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CHAPTER SEVEN
I. Bioethics, the Culture Wars, and Western
Christianity: Assessing the Current Terrain
There is no cultural peace. We are in a
culture war defined by disagreements. Salient
among the disagreements are bioethical battles about abortion, human embryo stem-cell
research, artificial insemination of unmarried
women, reproduction in marriage with the use of
donor gametes, healthcare allocation, physicianassisted suicide, and euthanasia, to name only
a few issues. In great part, these disputes exist
because of the collision of traditional Christian
morality and bioethics with the morality and
bioethics of the dominant secular culture. Most
salient is traditional Christianity’s rejection of the
demoralization of morality and bioethics, as well
as of the aggressive secularization of the public
space (Hunter 1991). The cultural geography of
these profound disagreements frames the public
discourse of bioethics and healthcare policy. The
character of this public discourse is crucially tied
to the secularization and the deChristianization of the West. Contemporary bioethics itself
arose within the collapse of mainline Christian-

ity. This chapter shows how the emergence of
contemporary secular bioethics is in particular
closely associated with ecclesial and theological changes in Roman Catholicism, the largest
of the Christian denominations, which changes
led to the abandonment of its previous paradigm of medical ethics and the emergence of
secular bioethics. Contemporary secular bioethics under the term bioethics as it developed at
Georgetown University, a Jesuit university, in the
1970s was intimately tied to conditions within
post-Vatican II Roman Catholicism. Contemporary secular bioethics has important roots in the
disputes characterizing Roman Catholicism in
the late 1960s and early 1970s.
To appreciate the place of Christian bioethics
in the contemporary debates, this chapter examines as well the role of Roman Catholic thinkers
in attempting to bring peace to the culture wars
by denying as well as blunting difference. It is
traditional and/or conservative Christians who
are prominent belligerents in the culture wars.
The contemporary bioethical culture wars also
importantly reflect consequences of the postVatican II (1962-1965) changes in Roman Catholicism, which have left it ever less monolithic
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1. I must admit to having since my youth been disappointed by the claims of moral philosophy regarding sound rational argument. When
I was still a Roman Catholic, I had tried to my utmost to use philosophy to secure its natural law, natural theological, and other rationalist
claims. I was shocked by my failure. I found that the moral-philosophical and –theological arguments of Roman Catholicism required the
concession of crucial and controverted initial premises and rules of inference. Then I discovered that the same difficulty lies at the basis of
any secular moral-philosophical viewpoint, morality, or bioethics. This chapter is a special gloss on this difficulty in bioethics.

II. Making Way for a New Paradigm for Medical Ethics
As the last chapter has shown, secular academic bioethics is an arena of interminable
disputes, for which theoretical reflections can
at best provide a geography of a contentious
intellectual territory, but no way out. Healthcare
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ethics consultation, for its part, has successfully
taken possession of a domain of the practice
of law, so that it offers what amounts to legal
advice. However, the ethics established at law
and in public policy is often strongly in tension with the obligations of Christian healthcare
professionals. This complex phenomenon of
secular bioethics occasions the culture wars
because, if nothing else unites secular bioethics, it is united by an understanding of itself as
after Christianity. Chapter Four addresses this
point by showing why traditional Christians find
themselves in positions where they are unable to
compromise with the demands of law and public policy established by secular fundamentalist
states where a particular secular ideology plays
a role analogous to the role religion plays in a
religious fundamentalist state (Engelhardt 2010a
and 2010b). But who are those who remain in
opposition to the secular state’s violation of their
consciences? What is the character of their opposition? Answering such questions is core to
understanding the culture wars and the place of
bioethics in them. This chapter focuses primarily,
but not exclusively, on the role played by Roman
Catholicism, in that it is the largest and by far the
most organized of the Christianities. Moreover,
it was the origin of secular bioethics.
The belligerence of the culture wars depends
on the vigor of the disputing parties. The party of
the secular is generally quite dedicated. Therefore, the character and strength of the battles
depend on the strength of the response of those
committed to traditional Christian moral and bioethical positions, primarily traditional Christians
who reject the demoralization and deflation of
bioethics and morality. As a consequence, these
conflicts have a different character in different
polities, depending chiefly on the strength of the
religious groups within their jurisdictions. Often,
the response of the locally dominant Christianities will be mild at best. Foreshadowing recent
changes in Roman Catholicism, the mainline
Protestant Christian churches from the mid-18th
and early 19th century abetted secularization
and desacralization as they themselves were
transformed. A powerful early and continuing

Common ground as battleground: the culture wars framing bioethics continue

in its opposition to the secularity that shapes
the bioethics of the dominant culture. The contemporary culture wars are located within this
complex territory of conflicting social forces. The
cardinal question then arises: given the disarray of Western Christianity, will the bioethical
battles in the culture wars continue?
This is not an easy question to answer, especially given the continuing secularization and
disorientation of much of Western Christianity.
What resources remain to sustain Christianity’s
counter-cultural character along with its responses to the secular transformation of morality, bioethics, and healthcare policy? Is Western
Christianity not itself about to be thoroughly
demoralized and in the mode of Paul Tillich
(1886-1965) deflated? Can Western Christianity continue to supply recruits for the culture
wars? This serious issue regarding the future
of the culture wars and the future context for
the disputes about bioethics and healthcare
policy is a central focus of this chapter. Will the
cultural belligerencies concerning bioethics
continue? There are grounds for doubting the
staying power of Western Christianity. The secularization of Western Christianity, along with
false perceptions regarding the character of the
disputes resulting especially from a continued
commitment to the moral-philosophical project,
raise the possibility that even many Christians
will not fully appreciate what is at stake: the
collision between a secular moral vision with its
bioethics, and the moral vision grounded in an
experience of God. What is offered in this chapter is a geography of the contemporary Western
Christian theological terrain. This is undertaken
in order better to appreciate the context within
which bioethics arose and in which the culture
wars about bioethics now find themselves.
