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A Consistent Ethic of Life 
The substance of a Catholic position on a consistent ethic of life is rooted in a religious vision 
that acknowledges God as the creator and destiny of human life. It is God who establishes the 
centrality and sacred meaning of human life and existence. The consistent ethic of life was 
articulated as such by Cardinal Joseph Bernadin in 1983. He connected the Church’s underlying 
teaching of protecting life at every stage to the various threats to human life brought about with 
advances in technology. The consistent ethic of life is a moral vision for life in community and is 
at the heart of the gospel, and the Church’s social teaching. Human life is ordered and protected 
in a social context by the rules and laws formulated in a society. In the Vatican II document, 
Gaudium et Spes, we see this clearly expressed, Because of this essential sociality that orders 
society to the good of the person, society, in turn, bears a duty to foster, promote, and to protect 
human life -- from conception to natural death. (GS n. 12) 
 
This Catholic ethic of life contradicts the current American legal system’s vision that maintains 
that human beings are a means and not an end in themselves. The moral law is at odds with the 
civil law. The threats to human life can at times be legal as well as technological. 
 
Key Points of The Consistent Ethic of Life 
The inalienable right to life of every innocent human being is a constitutive element of a civil 
society and its legislation: 
 
'The inalienable rights of the person must be recognized and respected by civil society and the 
political authority. These human rights depend neither on single individuals nor on parents; nor 
do they represent a concession made by society and the state; they belong to human nature 
and are inherent in the person by virtue of the creative act from which the person took his origin. 
Among such fundamental rights one should mention in this regard every human being's right to 
life and physical integrity from the moment of conception until death.’ (CCC n. 2273) 
 
If one contends, as we do, that the right of every fetus to be born should be protected by civil 
law and supported by civil consensus, then our moral, political and economic responsibilities do 
not stop at the moment of birth. Those who defend the right to life of the weakest among us 
must be equally visible in support of the quality of life of the powerless among us: the old and 
the young, the hungry and the homeless, the undocumented immigrant and the unemployed 
worker. 
 
The right to life and quality of life complement each other in domestic social policy. 
 
In an age when we can do almost anything, how do we decide what we ought to do? The even 
more demanding question is: In a time when we can do anything technologically, how do we 
decide morally what we never should do? 
 
Source: Joseph Cardinal Bernardin, A Consistent Ethic of Life: An American-Catholic Dialogue, Gannon 
Lecture, Fordham University, December 6, 1983. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 1. The Gospel of life is at the heart of Jesus' message. Lovingly received day after day by the 
Church, it is to be preached with dauntless fidelity as "good news" to the people of every age 
and culture. 

At the dawn of salvation, it is the Birth of a Child which is proclaimed as joyful news: "I bring you 
good news of a great joy which will come to all the people; for to you is born this day in the city 
of David a Saviour, who is Christ the Lord" (Lk 2:10-11). The source of this "great joy" is the 
Birth of the Saviour; but Christmas also reveals the full meaning of every human birth, and the 
joy which accompanies the Birth of the Messiah is thus seen to be the foundation and fulfilment 
of joy at every child born into the world (cf. Jn 16:21). 

When he presents the heart of his redemptive mission, Jesus says: "I came that they may have 
life, and have it abundantly" (Jn 10:10). In truth, he is referring to that "new" and "eternal" life 
which consists in communion with the Father, to which every person is freely called in the Son 
by the power of the Sanctifying Spirit. It is precisely in this "life" that all the aspects and stages 
of human life achieve their full significance. 

The incomparable worth of the human person 

2. Man is called to a fullness of life which far exceeds the dimensions of his earthly existence, 
because it consists in sharing the very life of God. The loftiness of this supernatural vocation 
reveals the greatness and the inestimable value of human life even in its temporal phase. Life in 
time, in fact, is the fundamental condition, the initial stage and an integral part of the entire 
unified process of human existence. It is a process which, unexpectedly and undeservedly, is 
enlightened by the promise and renewed by the gift of divine life, which will reach its full 
realization in eternity (cf. 1 Jn 3:1-2). At the same time, it is precisely this supernatural calling 
which highlights the relative character of each individual's earthly life. After all, life on earth is 
not an "ultimate" but a "penultimate" reality; even so, it remains a sacred reality entrusted to us, 
to be preserved with a sense of responsibility and brought to perfection in love and in the gift of 
ourselves to God and to our brothers and sisters. 

The Church knows that this Gospel of life, which she has received from her Lord, 1 has a 
profound and persuasive echo in the heart of every person-believer and non-believer alike-
because it marvellously fulfils all the heart's expectations while infinitely surpassing them. Even 
in the midst of difficulties and uncertainties, every person sincerely open to truth and goodness 
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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. 

In a special way, believers in Christ must defend and promote this right, aware as they are of 
the wonderful truth recalled by the Second Vatican Council: "By his incarnation the Son of God 
has united himself in some fashion with every human being".2 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. 

The Church, faithfully contemplating the mystery of the Redemption, acknowledges this value 
with ever new wonder.3 She feels called to proclaim to the people of all times this "Gospel", the 
source of invincible hope and true joy for every period of history. The Gospel of God's love for 
man, the Gospel of the dignity of the person and the Gospel of life are a single and indivisible 
Gospel. 

For this reason, man-living man-represents the primary and fundamental way for the Church. 4 

New threats to human life 

3. Every individual, precisely by reason of the mystery of the Word of God who was made flesh 
(cf. Jn 1:14), is entrusted to the maternal care of the Church. Therefore every threat to human 
dignity and life must necessarily be felt in the Church's very heart; it cannot but affect her at the 
core of her faith in the Redemptive Incarnation of the Son of God, and engage her in her 
mission of proclaiming the Gospel of life in all the world and to every creature (cf. Mk 16:15). 

