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By Nicole Myshak
Aware of her near impossible 

mandate to speak about a host of 
bioethical issues during a single 
workshop, Dr. Moira McQueen 
opted to limit the scope of her 
presentation to reproductive 
technologies.

The director of the Canadian 
Catholic Bioethics Institute made 
her presentation to a capacity crowd 
of almost exclusively young adults 
during the annual Catholic Christian 
Outreach Rise Up conference.

‘Toxic’ Technology
Bioethicist addresses the morality 

of infertility treatments
McQueen decided to concentrate 

on th is  topic  based on the 
demographics of the group she 
was addressing and in light of 
“Dignitas Personae,” a recently 
published document by the Vatican 
on the subject. 

This document “more or less 
reaffirmed” the Church’s 1987 
instruct ion on reproduct ive 
biotechnologies entitled “Donum 
Vitae,” says McQueen.

Making the most of the time, 
McQueen began her workshop, 

entitled “Faith in the Fields — 
Bioethics, What is a Catholic to 
do?,” with a discussion of the 
“principles of conscience” which 
comprise the framework for making 
moral decisions. 

First she emphasized that 
“having knowledge of the facts” is 
crucial to making good decisions. 
“Good ethics depend on good 
facts,” states McQueen.

 
Next the academic bioethicist 

out l ined the  impor tance  of 
“knowledge of norms” concerning 
“Catholic teaching.” “We need 
to know what it says in specific 
situations,” she insists.

Referencing the theological 
contributions of St.  Thomas 
Aquinas and his emphasis on the 
virtue of prudence — right reason 
— McQueen notes that reasoning 
is the most important thing that we 
can do. 

“Thinking is hard work,” she 
acknowledges. “But that’s what’s 
demanded of us. We’re asked to 
think about things.” McQueen 
adds that the norms set down by 
the Church are the “product” and 
result of thinking. 

Finally, when believers are 
making decis ions they also 
need to “bring in prayer and 
discernment.” 

Referring to section 16 of the 
Vatican II document “Gaudium et 
Spes,” McQueen conveys the role 
of conscience in decision-making 
and how it is the “inner core and 
sanctuary of our being” wherein 
the human person is in closest 
relationship with God.

Concerning matters related to 
technology, McQueen emphasizes 
that moral issues pertain to “how” 
such advancements are used and 
not the technology itself. We are 
not “Luddites” or “anti-progress,” 
she says, adding that it is the nature 
of humans “to help other people be 
healers.” 

Transitioning to the specific 
topic of reproductive technologies 
McQueen says that central to 
discussions about these issues is the 
“concept of personhood” which is a 
“fundamental area.”

Art iculat ing the Catholic 
position, McQueen explains that 
each person, from the tiniest zygote 
to the oldest centenarian, is equal 
before God. 

“Every single one of us is 
radically equal because every one of 
us is made in God’s image,” affirms 
McQueen. “So we believe each of 
us, from the moment of conception 
until natural death, is inherently 
worthy, inherently dignified and 
worthy of respect.” 

Even so, she acknowledges that 
in the secular world the question of 
personhood is not agreed upon and 
differs throughout various regions 
and jurisdictions. “There is no clear 
answer to that in secular terms,” 
McQueen says. 

In Canada, she notes, someone 
is not “a person” until they’ve been 
delivered from the birth canal of 
their mother. 

McQueen urges that this matter 

of personhood is “not a trivial 
question” for “if you are not a 
person you have no rights.” 

Turning  her  a t ten t ion  to 
reproductive technologies such as 
in vitro fertilization (IVF), cloning 
and stem cell research, McQueen 
asserts the increasing relevance of 
these topics for “infertility is on the 
rise” in most Western countries and 
affects roughly one in every four or 
five couples. 

Regarding IVF, she notes that 
many problematic aspects of this 
technology are often glossed 
over including its “low success 
rate” which is approximately 30 
percent.

She speaks of  IVF being 
“ incredibly  expensive” and 
requiring a “surgical procedure” for 
“ovum extraction” during which the 
woman is at risk to have her ovary 
or fallopian tubes perforated. 

Once the eggs are extracted, 
“the woman’s egg and the man’s 
sperm” are fused together “in a 
Petri dish.” “You have to actually 
fuse them,” explains McQueen. 
Then “sometimes” the embryo 
is “inserted into the woman’s 
womb.” 