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influence on the secularization of Protestantism
was Immanuel Kant’s project of reducing religion to its moral significance, so that it did not
matter to which religion one belonged, as long
as one lived a “moral” life. Doctrinal substance
became irrelevant.
We have good reason to say…that “the kingdom of God is come unto us” once the principle
of the gradual transition of ecclesiastical faith
to the universal religion of reason, and so to a
(divine) ethical state on earth, has become general and has also gained somewhere a public
foothold, even though the actual establishment
of this state is still infinitely removed from us
(Kant 1960, p. 113, AK VI 114).
Kant endorsed a moral and social gospel.
Faith in such a universal religion of reason was
sufficiently widespread among intellectuals at
the beginning of the 19th century that some
liberal Jews, admittedly for a complex set of
reasons, considered entering into some form of
congregational union with liberal Protestants of
equally sparse confessional commitments (Hess
2002, esp. pp. 176-182).
Before the mid-20th century, the results of
secularization were already widespread in central Europe. In Germany in particular by the
late 19th century, mainline Protestantism was
largely moribund. As Eduard von Hartmann
(1842-1906) noted, “Liberal Protestantism has
necessarily become an irreligious phenomenon
of history, because Protestantism has taken the
interest of modern culture to be the criterion”
(von Hartmann 1874, p. 87). Mainline Protestantism was effecting its own Selbstzersetzung,
its own self-destruction. This secularization was
described in various ways and promoted by
Friedrich Schleiermacher (1763-1834), Arthur
Schopenhauer (1788-1860), Ludwig Feuerbach
(1804-1872), and David Strauss (1808-1874).
There was a widespread Verweltlichung (secularization) of Protestant Christianity (Overbeck
1919, p. 245). By the early 20th century in Germany, the transformation had been thoroughgoing. As Émile Durkheim (1858-1917) puts it,
“the old gods are growing old or already dead,
and others are not yet born” (Durkheim 1947,

p. 427). An analogous secularization and deflation of dogma marked Protestantism in many
areas of the northern United States, especially in
New England. It was in reaction against liberal
Protestantism that fundamentalist Christianity
developed its identity at the end of the 19th and
the beginning of the 20th century.
Finally, a Protestantism emerged that was
fully after God, a liberal Protestantism that realized itself in a social gospel and moral commitments without a metaphysics of transcendence.
Some of these Protestants were influenced by
and were intellectual descendants of Hegel. As
Charles Taylor puts it:
Thus while Hegel is not in the main line of
descent of liberal Protestantism, he is the
point of origin of another important movement towards a de-mythologized, one might
say, ‘de-theologized’ Christianity. Contemporary theologies of ‘the death of God’ are
his spiritual grandchildren. The filiation is
either direct, as with Paul Tillich who very
much influenced the theologians of this
school, or through the young Hegelian Ludwig Feuerbach (Taylor 1975, p. 495).
One must therefore wonder about the meaning of the gloss by Emil Fackenheim on Karl Barth
regarding Hegel. “We may rely on Karl Barth’s apt
formulation that Hegel seeks to do for the modern
Protestant world what St. Thomas Aquinas has
done for the Catholic Middle Ages” (Fackenheim
1967, p. 10). An Orthodox Christian would take
this to be a subtle way of also criticizing Aquinas’s
effect on Western Christianity. In any event, by
the late 20th century, one had with figures such
as Paul Tillich (1886-1965) Christian theologians
without belief in the God of the Christians. As
Richard Rorty remarked, when people asked why
[Tillich] didn’t stop pretending to be a Christian
theologian and instead bill himself as a Heideggerian philosopher. He would say, in effect that
it was precisely the job of a Christian theologian
these days to find a way of making it possible
for Christians to continue using the term ‘Christ’
even after they had given up supernaturalism (as
he hoped they eventually would)” (Rorty 1991,
p. 70). A post-Christian Christianity had emerged.
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heresy for supporting inter alia the separation of
church and state. Americanism was addressed,
for example, in a letter by Pope Leo XIII to Cardinal Gibbons of Baltimore of 22 January 1899
(Denziger 1965, pp. 656-658, novus numerus
textum 3340-3346; vetus numerus 1967-1976).
Rome was able to bring order by acting from the
top down. This included having all seminarians
sign an oath against modernism (1 September
1910). Save with regard to the Roman Catholic
intellectual class, these measures were largely
successful, such that generally parishes were for
the most part flourishing, pious, and engaged
in charitable outreach. Although these measures were repressive, they fit into an ecclesial
culture that was itself generally repressive and
had forbidden, among other things, vernacular
translations of the Mass (placing them on the
Index of Forbidden Books) until the late 19th
century. Despite all of these difficulties, there
was a high rate of adult conversions. Tendentious
histories depict the pre-Vatican II church as ineffective and shallow, notwithstanding the fact that
pre-Vatican II Roman Catholicism was marked
by high devotion reflected in real “social justice” achieved through hospitals and parochial
schools manned by nuns and brothers. There is
objective evidence of success before and then
collapse after Vatican II (1962-1965). Pre-Vatican
II Catholicism was generally functional, and the
Catholicism of Vatican II, with that of Popes John
XXIII (1881-1963, elected 1958), Paul VI (18971978, elected 1963), and John Paul II (19202005, elected 1978) was generally dysfunctional, secularized, and indeed desacralized.
It must be noted that two features of preVatican II Roman Catholicism made it ripe for
a revolution that generated liturgical as well
as doctrinal transformation and confusion, if
not chaos (Hull 2010). The first was a liturgical
movement that had been developing throughout
the early 20th century bent on radically recasting
the traditional Tridentine Mass. As an example,
one might consider the work of Fr. Gerald Ellard,
S.J., and his The Mass of the Future (Ellard 1948).