Today this proclamation is especially pressing because of the extraordinary increase and gravity 
of threats to the life of individuals and peoples, especially where life is weak and defenceless. In 
addition to the ancient scourges of poverty, hunger, endemic diseases, violence and war, new 
threats are emerging on an alarmingly vast scale. 

The Second Vatican Council, in a passage which retains all its relevance today, forcefully 
condemned a number of crimes and attacks against human life. Thirty years later, taking up the 
words of the Council and with the same forcefulness I repeat that condemnation in the name of 
the whole Church, certain that I am interpreting the genuine sentiment of every upright 
conscience: "Whatever is opposed to life itself, such as any type of murder, genocide, abortion, 
euthanasia, or wilful self-destruction, whatever violates the integrity of the human person, such 
as mutilation, torments inflicted on body or mind, attempts to coerce the will itself; whatever 
insults human dignity, such as subhuman living conditions, arbitrary imprisonment, deportation, 
slavery, prostitution, the selling of women and children; as well as disgraceful working 
conditions, where people are treated as mere instruments of gain rather than as free and 
responsible persons; all these things and others like them are infamies indeed. They poison 
human society, and they do more harm to those who practise them than to those who suffer 
from the injury. Moreover, they are a supreme dishonour to the Creator".5 

4. Unfortunately, this disturbing state of affairs, far from decreasing, is expanding: 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 
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taking hold, which gives crimes against life a new and-if possible-even more sinister character, 
giving rise to further grave concern: broad sectors of public opinion justify certain crimes against 
life in the name of the rights of individual freedom, and on this basis they claim not only 
exemption from punishment but even authorization by the State, so that these things can be 
done with total freedom and indeed with the free assistance of health-care systems. 

All this is causing a profound change in the way in which life and relationships between people 
are considered. The fact that legislation in many countries, perhaps even departing from basic 
principles of their Constitutions, has determined not to punish these practices against life, and 
even to make them altogether legal, is both a disturbing symptom and a significant cause of 
grave moral decline. Choices once unanimously considered criminal and rejected by the 
common moral sense are gradually becoming socially acceptable. Even certain sectors of the 
medical profession, which by its calling is directed to the defence and care of human life, are 
increasingly willing to carry out these acts against the person. In this way the very nature of the 
medical profession is distorted and contradicted, and the dignity of those who practise it is 
degraded. In such a cultural and legislative situation, the serious demographic, social and family 
problems which weigh upon many of the world's peoples and which require responsible and 
effective attention from national and international bodies, are left open to false and deceptive 
solutions, opposed to the truth and the good of persons and nations. 

The end result of this is tragic: not only is the fact of the destruction of so many human lives still 
to be born or in their final stage extremely grave and disturbing, but no less grave and disturbing 
is the fact that conscience itself, darkened as it were by such widespread conditioning, is finding 
it increasingly difficult to distinguish between good and evil in what concerns the basic value of 
human life. 

 
The Church, faithfully contemplating the mystery of the Redemption, acknowledges this value 
with ever new wonder.3 She feels called to proclaim to the people of all times this "Gospel", the 
source of invincible hope and true joy for every period of history. The Gospel of God's love for 
man, the Gospel of the dignity of the person and the Gospel of life are a single and indivisible 
Gospel. 
 
For this reason, man-living man-represents the primary and fundamental way for the Church. 4 
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3. Every individual, precisely by reason of the mystery of the Word of God who was made flesh 
(cf. Jn 1:14), is entrusted to the maternal care of the Church. Therefore every threat to human 
dignity and life must necessarily be felt in the Church's very heart; it cannot but affect her at the 
core of her faith in the Redemptive Incarnation of the Son of God, and engage her in her 
mission of proclaiming the Gospel of life in all the world and to every creature (cf. Mk 16:15). 
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condemned a number of crimes and attacks against human life. Thirty years later, taking up the 
words of the Council and with the same forcefulness I repeat that condemnation in the name of 



the whole Church, certain that I am interpreting the genuine sentiment of every upright 
conscience: "Whatever is opposed to life itself, such as any type of murder, genocide, abortion, 
euthanasia, or wilful self-destruction, whatever violates the integrity of the human person, such 
as mutilation, torments inflicted on body or mind, attempts to coerce the will itself; whatever 
insults human dignity, such as subhuman living conditions, arbitrary imprisonment, deportation, 
slavery, prostitution, the selling of women and children; as well as disgraceful working 
conditions, where people are treated as mere instruments of gain rather than as free and 
responsible persons; all these things and others like them are infamies indeed. They poison 
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increasingly willing to carry out these acts against the person. In this way the very nature of the 
medical profession is distorted and contradicted, and the dignity of those who practise it is 
degraded. In such a cultural and legislative situation, the serious demographic, social and family 
problems which weigh upon many of the world's peoples and which require responsible and 
effective attention from national and international bodies, are left open to false and deceptive 
solutions, opposed to the truth and the good of persons and nations. 
 
The end result of this is tragic: not only is the fact of the destruction of so many human lives still 
to be born or in their final stage extremely grave and disturbing, but no less grave and disturbing 
is the fact that conscience itself, darkened as it were by such widespread conditioning, is finding 
it increasingly difficult to distinguish between good and evil in what concerns the basic value of 
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The full document can be found at 
http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/john_paul_ii/encyclicals/documents/hf_jp-
ii_enc_25031995_evangelium-vitae_en.html  

http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/john_paul_ii/encyclicals/documents/hf_jp-ii_enc_25031995_evangelium-vitae_en.html
http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/john_paul_ii/encyclicals/documents/hf_jp-ii_enc_25031995_evangelium-vitae_en.html

