now.

The revelation of God which we have in the Bible does not consist of a mere colle
laws or precepts, although it includes both. God's revelation of himself is set in a
human life and experience covering some two thousand years in particular. In ot
is worked out in innumerable human lives aMilesitaationkok to the scriptures for
an example of the kind of' euthanasia' or request for it which has prompted the n
debate, although the question of the taking of life at the request of someone aski
assistance to die is raised once Buttwieare looking for more than precedents.

The legal or regulatory elements in the Bible are focussed in the two great comm
first, love of God, and secondly, love of neighbour; set out in the law of Moses an
byJesus.These emerge from the context of God and his relation to the world and
with mankind from the begidhilregwe cannot commend ourselves to God on the gr
that we have fully kept his commandments, they do indicate our obligation, and ¢
we should live in response to his invitation to us to put dinetoustsinommhether

or not you may terminate the life of your neighbour involves not only what we ow
neighbour but also what we owe to God.

The broad principle which militates against direct action to terminapatiketife of a
can be called "the sanctity of life". That is not a biblical phrase, and indeed it is s
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used tp memmtheit life has justtifiatasron in itself and should always be revemsll. By sandtityy off
life I meamrathar thet life is holy to Gedl. God the creatar is the author and giver of life, and it
is he who withdraws what he has givan. Speaking of all the animal watly, the Psalmstt says:
“you send forthh your spiitit (brezthh), they are created” and “you take away their bresith, they
dee, and retwm to their dustt” (Psalm 104.25). Or as Moses represenits God as saying in
Deutesoonom$2.29: “See now thet [, [ am His, antl beside me there is no godl: I putt to death
and I keep slive, [ infitict woundisand [ heal. There is no rescue from my grasp.”

Leet me take thiss sovereignty of God in matters of life and deatin tittittle futbeer. Tine breatih of
life in mam comes from Godl, according to the creation namatiiee in Genesis 2.77. Ao God has
givem to mam domimion over the worlks off hiss hand. Butt the mastery over the eartth and the
other animals which God confermed om mam does nett includke a generall right to take humramlife,
although it does incluttte the mamdidtde proomstie life. The ‘delegatemtl’ nature off thiss power
was empliessizddn the law of Moses by the requirementt thatt the firtthom be redesmeddy an
animal sagififice; the life s Goulss.

The Bilide malkes clear thett it ks wrong for mam to spuil or destroy life withoutt a diviae
mandate. The commmaahYou skell nett kill” comesin the sectiom of the Decallogumesettimg ouit
the duty to a neighbour, and relites to the conduct off am indivdduial, ke homicide ar murder.
There ks in fatt 2 mamdhttefor the taking of humeanlite in particuldar circumstances and by
certisim persons and means, where offencss agaimsit God and neightbour (e agaimsst the diviiee
law)) have theem commitiiesti(capishl punishment;, and certtitn wary), butt there is no sign off any
mamdigteor approval in the case of a sigk or disadvantegpatipersem. Although the Biliide
recogmises thett paim and triuldtionn s the lot of mam from the fill of Adamonwards, and
although there are mamywho cry for réiff, and even some who request God himself thatt he
might takee thaiir [ife from them because of their disttesss, the prerogative to kill, as to heall and
make aliree, remains witth Gou.

kt &s wortth notimyg thett there ts akwo a mamdistefor mam to take the livess off animalks, for feed or

for sacififice, provided the divinee prerogative s ackmowiediggetl. Thett was done by pouring the
blosdl om the ground and nett consuminsit. (e bloed! represents “the life of the flesi’).)
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Thiss awaremesssof the complete sovereignty of God over life and death pervades the whole
Bbide. St Pauil ascritiess the cinil govermmeanitsspower of “thhe sword” (“fbor the pumishmentof
ewiil doers”) to God (Rom. 13.3f.). WhemPeontiuss Pilage threatened to crucify Jesugss, Jesuss
replleed “you would have no power at dll agaimst me, except it were givem you from above”.

Am important feature of the bithiisial understamding)is thatt life is essenttlly gosd, whereas death
is a negation of life, and a cusse: “the last ememyy”(1l C@rlBSZB;.). Desyitte the ils of life, and
the observation theit “mamis borm to trouliie as the sparks fly upwards”, life is essentiwhjy a
good thimg. “It is good thatt the eye should behoid the sum’”. Jacsb might teil Pharaoh thet the
days off the years of his life had been “few and ewil”, butt he blessed God for his goodness
throughout his life nevertthelbsss, and perceived hiss life as the opportumity of knowing God and
enjoyimg his blessimg. Buit death is findljty, and represents judgementtand sealed fate. “Nt ks
appointed unt® mem once to dig, and afieer thiss comesjudgemeant” (Hebrews 9.277).

Sufffeiig diminishes the enjoymanitof the pleasures of life, butt neit its essenttaal goodness.
Biijah, in depressiom, asked god that he might die. HoweverrGod respondistiby sustaining and
restoring him, and Eiiiah lined to see God’s fumther glogy (1l Kings 194). Jomsh also asked
thett he might die, butt God provided shade for him and “delivaretl him fromn hits evil case”
(Jorsth 4.388). Tihe Biide acuommmadatasaufiaimg witthm life, and wihilte recogmising it as
“grievouss’;, claimss thett it yieltds “the peacealble fnitits of righteousness far those who are
exercised thereby” (Hebrews 12.11)). s, of courss, is witthin the context of tmgst in God and
hiss sovereign goodness.

