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Almost 30 years ago, when the field of
medical ethics was still in its youth, the
Dominicans Benedict Ashley and Kevin

O’Rourke published Health Care Ethics: A
Catholic Theological Analysis. To see how
that professional discipline is now moving
into its maturity, one need only inspect
Ashley and O’Rourke’s considerably
revised fifth edition, now strategically
joined in co-authorship by Jean deBlois,
C.S.J.

Still deeply rooted in Scripture, the
teachings of the Catholic Church and a
humanistic natural law tradition, as well as
conversant with a variety of value and reli-
gious systems, much of Health Care Ethics:
A Catholic Theological Analysis could not
possibly have been written even 10 years
ago, when the fourth edition appeared.
The human genome was mapped little
more than five years ago. And whereas the
only sexual selection options two decades
ago were abortion and infanticide, now we
have pre-implantation genetic diagnosis
and even sperm selection available.
Genetic modification has already been suc-
cessful in somatic gene therapy, while
germ line gene tampering (which modifies
even reproductive cells and future off-
spring) beckons. End-of-life issues have
become just as complex, to such an extent
that there is now argument over the defini-
tion of death. Political and economic inter-
ests drive our debates over “non-heart
beating persons” as well as stem cell
research.

In treating all these issues, deBlois,
O’Rourke and Ashley are lucid and inci-
sive. While affirming Catholic Church
teaching, they address controversies within
the Catholic community and challenges
from without. Their work, so rich in the
most recent bibliographical references,
provides a much-needed account of social
responsibility and public policy as well as
the sacramental and healing dimensions of
true care. Most strategically, the book pre-
sents a substantial and robust account of
what it means to be a human person.
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David Kelly’s Medical Care at the End of
Life demonstrates tht every particular topic
in health care ethics could yield a book.
Strong in clinical experience and engage-
ment with patients and families, Kelly
offers a Catholic perspective on the hotly
contested issues of advance directives (or
living will), the distinction between ordi-
nary and extraordinary means and the
notion of medical futility.

Kelly’s treatment of the difference
between killing and allowing to die,
marked by great good common sense, pro-
vides convincing counterarguments to
Justice Scalia’s unfortunate identification
of withdrawal of treatment and intentional
killing in the Cruzan case. (The book, by
the way, is an excellent introduction to
many legal controversies and rulings in the
matter of health care.)

The extensive discussion of autonomy,
consent and competence in Medical Care at
the End of Life is not the last of the book’s
strengths. It also suggests why Kelly’s dis-
cussion of vitalism and the persistent vege-
tative state is somewhat unsatisfying. If you
count yourself among those who think the
purpose or mission of human life is not
only the exercise of our higher cognitive
and volitional acts but also the humble
acceptance and living out of our human-
ness even in diminishment, you may long
for a richer consideration of how to
accompany even the least of us in our leav-
ing.

Such a hope is not often met when
reading in medical ethics, which so often
deals with case studies, legalities or resolu-
tion of moral conflicts. A recent happy
exception is the collection of essays in
Health and Human Flourishing, by Carol
Taylor and Roberto Dell’Oro. Themes of
this work range from “otherness,” philo-
sophical anthropology, vulnerability and
human connectedness to engagement with
the latest scientific breakthroughs. The
methods and manners of discourse are
refreshingly diverse: analytic, historical,
hermeneutical and, especially, phe-
nomenological. As a collection it is uneven,
not necessarily in quality, but in the con-
text of one’s familiarity with a particular
approach or specialized lexicon.

I cherish the thick reflection on
patience and the invitation to resacralize
the human body offered by the European
philosopher William Desmond, the treat-
ments of integrity and virtue, the three

essays on vulnerability, the brilliant
defense of “Dignity and the Human as a
Natural Kind” by Daniel Sulmasy and the
efforts to articulate an integrated theologi-
cal anthropology. But what I found most
powerful and sustaining is Alisa Carse’s
“Vulnerability, Agency, and Human
Flourishing.”

The illusions of monadic autonomy,
individualism and self-sufficiency chal-
lenged by every offering in the book are
unmasked by Carse’s argument that our
flourishing itself, although threatened by
our fragility, is actually constituted by it.
“Allowing ourselves to be vulnerable is nec-
essary to loving and being loved, to caring
and being cared for, and to playing, explor-
ing and growing in ways that strengthen
and vitalize our effective agency.”

The contributors’ ability to see the
healing professions not only in terms of
positive outcomes, but also in the context
of our interdependence and mutual frailty
suggests that the field of medical ethics is
indeed reaching into its full human matu-
rity. John F. Kavanaugh
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I carried a copy of Seamus Heaney’s latest
collection, District and Circle, with me to
Europe this summer, reading it on buses
and trains and at outdoor restaurants in
London. (This was the rainless summer
when London hit 100 degrees Fahrenheit
for the first time in recorded history; hap-
pily, I was elsewhere that day.)

It was great fun to dip into the book at
various points and notice themes that
recur in Heaney’s poetry, along with
some fresh developments. The author
seems more at ease now, secure in his rep-
utation and willing to take chances on
new forms and new ideas. Not since
Station Island has he been so ambitious
and playful. But religion still tugs at his
mind and heart, and he returns to worry
the old bones once again, this time invok-
ing an old mentor from his California
days, the eminent Polish poet Czeslaw

Milosz, a fellow Catholic and Nobelist
before him. They met at U.C.L.A. in the
1970’s; Milosz struggled with the role of
religion in a poet’s life, with the added
burden of living in a Communist society
for many years.

Like his mentor, Heaney has had his
problems with the Catholic Church over
the years, not in any official way but in the
searching and critical way of intellectuals.
Demythologizing comes naturally to such
thinkers, whether it be of state or church.
But what poet could survive without
myths of one kind or another? Homer set
the ball rolling long before Christianity
appeared, and the Irishman and the Pole
have collaborated in keeping it going.
Happily, Catholicism, as its name sug-
gests, eschews the narrow either-or of
more dialectical Christian traditions and
boldly embraces a both-and approach to
the world we inhabit. Not matter versus
spirit, but matter and spirit inseparably
bound together. And so when the topic
turns religious it is not at all surprising
that Heaney turns to Milosz (though the
latter is from a different time and place).

His tripartite poem in memory of
Milosz, “Out of This World,” takes up
these issues in some autobiographical
detail. The tense is past in part one, as he
recalls his participation in the Mass: 

Like everybody else I bowed my head
During the consecration of the bread 

and wine, 
Lifted my eyes to the raised host and 

raised chalice,
Believed (whatever it means) that a 

change occurred.

He goes on to describe receiving
Communion, making an act of thanksgiv-
ing:

There was never a scene
When I had it out with myself or with 

another.
The loss occurred off stage. And yet I 

cannot
Disavow words like “thanksgiving” 

or “host”
Or “communion bread.” They have

an undying
Tremor and draw, like well water far 

down.
Part 2 of the same poem

(Brancardier) describes his pilgrimage to
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