
Euthanasia and  
Physician-Assisted Suicide

Intentional euthanasia, sometimes called mercy killing, 
is murder. Regardless of the motives or means, eutha-
nasia consists of putting to death those who are sick, 
are disabled, or are dying. It is morally unacceptable. 
The emergence of physician-assisted suicide, popular-
ized by the right-to-die movement, seeks to legalize 
what is an immoral act. Its advocates plan to achieve 
this on a state-by-state basis.

Suicide is gravely sinful whether committed alone 
or aided by a doctor. Serious psychological distur-
bances, anxiety, fear of suffering, or torture can dimin-
ish the responsibility of the one committing suicide. 
The question is often asked whether persons who have 
committed suicide receive eternal salvation. Although 
suicide is always objectively sinful, one “should not 
despair of the eternal salvation of persons who have 
taken their own lives. By ways known to him alone, 
God can provide the opportunity for salutary repen-
tance. The Church prays for persons who have taken 
their own lives” (CCC, no. 2283). The pastoral care of 
family and friends of those who have taken their own 

lives is an important focus for the Church’s healing and 
compassionate ministry.

Catholic moral tradition has always taught that 
we can discontinue medical procedures that are bur-
densome, extraordinary, and disproportionate to the 
outcome. However, respect for every human being 
demands the ordinary treatment of the dying by 
the provision of food, water, warmth, and hygiene. 
Ordinary treatment is always a moral requirement.

There is also extraordinary treatment. The Church 
recognizes that some medical treatment may not pro-
vide benefits commensurate with the risks of certain 
medical procedures. Extraordinary medical treatment 
may not be morally required and can even cease in cer-
tain cases, depending on the benefits to the sick person 
and the burdens it will or may impose. For example, 
in instances when a person has been declared brain-
dead, the patient can be disconnected from mechanical 
devices that sustain breathing and the heart since there 
is little hope of the person’s recovery.
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