An overview of the roots and character of the
sweeping changes is offered by one of their most
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Contrary to the assertion of Edward S. Shapiro, in the dominant secular culture it is not
the case that “If a Christian is secularized and
becomes an atheist or an agnostic, he ceases
being a Christian” (Shapiro 2014, p. 42), as the
counter-examples of G.W.F. Hegel and Paul
Tillich ably attest. Christians, like Jews, can become acceptable Christians within the contemporary culture precisely when they are atheists
or at least agnostics. The sacred has been placed
within the horizon of the finite and the immanent. Thomas Luckmann appreciates this deflation or immanentization of the transcendent (an
old theme articulated by Hegel in 1802).
The span of transcendence is shrinking.
Modern religious themes such as “self-realization,” personal autonomy, and self-expression
have become dominant. More recently, they
have fused either with the newly emerging mix
of pseudo-science and magic or with certain
rearticulations of the intermediate and great
transcendences in the ecological components of
the “New Age.” The shrinking of transcendence
thus does not mean a loss of the “sacred.” The
dominant themes in the modern sacred cosmos
bestow something like a sacred status upon the
individual himself by articulating his autonomy.
As the transcendent social order and the great
transcendences cease to be generally significant,
matters that are important to the privatized,
partly egoistic and hedonistic, partly ecological, symbolically altruistic individual become
sacralized (Luckmann 1990, p. 138).
The only question is whether Jews and Christians can resist these powerful forces in the
dominant secular culture?
A fate similar to mainline Protestantism and
Reform Judaism was initially resisted by Roman
Catholicism, which responded to threats of secularization through Pope Pius IX’s (1792-1878,
elected 1846) Syllabus of Errors (8 December
1864) and other condemnations of modernism,
the complex movement that devalued supernatural elements and sought accommodation to the
secular culture. There was as well the condemnation by Pope Leo XIII (1810-1903, elected
1878) of Americanism, which was considered a
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important advocates and agents of the changes,
Archbishop Annibale Bugnini (1990). Many of
these 20th-century liturgical movements that led
to Paul VI’s Novus Ordo Mass had roots in the
Jansenist liturgical agenda of the 18th century.
Before Vatican II there were clear signs of movements that would create a rupture in the ritual
habits that had given Roman Catholicism continuity and coherence. The second feature was a
view of papal authority that became widespread
with Pope Pius IX, which held that the pope had
the authority in a fundamental fashion to alter
and set aside liturgical tradition. As a result of this
view of papal authority, the majority of Roman
Catholics accepted the radical liturgical changes
instituted by Pope Paul VI. This would have been
impossible prior to the further accretion of papal authority subsequent to the Council of Trent
(1545-1563), Pius IX (1792-1878, elected 1846),
and Vatican I (1869-1870), before which the
pope’s authority was held to be more limited.
This is not to say that dispute and dissent
did not accompany the changes introduced during and after Vatican II. There was a significant
minority of Roman Catholics that to various
degrees did not agree with the changes and at
times reacted in fear regarding their likely consequences. These individuals tended still to have
a commitment to the traditional Roman Catholic
approaches to medical ethics. They realized that
a major disorienting transformation of Roman
Catholicism had been initiated. Archbishop Annibale Bugnini himself admits:
The path of liturgical reform has been marked
not only by experimentation and adaptation
but also by opposition. While some indulged
in uncontrolled experimentation, to the detriment of the faith and the sacredness of worship of the Lord, others took a hard stand on
the past and launched a systematic attack on
the reform (Bugnini 1990, p. 277).
In an attempt to limit the negative reaction that was already salient, the preparation
of the new calendar for the Novus Ordo Mass
proceeded in secrecy (Bugnini 1990, p. 315).
A gulf opened between the reformers and the
defenders of the old Mass. The controversies that

resulted were strident and were associated with
significant demographic changes.
The hemorrhage of clerics and congregants
that had begun during Vatican II provoked a
warning on September 25, 1969, from Alfredo
Cardinal Ottaviani and Antonio Cardinal Bacci
(Ottaviani & Bacci n.d.), that the changes were
undermining Roman Catholicism. The difficulties accelerated after the de jure establishment
among Roman Catholics of the Novus Ordo
Mass in November 1969. Roman Catholicism
was marked by a dramatic loss of priests, religious brothers and sisters, and laity. There was
in particular a loss of vocations. In the United
States, the number of diocesan seminarians fell
from 6.3 per ten thousand Roman Catholics in
1965 to 0.51 per ten thousand in 2002 (Jones
2003, p. 29), while the number of religious
seminarians fell from 4.87 per ten thousand in
1965 to 0.21 per ten thousand in 2002 (Jones
2003, p. 30). In the seven years following the
replacement of the Tridentine Mass by the Novus
Ordo Mass in 1970, the number of priests in the
world declined from about 410,000 to about
245,000. The period was also characterized by
a major loss of communicants. For example, in
the period from 1965 to 1974, weekly church attendance among Canadian Protestants dropped
19%, but among Canadian Catholics 29% (Index
1980). As has been observed, “…the ritual chaos
within Roman Catholicism surely made a contribution to destabilizing a major social institution
in Western culture” (Solomon et al. 2012, p. 12).
A remarkable implosion of Roman Catholicism
had occurred, marked by a one-shot decline
in church practice in the sixties and the early
seventies (Greeley 1990). The phenomenon was
worldwide (Bouyer 1970). As a consequence,
there has been a significant closing of churches
due to the decline in the number of both parishioners and priests (Weidemann 1989).
The impact was not just demographic but
affected the very character of its scholarship.
