
Pope St. John Paul II on his Encyclical The Gospel of Life (1995): “…[it] is meant to be a precise and vigorous 
reaffirmation of the value of human life and its inviolability, and at the same time, a pressing appeal addressed 
to each and every person in the name of God: respect, protect, love and serve life, every human life! Only in this 
direction will you find justice, development, true freedom, peace and happiness!”
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THE TRAGEDY OF EUTHANASIA
from the gospel of life (evangelium vitae), 64 & 65

At the other end of life’s spectrum, men and women 
find themselves facing the mystery of death…When the 
prevailing tendency is to value life only to the extent that 
it brings pleasure and well-being, suffering seems like an 
unbearable setback, something from which one must be 
freed at all costs. Death is considered “senseless” if it sud-
denly interrupts a life still open to a future of new and 
interesting experiences. But it becomes a “rightful libera-
tion” once life is held to be no longer meaningful because 
it is filled with pain and inexorably doomed to even great-
er suffering.

Furthermore, when he denies or neglects his fundamental 
relationship to God, man thinks he is his own rule and 
measure…

In this context the temptation grows to have recourse to 
euthanasia, that is, to take control of death and bring it 
about before its time, “gently” ending one’s own life or 
the life of others. In reality, what might seem logical and 
humane…is seen to be senseless and inhumane. Here 
we are faced with one of the more alarming symptoms 
of the “culture of death,” which is advancing above 
all in prosperous societies, marked by an attitude of 
excessive preoccupation with efficiency and which sees 
the growing number of elderly and disabled people as 
intolerable and too burdensome…

Euthanasia must be distinguished from the decision to 
forego so-called “aggressive medical treatment”—med-
ical procedures which no longer correspond to the real 
situation of the patient, either because they are by now 
disproportionate to any expected results or because they 
impose an excessive burden on the patient and his family. 
In such situations, when death is clearly imminent and in-
evitable, one can in conscience “refuse forms of treatment 
that would only secure a precarious and burdensome pro-
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longation of life, so long as the normal care due to the 
sick person in similar cases is not interrupted.” 1 Certainly 
there is a moral obligation to care for oneself and to allow 
oneself to be cared for, but this duty must take account of 
concrete circumstances. It needs to be determined wheth-
er the means of treatment available are objectively pro-
portionate to the prospects for improvement. To forego 
extraordinary or disproportionate means is not the equiv-
alent of suicide or euthanasia; it rather expresses accep-
tance of the human condition in the face of death. 2

…[I]ncreased attention is being given to “methods of pal-
liative care,” which seek to make suffering more bearable 
in the final stages of illness and to ensure that the patient 
is supported and accompanied in his or her ordeal. Among 
the questions which arise in this context is that of the lic-
itness of using various types of painkillers and sedatives 
for relieving the patient’s pain when this involves the risk 
of shortening life…[I]t is licit to relieve pain by narcotics, 
even when the result is decreased consciousness and a 
shortening of life, “if no other means exist, and if, in the 
given circumstances, this does not prevent the carrying 
out of other religious and moral duties.” 3 In such a case, 
death is not willed or sought, even though for reasonable 
motives one runs the risk of it: there is simply a desire 
to ease pain effectively by using the analgesics which 
medicine provides. All the same…as they approach death 
people ought to be able to satisfy their moral and fami-
ly duties, and above all they ought to be able to prepare 
in a fully conscious way for their definitive meeting with 
God…

Euthanasia is a grave violation of the law of God, since it 
is the deliberate and morally unacceptable killing of a hu-
man person4…Depending on the circumstances, this prac-
tice involves the malice proper to suicide or murder.   
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