
Response to Fr. Martin Rhonheimer

To the Editor: In a letter to the editor in 
the Spring 2009 issue,1 Rev. Martin Rhon
heimer gratifyingly acknowledges that my 
criticism of Professor William F. Murphy’s 
interpretation of Summa theologiae I-II, q. 
18, a. 7, as “flatly erroneous” is correct (13). 
Further, he altogether rightly avers with 
respect to my criticism that a critique of his 
thought should be based on references to his 
own writings. However, he quite erroneously 
claims that my depiction of his account is 
“entirely a construction of Long’s mind” 
and that “in fact, he does not offer a single 
quotation from any of my writings that might 
substantiate his charges” (13). Surely he 
cannot have missed the citation of his formu
lation of intent with regard to contraception 
that was taken, verbatim, from his widely 
known Tablet argument?2 And it is with that 
formulation, its nature and implications, that 
I was arguing, and not with everything he 
ever wrote. Fr. Rhonheimer himself quotes 
words of mine appreciating some of his fine 
insights. Indeed, I noted in the article that it 
is a great shame that so remarkable a scholar 
should come to be known for one prodigious 
error, but prodigious error it is.

Like the famed lawyer in the comic story 
who asks the jury, “Whom do you believe? 
The five witnesses who say they saw my 
client rob the liquor store, or the millions 
who did not?” Fr. Rhonheimer wishes to 
place his entire oeuvre on the witness stand 
over against his argument in The Tablet. I 
concur that his whole body of scholarly work 
is not reducible merely to this error, although 
surely it is not immaterial that elements of his 
synthesis have given pause—independently 
of this discussion—because of their principled 
virtuality to such reasoning as I take to dis

close itself in the Tablet argument. See, for 
example, the work of my esteemed colleague 
Matthew Levering, in “Natural Law and 
Natural Inclinations: Rhonheimer, Pinck- 
aers, McAleer,”3 and Rev. Stephen Brock’s 
“M artin Rhonheimer, Natural Law, and 
Practical Reason: A Thomist View of Moral 
Autonomy.”4

Fr. Rhonheim er states, “I propose to 
reboot and to take a fresh start. I have 
already publicly declared not to continue to 
defend disease-preventing condom use while 
leaving the judgment to competent Church 
authorities” (15). Now, without the least 
pretense, allow me to distinguish between 
myself and Church authorities. It is not for 
me to propose whether merely not defending 
disease-preventing condom use should be 
taken as adequate by Church authorities 
(whose competence to render judgment does 
not await with baited breath the deliverances 
of such as myself or Fr. Rhonheimer). But 
I  am not a Church authority, but rather a 
professor likewise engaged in these con
templations, who does not believe that the 
presuppositions of the position in The Tablet 
are reconcilable with Humanae vitae.

Fr. Rhonheimer suggests that protest over 
mere peccadillos may “have induced Long 
to grossly disfigure the thought of two of 
his colleagues” (15). Yet philosophically and 
theologically, the legitimacy of the nature and 
implications of the Tablet argument are fair 
game, and the issue of how one gets round 
to defending such a thing remains a salient 
question. The way to take this consideration 
off the table of public discourse is to indicate 
that one realizes that as the procreative act, 
formally, is ordered to procreation, what 
counts as contraceptive must take stock of 
this fact in such a manner as to make impos
sible the use of contraceptives, with respect
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to any specific conjugal act, fo r  “health 
reasons. ”

Fr. Rhonheimer’s very use of “conse
quences” rather than “ends” is illustrative of 
the deep-seated problem in his analysis, for 
procreation is not merely “a consequence”; 
it is an end, and it very formally defines the 
procreative act as such. The procreative act 
as a whole is ordered to procreation even 
when it is subject to accidental impediment 
such as infertility, just as the normative 
teleology of human nature is toward sight 
and not blindness: the blind do not exem
plify a “different teleology” but, humanly 
speaking, the one and only normative human 
teleology impeded.

A friend of mine whose wife suffers a 
grave medical difficulty (other than AIDS) 
could, right now, justify condom use on the 
basis of the grounds brought forth in Fr. 
Rhonheimer’s Tablet article. I believe that my 
friend and his wife are right in realizing that 
such a suggestion runs contrary to the formal 
teaching o f  the Church. Further, the realiza
tion that this is so is not a personal deroga
tion of all Fr. Rhonheimer’s scholarly work. 
It is a rejection of one argument publicly put 
forth by him, a rejection that traces to a cor
rect assessment of the presuppositions of that 
argument and its implications. As the com
mon good of souls is in fact at stake in this 
matter, it is also not reasonable to anticipate 
that all criticism of Fr. Rhonheimer’s very 
public suggestion should cease at the instant 
that he announces his intention at present not 
to defend the argument in question.