Roman Catholicism fell into widespread theological chaos. As Richard McCormick observed:
The Second Vatican Council, after speaking
of the renewal of theological disciplines
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In 1971, Newsweek again polled American
Catholics for a cover story – “Has the Church
Lost Its Soul?” – that, with copious charts, went
on for seven pages. What we found was a once
apparently cohesive community in disarray:
As one liberal monsignor bluntly told us, “The
Church is one god-damned mess.” Nearly as
many American Catholics, for instance, said they
now looked for spiritual guidance to evangelist
Billy Graham as did those who still looked to
the pope. By “soul” I meant “an integral Catholic
subculture with its own distinctive blend of rituals and rules, mystery and manners” which, as
I saw it then, “has vanished from the American
scene” (Woodward 2013, p. 31).
The result was a loss of structure, focus, and
mission. Most harmed were orders of nuns.
[T]he Sisters of the Immaculate Heart of
Mary splintered into traditional and reformed
factions, and the latter eventually disappeared.
So did a lot of the other communities of nuns. By
the end of the sixties, women’s religious orders
were reporting defections of up to six thousand
a year, plus a precipitous drop in new novices. The vocation crisis, at least in the United
States, became a steady state of relentless attrition (Woodward 2013, p. 28).
The widespread and salient presence of Roman Catholicism in healthcare delivery, which
once bore the clear stamp of its medical ethics,
abruptly went into decline as Roman Catholicism was no longer able to staff its hospitals with
religious sisters and brothers. A different Roman
Catholicism emerged, and emerged quickly.
The changes after Vatican II, especially after
the imposition of the novel Pauline liturgy (i.e.,
the Novus Ordo mass), were so widespread and
disruptive that Pope Paul VI (1963-1978), who
had sought them and imposed them, recoiled in
horror at what was happening. On the 29th of
June, 1972, he mourned, “It was believed that
after the Council there would be a day of sunshine in the history of the Church. There came
instead a day of clouds, storm and darkness, of
search and uncertainty. Through some fissure the
smoke of Satan has entered the Temple of God.”
Vatican II and Pope Paul VI had succeeded in
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through livelier contact with the mystery of
Christ and the history of salvation, remarked
simply: ‘special attention needs to be given
to the development of moral theology.” During the past six or seven years moral theology has experienced this special attention
so unremittingly, some would say, that the
Christianity has been crushed right out of it
(McCormick 1981, p. 423).
Roman Catholicism was qualitatively transformed, along with its theological, philosophical, and medical moral assumptions. The style of
scholarship had changed through abandoning its
Scholastic character, but it was still unclear what
kind of theological scholarship should replace
it. It was also unclear how it should approach
the field of medical ethics. Roman Catholicism
had experienced a truly astonishing rupture from
its pre-Vatican II past, leading to a recasting of
the self-identity of the world’s largest Christian
denomination. Many Roman Catholics were astonished by the speed, drama, and depth of the
changes, not to mention their consequences for
the integrity of Roman Catholicism. One might
think of a 1971 somewhat polemical volume by
John Eppstein, Has the Roman Catholic Church
Gone Mad? (Eppstein 1971), which was published with a nihil obstat and an imprimatur,
no less.
The result was widespread and foundational
liturgical, theological, and bioethical uncertainty, leading to pervasive institutional changes,
which often involved a seeming commitment
to self-destruction. And so it went. “The less
Catholic it is,” declared the vice president of
Chicago’s Mundelein College (which would
disappear), “the better the Catholic college will
be.” A faculty draft report on academic freedom
at the University of Dayton, run by the Marianist Fathers, was more blunt. The purpose of a
Catholic university, it claimed, was “to become
secularized; for to be secularized means to come
of age” (Woodward 2013, p. 29).
Within a decade after Vatican II, Roman
Catholicism had a substantially different character. The chaos of a Reformation was this time
internal to Roman Catholicism and self-inflicted.
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letting loose forces that for centuries had been
building up in Roman Catholicism (Hull 2010,
p. 216-229). Vatican II and the new Pauline mass
acted as a catalyst that set off a chain reaction.
“‘Auto-demolition’ was Pope Paul VI’s description of the suicidal movement ravaging the Roman Church in the 1970s” (Hull 2010, p. 188).
The result was a revolutionary transformation of
the life of Roman Catholics that reached from a
radically new Mass to the abandonment of old
pieties such as fish on Fridays (i.e., abstinence
from meat on Fridays). The consequences for
bioethics were dramatic, in that these changes
in Roman Catholicism also sent into desuetude
a 300-year-old literature in medical morality and
engendered the circumstances that supported
the birth of contemporary bioethics at Georgetown University, a Roman Catholic institution.
III. From a Scholastic Medical Ethics to Contemporary Secular Bioethics
It is only against the background of these
wide-ranging ecclesial and theological changes
that one can appreciate why the robust medicalmoral literature that existed in Roman Catholicism before and into Vatican II disappeared overnight. This considerable body of medical-moral
manuals had taken shape within the manualist
tradition that first developed in the early 17th
century, growing out of post-Tridentine Roman
Catholicism and the Counter-Reformation. It was
a literature to which even Roman Catholic saints
such as Alphonsus Maria de Liguori (1696-1787)
contributed (Liguori 1862). The manuals were
meant to serve as easily accessible resources for
Roman Catholic clerics and others, so as uniformly to guide them and to aid them in facing
intellectual and moral challenges. These manuals became integral to the intellectual and moral
framework of Roman Catholicism. By the end
of the 19th century, the manualist project had
produced a significant focus on medical-ethical
issues, including a large number of medicalmoral manuals in English. It was a significant
body of scholarship.
This tradition of medical-moral reflection
was characterized by a strong faith in reason. In

fact, those who engaged in this enterprise saw
themselves not as Roman Catholic or Christian
moralists, but as “scientific” moralists simpliciter. They were convinced that they belonged
to a moral-scientific tradition that could lay out
for all people – atheists, Christians, Jews, and
Muslims alike – the norms that should guide the
proper conduct of medicine. A striking example
of this view is a statement by Fr. Gerald Kelly,
S.J., in 1958.