Another aspect of the concept of life in the Bilie is thds: the unique intagitty of humeanlife is in
thett mam bears the image off Godl. THiss ks stateu! at the beginning (Gemesis 1.27)) and is

asserted particuidaily in connection witth the profilfitionn of murder in Genesis 957: “from humrsan
beings also [ shalll requiree satisfutionn for the death of theitr fellowsy”, or, more liesablly, “#t the
hand off every man’s brotiher [ willl requiree the Iffe of man”. Tiwe sanctiom for thiss decree of
God s thett “im the image of God madizhe man”. THiss oceurss in a passage about blood! feuts,
which setss protectivee bounds around the life of man. The variouss bibiiglal references to mam as
bearing the image of God show “his distinetress fiem), anil dominion ower, the rest of
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creatioor!’. Hiss life is thus “a unique entityy in the Creator-arestiom relationsipp, and is nett am
ordimaty patt of thett creatiom over which mam holdls sway” (Stephen Wilcockson, Lzss? Rigthss -
Chriitiian Perspectives on Eutiunusia,Gove Books 1981, pTl). Man's digriiyy lkss in his
having God’s image, nit in any kindi off indepemdisnt self-determimeatiom or claim off
autmonousisighss over his own life or futuee. Too die witth digrityy should meamto die facimg
God witth filll assurance and mutual recognitioon.

The few instances off suiditde in the Biide may throw lighht om our subjsett, sincee terminating life
at the requestt off a patiemt &s in the category off suidte in all buit thee form off the deedl. In all the
bithilislal suiciddes, I thinkk, fromn Kimg Saul to Judtss Iscanipt, the person concermexdiis seen as, in
one way or another, having already put himself outsigte the purposes and blessings of God,
andl, in efffett, under God’s condemmeattion. Sauil fill om hiss sword to avoid capture by the
Philibistises, hiss armmour-besnesrhaving refused hiss request to kill him (1 Samm 311. 4f). Butt God
had already rejesteet] Saull, and ceased to commumiatt@itth him. Am Amalekite who came to
David claimimg to have killddd Saull at his request - because, he saitl, /I was sure he couldl nait
liree afieer he was fallkert” - was himself executed by David for his presumiption: “How were you
nett affeidid to raisse your hand tp kill the Lamiiés\Aoiribeet?” Being the Lantiés Anointed was 2
spesizdl roibe witthim the domimiom God had givem to man, a spedwl aspect of hiss bearing God’s
image. Altthough God may already have departed from Szuil, David had ne authertty to act
agaimsit Sauilss lie, even though he was Sauilés anointed successor, nor didl he recognize any
such autheritty in the Amalekitts, even though the latter actwt, or claimed to adt, at Sauilss

requesst.

One cannot consider the biiislal understamdiimg of life and death withoutt takimg intto account
the death off Jsties. He “tastedl death for every man”. He was fullly and delibmmeattyy identtiied
witth all owr paims and sorrones. Thougih shrinkimg from tie agony off deatth, and prayimg to be
spared it, he accepted the cup the Father gave him to drimk. His request to be spared was neit
gramitzd], butt he was sustaimed by the presence of divinee messengar. Faced them witth deatth), he
delibemttd)y surrendered hiss life to Goat: “Fattieer, intto thy hands [ commitmy spiiitlt”, my breath
of life. Didl Jmuss dite witth dignitty? The circumstances were horifific. Butt we are tollid thett
when the Romrarcenturion saw how he diel, he said “Troby thss mam was the som of God”.
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The saving benefiits of Jesiss’ death are the very foundatiom off the salvatiorn of mamkind. Buit,
as watll as that, his sufffteinog has always been seen as the model to which Chritttaass conform in
theitr own suffsimgg and approach to deatth. Joitss cmy “Lett me diee the death off the rightesuss
and let my last end be liee his” takes om a new meamingin the light of s and hiis relsttoon to
the wiill of God in the acceptamce off his sufffzmpg.

I must agaim makeit clear thatt [ have madiene attempt in thiss shertt paper to draw outt the
pasterd! implicatioomss off all thiss todkay, I have simplly triwd to peimt outt some of tiiee featuess of
the bitlislal view of God and the wartld, and of our relattonn to God in the matters of life and
deatth.

Buit perhaps [ may reffer to the Order for the Vissisaion of the Sick in the Book
of CaommuroPrayeer, whitth, out of date as mamythinik it - it was compmseddn
thee mid 16th centumy, does seek to puit 2 bitigal doctrires beforee the sicdk
persom. There &s am exhortatiom which begims: “Dearlly belovedi, know thids, thatt
Almighty God #s the Lant off life and deatth, and off all thimgs to them pertiziimingg,
as youtth, stremgth, healthh, age, weakness, and sickness. Wiherefore,
whatsoexaryour sickmess is, know you certanhly, thet it is God’s visittation”.
Then later it involkees the examplieof jeugs. “There should be no greatar
comfort to Chistiaan persons, tham to be madielike unte Chigist, by suffermgg
patienttyy advarssiigss, troubdss, and sickmessess. Far he himself went nett up to
oy, butt fisst he sufferetl paim; he entered intbo hiss glowy before he was crudfifigd.
So tnyy our way to etemmsd! joyy s to sufffer here witth Chigtst; and our door to
enter intto etemad! fife is gladily to diee witth Chinisist; thett we may risse agaim from
deatth, and dwedll witth him in everlastimg If6&”. (THiss paragraph was mott rest)).

I do nett suggest theit the filll cogency off the posittorn I have outlliveed & widklly appreciated in
our commumitty. However, the basitc concept of the sanctityy of life is recognised neit omily by
Chisttaass buit akwo by Jews and Moslems, and indeed by mamy otfierss. Moreover, our laws
regarding the takimg off life have always been based om the bitlislal law and its proper
applicatioon to the life of humrancommunities. The propesall to permiit the takimg of life
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witihoutt divimee mamdigtemust be viewed witth alarm and dismay as a thrsit to hummensecuriiyy
and waliface, and as an affont to God owr cresttor.
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