In sum, if Fr. Martin Rhonheimer wishes 
to renounce the argument in The Tablet 
rather than simply not continue to defend it, 
I am delighted and overjoyed. If, however, 
he wishes only not to defend the argument, 
while otherwise nonetheless seeking to 
assure that it not be publicly criticized, I 
believe it is not I alone who shall be thought 
by him “to grossly disfigure” his thought. 
For under this condition his thought must 
still be taken to include the Tablet argu
ment: and this is an argument that is indeed 
unsound and, I believe, dangerous to the 
transmission of the teaching of the Church. 
That one has achieved genuine scholarly

distinction establishes of itself no rightful 
immunity either to the ordinary discipline 
of speculative exchange or to that of the 
Church herself. It is with regretful sadness 
that one observes that this is near the heart 
of the present matter.

Steven A. Long 
Professor of Theology 
Ave Maria University
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The Hidden Spiritual Purpose

To the Editor: Your Winter 2008 issue 
contained the essay “When to Withdraw 
Life Support?” by Rev. Kevin D. O’Rourke, 
O.P.1 In discussing this topic Fr. O’Rourke 
cites contemporary opinions, such as “moral 
theologians use hope of benefit” and “life 
support may be withdrawn if it does not offer 
hope of benefit.” When such views are prof
fered in end-of-life literature, however, they 
are not clearly accompanied by the necessary 
questions, such as What is the content of 
“benefit”? Whose benefit is it? and Who is 
to determine the existence of such benefit? 
Properly speaking, it is only the patient who 
can answer such questions. Yet the implica
tions often are that such evaluations are to 
be made by external observers, and by their 
criteria.

But, as Fr. O’Rourke says, “The idea of 
benefit, as understood in traditional teaching 
is not merely the conservation of life”—nor, 
therefore, of life perceptible to external 
observers (666). Rather, “prolonging life 
should be evaluated in regard to the patient’s 
ability to strive for the purpose of life” (668). 
And Father specifies this: “the teaching of
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[St. Thomas] Aquinas [is] that all human 
activity should be ordered to attaining the 
ultimate end of human life: friendship with 
God” (666).

Friendship with God, the “purpose of life,” 
being a spiritual phenomenon, can in no way 
be witnessed by external observers. The fact 
that a patient is unconscious and does not 
evidence the use of all bodily faculties does 
not mean that it is impossible for that person 
to have a spiritually active relationship with 
God; in other words, it is not impossible “to 
strive for the purpose of life.” If operative 
bodily faculties were required, then one 
would have to doubt the reality of the ecsta
sies reported of many holy persons, as well as 
doubt St. Paul’s experience which he relates 
in 2 Corinthians 12.

This ability for communion with God per
sists in an unconscious, so-called vegetative 
person as long as the person is alive—for the 
spiritual soul is not unconscious. And this 
would be one reason why Pope John Paul II 
taught that (1) “death of the person is a single 
event, consisting in the total disintegration 
of that unitary and integrated whole that 
is the personal self”—it is “the complete 
and irreversible cessation of all brain activ
ity (in the cerebrum, cerebellum and brain 
stem)” which is considered “the sign that the 
individual organism has lost its integrative 
capacity”; and (2) nutrition and hydration 
must be maintained while that integrative 
capacity is present.2

Since it is the spiritual soul which supplies 
this integrative capacity, whereby the person 
is still living in this world, there is always the 
possibility of increase in sanctifying grace, 
i.e., of increase with that person’s “friendship 
with God”—the possibility of attaining the 
“purpose of life.” This spiritual truth must 
be factored in when evaluating benefit and 
determining when to discontinue life support 
systems. One can reflect on what Blessed 
Elizabeth of the Trinity once wrote to a 
friend: “Remember that our degree of glory 
will be the degree of grace that God finds in 
us at the moment of our death.”3

Many times external observers are called 
upon to make the difficult decision to termi
nate medically useless treatments. While this

can be morally justified, the spiritual truths 
mentioned above remind them of the serious
ness of their responsibility and the caution 
that is needed when making that decision.

Rev. David Wechter 
Chaplain of the Hermits 

of St. Mary of Carmel 
Houston, Minnesota

1Kevin D. O’Rourke, “When to Withdraw Life 
Support?” National Catholic Bioethics Quarterly 
8.4 (Winter 2008): 663-672.

2 John Paul II, Address to the Eighteenth Inter
national Congress of the Transplantation Society 
(August 29, 2000) nn. 4, 5.

