SUMMARY OF 

THE PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH IN CANADA’S

POSITION ON EUTHANASIA

(A&P 2015, p. 47-49)

Definition of terms

The definitions provided here are from the Acts and Proceedings of the 122nd General Assembly of The Presbyterian Church in Canada (1996) as defined by the Faith and Witness Commission of the Canadian Council of Churches of which The Presbyterian Church in Canada is a member.

Euthanasia:

Euthanasia is deliberately killing someone by action or omission, with or without that person’s consent, for compassionate reasons. 

Euthanasia does not include: 

Withholding or withdrawing medical treatment when its burdens on the dying person outweigh it benefits; 

Giving drugs to relieve pain, even if the unintended effect is to shorten life; 

Respecting a person’s refusal of treatment or request to discontinue treatment.

The Special Committee, in reviewing the material from previous General Assemblies noted that the church has generally spoken on this sensitive topic of euthanasia or physician assisted death in response to actions of the Government of Canada, or of the Supreme Court of Canada. The Committee has reviewed the statements that have been made by The Presbyterian Church in Canada, and provides this summary.

1968 

In 1968 the Government of Canada was considering the repeal of section 213 of the Criminal Code of Canada and by so doing would decriminalize the act of attempted suicide. The Presbyterian Church in Canada responded with a statement supporting the decriminalizing of attempted suicide. In so doing the church recognized that, 

“Suicide cannot be excused or justified, since to take a life is a matter for God only and not for man himself. However, German theologian Karl Barth said that we must go on at once to say that even suicide in the sense of self-murder ‘is not as such an unforgiveable sin.’” 

1982

In 1982, a study booklet on euthanasia was produced by the Board of Congregational Life, outlining the position of The Presbyterian Church in Canada at that time. 
1994

After investigating the context of the time, in 1994 the Life and Mission Agency made a more extensive report to the 120th General Assembly. It included “Patient Issues, Healthcare Issues, Family Issues and Ministry with the Terminally Ill” and stated the appropriateness of the church again entering the debate. The report concluded that, 

“The Christian stewardship of life requires us to preserve and care for that life. Suffering does not destroy the meaning of life nor, does it necessarily obliterate hope. Even in the most difficult circumstances, witness can be made to this meaning and hope, both by the dying and by those who attend them.”

1995

The Presbyterian Church in Canada, after reflection on both the personal and social aspects of euthanasia, and in light of the Latimer case which raised questions about euthanasia in the context of chronic illness of a dependent, presented another update. In anticipation of a free vote in the Federal Parliament on the matter of “euthanasia and physician assisted suicide” the update defined what it means to die with dignity. 

“It means to live as fully as possible until death. For the faith community it involves a willingness to participate in what Paul Lehman calls “the politics of God,” which means acting on behalf of the terminally ill to ensure that everything possible is done to make and to keep human life human. 
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And it means that the faithful will surround the terminally ill with love and support at the time of dying. To die with dignity is to accept our creaturely limitations. To acknowledge the sovereignty of God and the lordship of the Son in life and death is to affirm that there is a greater good than simple survival and to give up what has been called “biological idolatry”.

In the fall of 1995, Dr. George Tattrie contributed to a brief study guide that was made available to every congregation within The Presbyterian Church in Canada. 

1996

The most recent statement is found in the Acts and Proceedings of the 122nd General Assembly. Together with our brothers and sisters in Christ at the Canadian Council of Churches, The Presbyterian Church in Canada concluded that, 

“Christian thought through the ages has always understood that life is entrusted to us by God. Similar to views reflected in other religious traditions, life is seen as something larger than any person’s “ownership” of it and, therefore, is not ours to discard. Canadian Council of Churches member churches do not accept the legalization of euthanasia or assisted suicide.”

2015

It has now been 18 years since the church’s latest statement on euthanasia and physician assisted death. Our world has continued to change along with the language we use for this issue. The Province of Quebec has enacted legislation that grants residents of the Province the right to “medical aid in dying”, and the Supreme Court of Canada has struck down the criminal code prohibition against physician assisted death and has left the Government of Canada with one year to enact legislation concerning physician assisted death. Both the Quebec legislation and the proposed Federal Government legislation makes the criteria for physician assisted death very narrow. This remains an important matter of faith and life for The Presbyterian Church in Canada, and for many other people of faith. At issue is the balance of the autonomy and the dignity of the individual, and the sanctity of human life under God. The committee believes that there is a need for ongoing deep and prayerful consideration of this most difficult and sensitive issue, and that the church needs to enter into the conversation bringing its unique perspective on matters of life, death, and quality of life as followers of Christ.
This is a challenging issue, as many who have sat at the bedside of a loved one and watched their quality of life slip away well know. While we have our church’s historic statements on euthanasia and the important role of the medical community in end of life care, there remains a need for further prayerful consideration under the promised guidance and illumination of the Holy Spirit. 
