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‘We affirm the sacredness of human life, in its totality from beginning to end, as 

a gift given by God, and that each and every human life is intrinsically valuable 

in all its phases.  It should also be recognised that very difficult situations and 

emotions can arise from the management of care towards the end of a life and 

the discussion of personal circumstances always requires the utmost 

sensitivity.  Such sensitivity should also be borne in mind in the public debate 

around these issues.’  

- Joint Statement from Archbishop John McDowell & Archbishop Michael Jackson (08/10/2020) 

The Church of Ireland's fundamental position on assisted suicide and related end-of-life issues 

has been previously articulated in a CASC discussion paper, adopted by the General Synod of the 

Church of Ireland in 20181. The faith based argument against assisted dying is clearly outlined 

therein: 

“At the centre of our theology lie certain core beliefs from which we get guiding principles that 

promote our decision-making, and from which, in turn, we get our policies and practices. One of 

these ‘core beliefs’ is the conviction that God is the life-giver. To believe that each and every 

human life is intrinsically valuable is to accept that every life has a purpose, a significance and 

meaning from its beginning to end. In this context, it is difficult to see how even the most sensitive 

legislation can do anything other than devalue this” 

The former Archbishop of Armagh, the Most Revd Dr Richard Clarke put it perhaps most succinctly 

in his opening address to General Synod 20142 “We must surely, as Christians, never concede that 

life is anything other than sacred, a gift of God from beginning to end, never to be thrown away 

as though it were personal property.” 

Aside from issues of faith, there is a wealth of evidence which indicates that legislating for assisted 

death does nothing to improve the situation of vulnerable individuals and is open to overreliance, 

misuse, and abuse.  

In a position paper for CASC in response to the Dying with Dignity Bill 2020 as it was before the 

Oireachtas Committee on Justice, Rev Dr Rory Corbett outlined several significant issues with 

legislation in this area3. In that paper, Dr Corbett specifically cited the example of the USA state 

of Oregan which enacted the Death with Dignity Act in 1997, allowing physicians to prescribe 

lethal medications to terminally ill individuals who wish to end their lives. The Oregon Health 

Authority collects information and publishes annual statistical reports on those participating in 
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the Oregon Death with Dignity Act. The most recent report4 shows that of those who provided 

information on their end-of-life concerns 46.4% cited being a “burden on family, 

friends/caregivers”. If a marker of a society’s compassion is how it deals with its most vulnerable 

would we wish to create a situation where the most vulnerable and weak among us feel such an 

insidious pressure to end their lives for fear that they are a burden to others? 

Research5 and reporting6 published in the British Medical Journal notes, among other concerns, 

that the average length of the doctor-patient relationship in cases under the Act has fallen from 

19 weeks on average in 2010 to just 5 weeks in 2022. This would support the concept of ‘doctor-

shopping’ and of wholly inadequate time given to make a proper assessment of the patient’s 

mind and to deal with problems such as a feeling of being a burden or of inadequate medical 

management. Indeed, referrals for psychiatric evaluation have also fallen, and in 2022 only 1% of 

participants underwent psychiatric evaluation. 

We must also be aware of the dangerous trends seen in countries which have adopted legislation 

such as is being discussed here to normalise the process, loosen restrictions and open the system 

to abuse of the vulnerable. In the case of Oregon the number of prescriptions and deaths under 

the law have increased dramatically since 1998. Last year saw a change in the law which removed 

the restriction of those participating to Oregan residents. Countries such as Belgium and the 

Netherlands have expanded their legislation to allow for euthanasia of children. The Netherlands 

has also seen repeated7 calls8 for the country’s law to be opened to healthy older people who 

believe their life is complete.  

In Canada the law allowing for assisted dying and euthanasia was amended to remove 

requirements that a person’s death be reasonably foreseeable as a required criterion, which has 

been criticized widely by human rights experts910 and disability activists11 who argue that the lack 
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of state supports for those living with disabilities will force many to see euthanasia as a default 

option.  

We feel that introducing legislation which allows for assisted dying would have similar impacts 

here, and rather than provide dignity or care to those suffering, would instead promote a casual, 

unfeeling attitude to those approaching the end of their life.  