3 Luigi Borriello, Spiritual Doctrine o f  Blessed 
Elizabeth o f  the Trinity (Staten Island, NY: Alba 
House, 1989), 86.

Three Nonexistent “Theses”

To the Editor: Rev. Kevin D. O’Rourke’s 
essay “When to Withdraw Life Support?” in 
the Winter 2008 issue of the NCBQ, focuses 
on “the opinion that life support may be 
withheld or withdrawn only if the patient is 
in danger of imminent and inevitable death in 
light of the tradition of Catholic teaching in 
regard to the use or forgoing of the means to 
prolong life” (664). In a section titled “Tradi
tional Teaching of the Church” (664-666), he 
emphasizes that Catholic tradition has never 
required that one must wait until death is 
imminent and inevitable before removing life 
support, and he shows how this tradition is 
reflected in various sources.1 Under the head
ing “Limitations of the Traditional Teaching” 
(666-671), he centers attention on several 
recent sources that seem to require death to be 
imminent and inevitable before life support 
is removed.2 Commenting on my views 
and those of Germain Grisez, O’Rourke 
emphasizes our claim that preserving the 
life of permanently unconscious persons is a 
great benefit, declaring that we

elim inate the consideration of hope of 
benefit for the comatose patient relative 
to striving for the purpose of life . . . [and] 
seek to present the prolonging of life, no 
m atter the condition of the patient, as a
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good that must be pursued. If life can be 
prolonged, no matter what the quality of 
function, the only cause for forgoing the 
support becomes an excessive burden. 
(667-668)

First, I think it is pertinent to note that the 
USCCB document (which Pope John Paul II 
singled out for praise3) and the essays by me 
and Grisez are concerned with an issue hotly 
debated from the mid 1980s until 2004/2007 
by both Catholic bishops and theologians 
regarding the obligation to provide food and 
hydration by tubal means to persons in the 
so-called persistent vegetative state. I say 
hotly debated until 2004/2007 because in 
March 2004, John Paul II gave an impor
tant address on this subject,4 and in August 
2007, the Congregation for the Doctrine of 
the Faith issued a most important document 
and commentary regarding this topic and 
John Paul II’s address.5 I think it remark
able that O’Rourke does not take John 
Paul II’s address or the CDF statement and 
commentary into account. I will return to 
these documents in my conclusion.

To begin, I completely agree that life
preserving interventions can be licitly 
withheld or withdrawn when persons are not 
in danger of imminent and inevitable death, 
i f those interventions are either futile or they 
impose undue burdens. Thus, in both the first 
and second editions of my Catholic Bioethics 
and the Gift o f  Human Life, in the chapter 
“Euthanasia, Assisted Suicide, and Care of 
the Dying,” I emphasize that there are “legiti
mate ‘quality of life’ judgments.”6 I point out 
that the Declaration on Euthanasia affirms 
that when assessing treatments it is proper to 
take “into account the state of the sick person 
and his or her physical and moral resources” 
(a text to which O’Rourke refers on pp. 
664-665 of his essay). The Declaration on 
Euthanasia makes it clear that, although it 
is always gravely immoral to kill a person 
mercifully because one judges that the “qual
ity” of that person’s life is so wretched that 
he or she would be better off dead than alive, 
it is legitimate to consider the quality of his 
or her life in relationship to specific kinds 
o f treatments for a person in that condition, 
i.e., with that “quality of life.” Such quality-

of-life judgments, which bear on the useless
ness or burdensomeness of specific kinds of 
treatments for persons in specific kinds o f 
conditions, are not the same as quality-of-life 
judgments asserting that those persons’ lives 
are no longer of any value. I then referred to 
the same text from John R. Connery, S.J., 
to which O’Rourke referred (665), in which 
Connery summed matters up well by saying 
that while the Catholic tradition has repudi
ated a quality-of-life ethic which would deny 
persons needed medical care simply on the 
basis of the poor quality of their lives, “it al
lowed quality of life considerations fitting in 
decisions about prolonging life i f  they were 
related to the means themselves.”7 Admit
tedly, this passage from my book occurs in 
the chapter on euthanasia and care of the 
dying, but the principle accepted is valid 
whenever applicable.