But the [Roman] Catholic moralists do have
a just claim to special competence in the science of ethics, the science of moral right and
wrong, the science of applying the moral law to
the problems of human living. They are highly
trained and experienced men in this particular field. Their preparation for this professional
capacity is intensive and comprehensive; they
usually teach the science of morality over a
number of years; and they are constantly dealing with practical applications of this science.
Aside from any question of religion, the [Roman]
Catholic moralists represent by far the world’s
largest group of specialists in the science of ethics. And they have a tradition of scientific study
that extends over centuries (Kelly 1958, p. 34).
This confidence in reason was mirrored in
most examples of this literature. For another
instance, consider the claim that Fr. John Kenny,
O.P., makes in introducing his book.
Moral principles are not the heritage of any
particular religion; they belong to the whole human race, and should be known and practiced
by every human being. The application of these
principles to the many and varied problems of
medical practice constitutes the subject matter of medical ethics. … It must first be noted
that ethics holds to a few postulates which are
derived from other fields of philosophy (Kenny
1962, p. 1).
These books in Roman Catholic medicalmoral theology were regarded as works in
medical ethics, not in medical-moral theology.
Because of its commitment to the univocity
of moral rationality, the medical ethics of preVatican II Roman Catholicism saw itself to be the
same as proper secular medical ethics.
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ly disappeared. As Paul Ramsey succinctly observed, “[t]he day is past when one could write
a manual on medical ethics” (Ramsey 1970, p.
xvi). With Vatican II, the previous paradigm of
Roman Catholic medical ethics was abandoned,
along with Roman Catholicism’s overarching
Scholastic commitments of which it was a part,
not because the medical-moral literature had
been explicitly rejected, but because the overarching intellectual and moral framework of
Roman Catholicism had changed. The Second
Vatican Council was supposed to lead to a focus
on personalism and biblical study. Although
there were publications in bioethics that did
style themselves as personalist (Sgreccia 2012),
what followed was a crisis of intellectual orientation within which it was unclear as to what
scholarly paradigm should guide. Everything had
changed. As Paul Ramsey observed, “Due to the
uncertainties in Roman Catholic moral theology
since Vatican Council II, even the traditional
medical ethics courses in schools under Catholic
auspices are undergoing vast changes, abandonment, or severe crisis” (Ramsey, 1970, p. xvi).
The abandonment of the centuries-old Scholastic, manualist paradigm was associated with
rejection of the old background and overarching
paradigms of piety and liturgy in favor of new
paradigms of piety and liturgy. Moved by ecumenical concerns, there was an approximation
of a reformed Protestant mindset, as Archbishop
Bugnini acknowledged: everything was removed
from the new liturgy “that could constitute the
slightest risk of a stumbling block or a source of
displeasure for our Separated Brethren, that is,
for the Protestants.” There was in addition an attempt made to remove from the Mass “texts that
smacked of a negative spirituality inherited from
the Middle Ages” (Bugnini 1990, p. 773). The
ethos and life-style of Roman Catholicism were
transformed. As a consequence, the previous
theological and moral paradigm went into crisis,
because the more encompassing paradigm for
liturgy and piety that determined the mindset
of Roman Catholicism had been abandoned.
Lex orandi, lex credendi est; the law of prayer
is the law of belief. Not only was the Latin Mass

Common ground as battleground: the culture wars framing bioethics continue

In the United States, medical-moral manuals were tied to a parallel tradition of writing
codes for physicians and hospitals. These codes
developed out of a movement begun in June
1915 (a year after the inception of the Catholic
Hospital Association), by Charles B. Moulinier,
S.J., which led to Michael P. Bourke overseeing
the creation of a code of ethics in 1920 for the
Diocese of Detroit. In 1921, a surgical code
was adopted by what at the time was styled
The Catholic Hospital Association (now called
Catholic Health Association). After the Second
World War and as progress in medicine accelerated, interest increased in having, as well as
giving, direction for the practice of medicine.
Out of this background of producing codes of
ethics, a document emerged titled “Code of
Ethics –1948”, first published in 1949. This was
followed by one of the most influential of the
manuals, the one by Gerald Kelly already quoted
above, which functioned as a quasi-companion
to the Code. Kelly’s book was first published as
a series of pamphlets (Kelly 1949, 1950, 1951,
1953, 1954) before its first appearance as a book
in 1958 (Kelly 1958).
These and a multitude of other works in
this genre were a part of a coherent scholarly
tradition recognized within the Roman Catholic
academy. It produced a large literature that was
approved by the hierarchy and that informed
Roman Catholic physicians, healthcare workers,
chaplains, and educated laity. It shared a common vision both of the tradition’s goals and of
its scholarly requirements. It was an established
Roman Catholic research program guided by a
well-accepted paradigm. The result was that the
intellectual footprint of Roman Catholic reflections on medical morality was large. Although
this medical ethics tradition was sectarian in
depending on a particular sense of the morally
rational, those who worked within it were fully
unaware of its parochial character. This medicalmoral literature exceeded not only anything
produced by Protestants, but even the secular
literature of the time.
After Vatican II, the entire project of producing medical-moral manuals collapsed; it abrupt-
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replaced by a Mass in the vernacular, but the
character of the Mass had changed. It was not
just that Roman Catholics no longer abstained
from meat on Friday or during Lent (with the
exceptions of Ash Wednesday and Good Friday), or that Latin was no longer the language of
seminaries. The very way of life that had framed
Roman Catholicism had changed. Ritual shapes
the life-world so that radical changes in ritual
lead to radical changes in a way of life (Solomon
et al. 2012). With a new approach to its liturgy,
prayer, and rules of prayer, a new life-world
with a new form of belief was taking shape,
although it was unclear what its full character
would be. The consequences of Vatican II are
still underway. In this new life-world, the old
medical ethics tradition was too much a part of
the past any longer to seem plausible. However,
it was quite unclear as one entered the 1970s
what would for Roman Catholicism replace the
medical ethics of its manualist tradition.