I will now consider O’Rourke’s criticism 
of the positions taken by me and Grisez 
and show some major problems and errors 
in this critique. In identifying our alleged 
errors, O’Rourke appeals to two texts from 
Rev. Benedict Ashley, O.P. The first is 
Ashley’s essay “What Is the End of the Hu
man Person?” and the second is a letter from 
Ashley to the editor of the NCBQ.8

Ashley calls the understanding of natural 
law developed by Grisez, John Finnis, Joseph 
Boyle, and their collaborators a “polytele- 
ologism” and identifies three “theses” that 
it affirms which in his judgment are errone- 
ous.9 By “polyteleologism,” Ashley means 
“plural goals ism.” The three “theses” are 
the following:

(1) Ethics is independent of a philosophical 
anthropology; (2) the human person, even 
if  as C hristians believe, it now  has a 
supernatural ultimate end, still also has 
a natural end; (3) the u ltim ate end of 
the human person is not a single good, 
but integral hum an fu lfillm ent jointly 
constituted by several incommensurable 
basic goods.10

It is, first of all, not accurate to call the 
new natural law theory “polyteleologism” or 
“plural goals ism.” This actually misrepre
sents the position. Grisez and his colleagues 
do say that the diverse human goods are ends
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in the sense that people recognize that they 
are worth pursuing for their own sake. But 
they avoid calling these ends “goals” precise
ly because a “goal” suggests a sought-after 
state of affairs that can be attained once and 
for all, at which point one’s desire is satisfied. 
But the basic goods of human persons are 
not ends in this sense. They are not concrete 
states of affairs one seeks to bring about as a 
result of one’s actions. A sign of this is that 
one never reaches a point of having enough 
knowledge, friendship, health, etc.

In “Practical Principles, Moral Truth, and 
Ultimate Ends,” Grisez, Finnis, and Boyle 
explain that emotional motives accompany 
rational motives. The former are tied not to 
the intelligible good which reason seeks (i.e., 
the good perfective of the person and ratio
nally sought), but to the concrete aspect of 
the purpose or to something psychologically 
associated with that purpose which one can 
imagine. Thus, a purpose has two aspects: 
emotional (the purpose desired as a concrete 
and imaginable goal, a state of affairs) and 
rational (the purpose desired as an intelligible 
good or end). But it is precisely because the 
basic goods are ends, i.e., intelligible goods, 
that they serve as motives for purposeful 
human choices and actions.11 Thus, in my 
opinion, Ashley’s basic way of characterizing 
the view of Grisez and his colleagues is inac
curate and conveys a misunderstanding of it to 
people who are not familiar with their work.

With regard to the three “theses” Ashley 
says he finds in the new natural law theory, 
I maintain that its authors hold none of the 
theses he attributes to them.

• Thesis 1. Grisez and his associates hold, 
with St. Thomas, that the first principles 
o f  practical reason are un-derived, 
gnoseologically or epistemologically 
independent of prior known truths of the 
speculative intellect or of prior knowl
edge of human nature from which their 
truth could be derived.12 However, they 
never deny, but rather vigorously affirm, 
that there is an ontological and anthro
pological foundation of ethics, or natural 
law, inasmuch as the goods perfective of 
human persons—which, when grasped 
by practical reason, function as starting

points or principles for thinking about 
what-is-to-be-done—would be other 
than they are were human nature other 
than it is.

• Thesis 2. Grisez and others make it clear 
that they do not think that man has a 
natural end in any strong sense of that 
term, i.e., some definite good which of 
itself fully perfects man. The “integral 
human fulfillment” to which the first 
moral principle directs one is not a 
supergood, not the ultimate reason why 
one chooses or should choose all one 
chooses; it is, rather, an ultimate end in 
the sense that it is the object of a rectified 
will, the object of “unfettered practical 
reason.” 13

• Thesis 3. Grisez, Finnis, and Boyle 
explicitly teach that a good life is a 
complex not of incommensurable goods 
connected together, but rather morally 
good actions in and through which 
human persons give themselves their 
identity as moral persons, in and through 
which they give themselves their moral 
character. Such a life is unified by the 
commitment one makes to seek the truth 
about God or the more-than-human 
source of meaning and value and to 
shape one’s entire life in accord with that 
truth.14

More can, and should, be said in reply 
to Ashley’s and O’Rourke’s critiques, but 
the points already noted suffice to indicate 
why Ashley’s analysis is off the mark. Both 
Ashley’s and O’Rourke’s critiques parallel 
that offered by Ralph Mclnerny and others. 
Grisez and Finnis have sought to answer 
some of these criticisms, in particular, the 
way to interpret St. Thomas Aquinas’s first 
principle of practical reasoning, good is to 
be done and pursued and its opposite is to 
be abandoned, in an important article in 
which their major claim is that they, and not 
Mclnerny and others (e.g., Ashley), offer the 
correct and authentic teaching of Aquinas.15 
I have also offered more extensive criticisms 
of Ashley’s and Mclnerny’s interpretations 
of Aquinas in my essay, “Contemporary 
Perspectives on Thomistic Natural Law.” 16
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In that essay I develop at length the point 
that, contrary to Ashley’s, O’Rourke’s, and 
McInerny’s claim that Aquinas erected a 
strict hierarchy of the basic goods of human 
persons, a close analysis of the texts in ques
tion fail to show that this is true.