What followed was a secular bioethics. As
John Collins Harvey’s (a former member of the
International Study Group in Bioethics) account
of the development of bioethics has shown,
there was a direct connection between post-Vatican II Roman Catholicism and the emergence
of secular bioethics (Harvey 2011). As Harvey
argues, a crucial role was played by Roman
Catholic intellectuals such as André Hellegers
(1926-1979), the first director of the Kennedy
Institute of Georgetown University, and Sargent
Shriver (1915-2011), who through the Kennedy
family was its moral and financial backer. They
had fully embraced the revolution in piety and
liturgy following Vatican II. They were also convinced that a new medical morality was needed
and that moral philosophy could elaborate and
justify the bioethics and healthcare policy they
wanted to embrace. They were sure that this
new moral vision could re-direct Roman Catholicism’s appreciation of medicine and the
biomedical sciences. The result was the creation
of the first academic center for the new field: the
Center for Bioethics of the Kennedy Institute of
Ethics at Georgetown University. The result was
a cadre of intellectuals who through publications

and through “total immersion” courses engendered, if they did not singlehandedly create, the
new field of bioethics.
Hellegers affirmed Vatican II, although he
considered himself a liberal dissenter from elements of the magisterium of the post-conciliar
church. Being a dissenter, one should note, had
become a badge of honor, as is clear from LeRoy Walters’ (the first director of the Center for
Bioethics within the Kennedy Institute) praise
of Hellegers.
In André’s own life and work, there are several striking examples of his courage and willingness to protect dissent. The first two Catholic
theologians whom André invited to the Kennedy
Institute were Warren Reich and Charles Curran.
Both had been active in the attempt to reform
Catholic moral theology in the late 1960s, and
Warren Reich had been a visible and active
supporter of Charles Curran when Catholic University and the Vatican had tried to set limits on
the scope of his theological inquiries. Warren
was the first long-term Catholic scholar at the
Institute, and Charles Curran our first visiting
scholar. In 1974 and 1975, André invited Bernard Häring, another burr under the Vatican’s
saddle, to join us as a visiting scholar (Walters
2003, p. 228).
Hellegers was convinced that philosophy
and empirical research could and should refashion Roman Catholic medical ethics. For
Hellegers, the first point at issue was the Roman
Catholic prohibition of artificial contraception,
regarding which in particular Hellegers supported change. Hellegers had served on the
Roman Catholic Commission considering the
acceptability of artificial contraception (McClory
1995). In reaction to Pope Paul VI’s condemnation of contraception in Humanae Vitae (1968),
Hellegers argued:
Had the encyclical stated that the data, advanced by the commission, were wrong or
irrelevant, or were insufficient to warrant a
change in teaching, that would have been
one thing. It is quite another thing to imply
that agreement with past conclusions is the
sine qua non for acceptance of a study. Such
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Catholic university to frame a paradigm for a
new field, bioethics, which filled the void left by
the disappearance of manualist medical ethics.
The collapse of the old paradigm, as well as the
genesis of the new field of bioethics with its new
paradigm of morality and scholarship, can only
be appreciated against the background of Vatican II, along with the ecclesial and intellectual
crises it engendered, leading to a change in the
paradigm for the discipline of medical ethics.
As John Collins Harvey (2013) and Paul
Schotsmans (Schotsmans 2005) have shown,
the post-Vatican II Roman Catholic influence on
the emergence of secular bioethics was exerted
not just directly through the Kennedy Institute,
but indirectly through Francesc Abel, S.J. Abel
was at the Kennedy Institute from the year of
its inception (1971) until he returned to Barcelona in 1975 where he played a crucial role
in establishing the Institut Borja de Bioethica
(Barcelona), as well as the International Study
Group in Bioethics of the International Federation of Catholic Universities (one might recall
my role beginning in the mid-1980s with the
Study Group as mentioned in Chapter One).
The result was the genesis out of Roman Catholicism of a secular bioethics movement that
came to shape moral reflection on medicine and
the biomedical sciences in Western Europe. As
Schotsmans summarizes:
Describing bioethics in Europe is impossible without honoring the founding fathers
of bioethics. Several eminent bio-ethicists
have to be mentioned, like Edouard Bone,
S.J. (Brussels, Belgium), Maurice de Wachter
(Montreal, Canada, and Maastricht, Netherlands), Richard Nicholson (London, UK),
Nicole Lery (Lyon, France), Patrick Vespieren (Paris, France) and–even more than all
the others–Francesc Abel (Barcelona, Spain)
(Schotsmans 2005, p. 38, quoting Abel 1999,
pp. 17-18).
One might note the names of Roman Catholic bioethics scholars such as Bone, de Wachter,
and Vesperien. Reviewing the history, Schotsmans concludes that it …makes clear that bioethics in Europe started mainly in the South
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wording pronounced the scientific method
of inquiry irrelevant to Roman Catholic theology (Hellegers 1969, p. 217).
Hellegers rejected the theological understanding underlying Humanae Vitae and in its
stead proposed a new theological approach.
Hellegers had faith in the role that his sense of
theological rationality should play in refashioning and developing doctrine.
Hellegers used the Kennedy Institute to bring
other dissenters to join in building the nascent
field of bioethics. He was confident that this
new field of bioethics would support his moral
and dogmatic vision. Those who joined Hellegers had the sense that a new and soon-tobe-influential paradigm for medical ethics was
emerging. And, of course, they were right. As
Warren Reich recalls:
[t]hus, when I came to Georgetown as a
“dissenter,” I felt radically disconnected from
my past academic pursuits and had no clear
vision of my professional or intellectual future. Furthermore, after the 1960s I felt that
I, together with countless others throughout
the world, was experiencing the decisive
end of one cultural, moral, and social era
and the beginning of another, the contours
of which were not yet defined. Thirty-one
years later, I see that my serendipitous situation of being suspended between cultures
in 1971 was precisely the requisite spiritual
and intellectual condition for the task of
trying to absorb and articulate the contours,
meanings, and normative issues of a new
social, intellectual, and political reality that
was rapidly taking shape before our very
eyes, the future of which we did not know
(Reich, 2003, p. 166).
A new paradigm of bioethics took shape
and with it a new field of scholarship was established. Within seven years Warren Reich
would publish the first edition of The Encyclopedia of Bioethics (1978), aided in part by other
persons with theological backgrounds (Warren
Reich is a former priest) such as Tom Beauchamp
and James F. Childress. There was a hunger for
change. Hellegers was able within a Roman
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[i.e., among Roman Catholic thinkers]…. The
creation of Barcelona’s Institut Borja de Bioethica is certainly one of the earliest developments in European bioethics. At the same time,
fortunately enough, the European dimension
of the bioethical debate was stimulated by the
creation of the European Association of Centers
of Medical Ethics (EACME). F. Abel played an
eminent role in this organization. The Barcelona
Institute (with F. Abel) developed an international research and communication network
(Schotsmans 2005, p. 38 ff).
Bioethics in Western Europe, like bioethics in the United States, grew out of a change
in moral-philosophical focus within Roman
Catholicism. The bioethics born of Roman Catholicism was grounded in fully secular moral
commitments and premises. The modern secular
phenomenon of bioethics, while still drawing
on a faith in reason from Roman Catholicism,
recast its sense of moral rationality in order to
adapt and to fill the scholarly ecological niche
in Roman Catholicism that had once been filled
by the medical-ethics manualist tradition. The
medical ethics of the manualist tradition thought
of itself as equivalent to good secular medical
ethics, although it carried with it very particular
moral understandings rooted in Roman Catholicism (e.g., the natural-law conviction that artificial contraception is forbidden). The new bioethics also carried with it very particular moral
premises (e.g., about the capacities of moral
philosophy and the existence of human rights),
but now after Vatican II and aggiornamento the
premises were drawn from the dominant secular
culture, not from the history of Roman Catholicism. This bioethics of the 1970s, because it was
really a secular bioethics, came to thrive beyond
the borders of Roman Catholicism and indeed
beyond Christianity. It became the dominant
approach to secular bioethics. Now a new crisis
threatens in which Roman Catholicism is again
playing an important role. Secular bioethics is
discovering that the philosophical assumptions it
embraced in the 1970s cannot supply a canonical anchor in being or in reason. The bioethics
of the 1970s is confronted with post-modernity.

IV. They Never Knew What Hit Them: Aggiornamento Transforms the Cultural Context for
Bioethics
Pope John Paul II, who followed Pope Paul
VI after the brief papacy of Pope John Paul I (26
August-28 September 1978), never adequately
appreciated the radical character of the postVatican II transformation of Roman Catholicism.
Nor did John Paul II rectify the chaos, along
with the loss of vocations and congregants that
followed Vatican II. If anything, under the papacy of John Paul II the chaos and controversies
grew worse because what was taking place, a
crisis due to the loss of old paradigms without
a full acceptance of a new paradigm, was not
adequately understood. The disarray among Roman Catholics proved contagious and affected
Protestants as well. As Kenneth Woodward reports, much of what was to happen to Roman
Catholicism was already clear at Vatican II and
shortly afterwards.
Presbyterian theologian Robert McAfee
Brown told me[:] “I concluded that if Catholicism was not going to be the same, then Protestantism is not going to be the same either.” …
What struck me most, apart from the headlinemaking results on sex-related issues, was the
sheer confusion revealed in the pollsters’ personal interviews. The sudden change in traditional
dos and don’ts, like abstaining from meat on
Fridays, left many Catholics feeling boundaryless. Reading their responses, I remembered
what sociologist Peter Berger had said of the
curial officials who had warned of chaos if the
Council’s liberalizing reformers got their way
(Woodward 2013, p. 27).
The outcome for mainline Western Christianity has been wide-ranging, involving among
other things a demoralization of moral theology, along with a deflation of the force of dogma. People simply lost interest in the Western
Christianities.
With Pope John Paul II and Benedict XVI,
there were attempts to engage the dominant
culture and reach out to those, especially the
youth, alienated from a church that had insisted
on traditional doctrinal commitments, includ-
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religiosity” has supported the further secular
transformation of public spaces, further opening up the cultural niche within which the new
secular bioethics flourished. Vattimo addressed
these cultural changes in an interview published
in 2007 in which he spoke to the discordance
between the goals of John Paul II and Benedict
XVI and what was actually produced by their
attempts at evangelization.
One of my favorite examples of this comes
from the Roman Catholic Church’s celebration
of the Year of the Jubilee in 2000. Many young
people came to Rome to see and hear from
the pope. This was perceived by many as an
example of the rise in religiosity among today’s
youth. But, after they had left and when it came
time to clean up the area where the youth had
spent the night, they found three hundred thousand condoms (Caputo & Vattimo 2007, p. 96).
Vattimo’s interviewer then responded, “The
number I heard was actually twenty thousand.”
Vattimo’s riposte was, “No, there were more.
Of course, there is difficulty in the counting”
(Caputo & Vattimo 2007, p. 96). Vattimo’s point
is that the “primitive religiosity” engaged by
John Paul II and Benedict XVI (Caputo & Vattimo
2007, p. 96) through media Masses and youth
assemblies has not strengthened, but if anything
has further weakened, Roman Catholicism. John
Paul II and Benedict XVI’s media Catholicism has
failed substantively to integrate piety, dogma,
and ritual into a new and compelling paradigm.