In Summer 2007, Ashley sent a letter 
to the editor of the NCBQ as a reply to my 
critical review of the widely used text, the 
fifth edition of Health Care Ethics, in which 
edition Jean DeBlois, C.S.J., was added as 
a co-author with him and O’Rourke.17 One 
of the major criticisms I gave of this revised 
edition was their grave misrepresentation of 
Pope John Paul II’s March 20, 2004, address 
on caring for persons in the alleged vegeta
tive state. I had anticipated that Ashley would 
seek, in his reply, to comment on this aspect 
of my review (I also had some good things 
to say about their work). However, to my 
surprise he did not even refer to that feature 
of my extensive review but focused attention 
what he regarded as the major failings in the 
Grisez and May understanding of natural 
law, the kind of criticism to which I have 
already replied.

I think O’Rourke’s essay ends up as an 
ignoratio elenchi. He nowhere even avers 
to John Paul II’s March 20, 2004, address or 
to the August 2007 CDF official response 
and commentary regarding the issue of 
feeding and hydrating persons alleged to be 
in the so-called vegetative state. The CDF’s 
commentary severely disapproves of the 
kind of criticism leveled against the 2004 
address by Lisa Cahill and others, and the 
kind of misinterpretation found, I believe, in 
the fifth edition of the Ashley, deBlois, and 
O’Rourke Health Care Ethics. I would like 
to see his response to the CDF’s document 
and commentary.

William E. May 
Michael J. McGivney 

Professor Emeritus of Moral Theology 
Pontifical John Paul II Institute for 

Studies on Marriage and Family 
Catholic University of America 

Senior Fellow 
Culture of Life Foundation 

Washington, D.C.
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accurate and theirs erroneous— a misconception 
for which I reprimanded him in the earlier 1991 
and 1995 versions of my book. The erroneous 
footnote was removed from the 1997 revised 
edition of Ethica Thomistica.

16 Willam E. May, “Contemporary Perspectives 
on Thomistic Natural Law,” in St. Thomas and 
the Natural Law Tradition, ed. John Goyette, 
Mark Latkovic, and Richard Myers (Washing
ton, D.C.: Catholic University of America Press, 
2004), 138-184.

17 See my review essay on Benedict M. Ashley, 
Jean deBlois, and Kevin D. O’Rourke, Health 
Care Ethics: A Catholic Theological Analysis, 
5th ed. (Washington, D.C.: Georgetown Univer
sity Press, 2006), in National Catholic Bioethics 
Quarterly 7.2 (Summer 2007): 409-417.

Rev. Ashley replies: My most extensive 
effort to understand Germ ain G risez’s 
revision of St. Thomas Aquinas’s ethics and 
moral theology is my essay “Integral Human 
Fulfillment according to Germain Grisez.” 1 
Now, in his letter, William E. May tells me 
that I have misunderstood Grisez in calling 
the system “polyteleological” since, ac
cording to May, Grisez holds that the moral
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life gets its unity from “the commitment 
one makes to seek the truth about God or 
the more-than-human source of meaning 
and value and to shape one’s entire life in 
accord with that truth.” May then says Grisez 
holds that “it is precisely because the basic 
goods are ends, i.e., intelligible goods, that 
they serve as motives for purposeful human 
choices and actions.”2 

However, Grisez emphatically holds that 
what he calls “the basic goods” are “incom- 
mensurable,”3 while May calls them “ends” 
and “intelligible goods” and says that “they 
serve as motives for purposeful human 
choices and actions.” How, then, can they 
be unified without being measured by one 
ultimate end to which, as Aquinas holds, they 
are subordinated? I can only conclude that

if these basic goods are incommensurable, 
they cannot be subordinated to the final end 
and hence have not one but many (poly) 
ends (teloi).

Benedict M. Ashley, O.P.
Professor of Moral Theology Emeritus 

Aquinas Institute of Theology 
St. Louis, MO

'Benedict M. Ashley, “Integral Human Fulfill
ment according to Germain Grisez,” in The Ashley 
Reader: Redeeming the Reason (Naples, FL: Sapi- 
entia Press, 2006), chapter 15, 225-270.

2 Germain Grisez, Joseph Boyle, and John 
Finnis, “Practical Principles, Moral Truth, and 
Ultimate Ends,” American Journal o f  Jurispru
dence 32 (1987): 145-146.

3 Ibid., 101.
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