“The threat is that, with the means of the mythologies created by television, we reconstruct
a sort of primitive religiosity, a form of superstition – a religious show [is produced] in contrast
to devotion” (Caputo & Vattimo 2007, p. 96).
Vattimo appreciates that in a desperate need
to attract back lost flock, a media Catholicism
has been produced that is only further severed from the substance of Christianity. That is,
there has been an attempt to draw large crowds
grounded in a decision the Vatican has taken in
order to begin to attract all those people who left
the Church because of the dogmatic preaching
of Pope John Paul II. And although I still haven’t
heard about the number of condoms left after
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ing a traditional Christian sexual morality that
restrained the life-styles of young and old alike.
The strategy of outreach that was adopted has
not proven successful in restoring numbers of
the faithful. As Edward Leigh observes:
It is clear that, over the last 40 years, none
of the attempts to woo the young with folk
Masses, ‘raves in the nave’, and so on have
[sic] had a significant positive effect on
the decline in church-going. Trying to attract converts by making their experience
of church-going more like that of their ordinary lives and leisure activities, and by
soft-pedalling on ‘hard sayings’, has clearly
failed (Leigh 2009, p. 19).
Another way to put the matter is that the new
Pauline liturgy created a new religious space
within which traditional morality and dogma
did not fit. The loss of congregants and vocations with and after Vatican II was a function of
a change of life-world, an abandonment of a
paradigm for life that left many Roman Catholics
without a bond to the new Roman Catholicism.
The rupture had been deep and too abrupt. The
post-Vatican II recasting of the life-world of Roman Catholicism did not produce a new Pentecost. The reforms satisfied the personal emotional and intellectual needs of the reformers, but
not that of enough of the ordinary congregants,
leading to a profound disconnection, which led
to a loss of laity and vocations. According to any
objective criteria, the post-Vatican II changes
were counter-productive. The demographic decline was dramatic. With this collapse of Roman
Catholicism, the public space of the West has
been redefined. Within this secular public space,
as we have seen, secular bioethics has been demoralized and deflated, leading to the question
of what this will mean for Roman Catholic and
more generally Western Christian bioethics. Will
Roman Catholic bioethics also be demoralized
and thus set within a “weak” moral theology?
Gianni Vattimo has in particular critically
addressed one of the consequences of these developments: the “resecularized religiosity” (Vattimo 2007, p. 94) introduced by John Paul II and
continued by Benedict XVI. This “secularized
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World Youth Day in Cologne [2005], I did read
about a controversy that arose over plans for police to distribute condoms at World Youth Day.
The church tried to halt plans to distribute them,
according to the spokeswoman of the German
police unions (the union commonly distributes
them at large public gatherings to protect the
public)” (Caputo & Vattimo 2007, pp. 96-97).
The commitment to reconnect with the youth
and others alienated from Western Christianity
has occurred without acknowledging the constraints set by traditional moral norms, leading
to the bizarre outcomes that Vattimo notes. The
attempts of John Paul II and Benedict XVI may
have only further abetted secularization and encouraged the enlargement of the cultural space
within which a demoralized bioethics can flourish. Once again, Roman Catholicism turns out
to be changing the cultural geography so that
bioethics will be further refashioned, this time
as a bioethics after modernity.
In contrast, traditionalist Christians have for
many reasons held their own. In part, this may be
because the majority of them, especially fundamentalist Protestants, are not embedded within
the moral-philosophical assumptions that tied
much of mainline Western Christianity, first and
foremost Roman Catholicism, to the conceits of
secular moral philosophy and thus to secular culture. Mainline Christians have more consanguinity with the philosophy-oriented, so-called via
antiqua. After all, mainline Western Christianity
is a close sibling of the contemporary, dominant,
secular culture as a result of mainline Christianity’s commitment to the prevailing secular morality and moral philosophy. The mainline Christian
churches of the West have also supported the
secularization of the West through rendering
Christian concerns for the transcendent into immanent concerns for a social gospel, and for social justice, that is to be articulable and justifiable
without reference to God, much less to Christ.
As with Pope Francis I, as will shortly be shown,
there was a move from the bioethics of sexuality,
reproduction, and end-of-life decision-making
to a focus on social justice and the allocation of
healthcare resources.

One might recall Friedrich Hayek’s observation that when Christian clerics talk of social
justice rather than of obligations to charity, it is
an indication of an immanent displacement of
a once transcendent moral-metaphysical view
and its concerns. They have likely lost their
faith. [Social justice] seems in particular to have
been embraced by a large section of the clergy
of all Christian denominations, who, while increasingly losing their faith in a supernatural
revelation, appear to have sought a refuge and
consolation in a new “social” religion which
substitutes a temporal for a celestial promise
of justice, and who hope that they can thus
continue their striving to do good. The Roman
Catholic church especially has made the aim of
“social justice” part of its official doctrine; but
the ministers of most Christian denominations
appear to vie with each other with such offers
of more mundane aims – which also seem to
provide the chief foundation for renewed ecumenical efforts (Hayek 1976, p. 66).
Talking about social justice allowed the
mainline Christian churches to disengage from
traditional belief and yet still seem to be Christian. One should recall that Christianity in the
first three centuries did not preach social justice
to the Roman Empire, but instead charity. The
Church of the first centuries did not trust that
a pagan government would rightly tend to the
needs of the poor. To the contrary, Christians
were sure that the empire’s social justice would
be a pagan social justice hostile to Christian
commitments. Second, and more importantly,
the obligation to feed the poor fell on Christians
themselves who are required personally to turn
to the poor in need. Social justice is not a concept with roots in t he Apostles and the Fathers.
There is instead in Christianity a radical demand
to turn personally to meet the needs of the poor.
In contrast, post-traditional Christianity has socialized charity and in the process reshaped
the cultural context, along with bioethics and
healthcare policy, within which law and public
policy are appreciated by the Western Christianities (Francis I 2013).
continue...
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