McQueen stresses that the 
standard procedure in IVF is to 
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In outlining the Catholic response to reproductive technologies such 
as in vitro fertilization, Dr. Moira McQueen cautions that any action that 
violates the inseparable unity of the procreative and unitive dimensions 
of sexuality, is “intrinsically wrong.” (Submitted photo)
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create numerous embryos, several 
of which may be implanted into 
the woman. The rest may be frozen 
or destroyed. Depending on a 
country’s legislation these embryos 
may also be subject to “stem cell 
experimentation” or cloning.

Besides the moral difficulties 
deriving from these customary 
p rac t i ces  su r round ing  IVF 
technology, there is additional moral 
difficulty and complexity with the 
introduction of outside donors, for 
either the egg or the sperm, or the 
possibility of surrogacy. 

In light of the Catholic concept of 
marriage, which requires sexuality 
within it to be exclusive and 
faithful, McQueen proposes that the 
introduction of additional persons 
into the reproductive equation 
is “breaching that fundamental 
relationship.”

“It takes us very far away” from 
exclusivity, she says. “It is really 
breaching that whole principle.” 

As well, Catholic teaching 
asserts the inseparability of the 
procreative and unitive dimensions 
of sex in marriage, which IVF also 
breaches. 

Responding to a question from 
a workshop participant McQueen 
clarifies that other treatments to aid 
fertility, such as hormone therapy, 
may be licit provided that this 
“cornerstone” teaching on the 
inseparability of these dimensions 
remains unbroken. 

Any action that  does not 
maintain this intrinsic unity of the 
procreative and unitive dimensions 
of sexuality is “intrinsically wrong,” 
she says. McQueen adds that a baby 
“deserves to be born from its own 
mother and father” rather than a 

conglomerate of various people’s 
reproductive abilities. 

The presenter also sees how 
some Catholic couples may consider 
their pursuit of IVF as a very pro-
life endeavor because it involves 
“making a baby.” However, she 
cautions that the “climate” of this 
technology is “slightly toxic” and 
is really the “antithesis” of what it 
means to be “pro-life.”

She elaborates that the practice 
of IVF involves a whole host 
of activities that demonstrate a 
“complete disrespect” for embryos, 
such as genetic screening or 
“selective reduction” abortions after 
implantation, all of which disregards 
their equality as persons.

According to the Catholic 
concept of personhood, these 
embryos are fellow human beings 
who ought not be used for our own 
purposes or treated as “disposable.” 
Therefore McQueen perceives that 
by pursuing IVF and “stepping into 
that world” many well-intentioned 
people are really “helping it to 
thrive.”

‘Toxic’ Technology . . .
(Continued from Page 6)

By Heather MacAdam
A packed house, which included 

a wide variety of ages, attended 
a lecture last week on the role of 
religion in today’s society. 

Internationally known ethicist 
Margaret Somerville spoke at St. 
Francis Xavier University Jan.27 as 
part of the Christian Culture Lecture 
Series. Her talk, entitled “Religion 
in a Secular Society: Does It Have 
a Role?,” focused on the influence 

Margaret Somerville spoke at St. 
F.X. Jan. 27 as part of the Christian 
Culture Lecture Series. Her talk 
focused on the role of religion in a 
secular society. (Heather MacAdam 
photo)

that religion continues to have on 
our ethical decision-making.

Somerville said ethics play a 
role in a number of issues affecting 
society today, including stem cell 
research, use of animals in research, 
capital punishment, same sex 
marriage and polygamy. 

“All those issues involve social, 
ethical, legal values in the public 
square,” she said. “How we deal 
with each of them is important not 

only in itself, but in determining the 
values of our Canadian society.”

All of these values are connected 
with life, birth or death, she said, 
and birth and death are where people 
share their most important society 
values and individual values.

“These values, together with our 
principles, values, beliefs, myths 
and so on, make up what we call 
… the societal cultural paradigm 
on which our society is based. All 
that is is the shared story that we 
tell each other or buy into in order 
to form the glue that can bind us 
together as a society.”

Somerville said she wanted 
to focus on whether or not, in a 
secular society such as Canada, 
religion has any valid role to play 
in determining what our values 
around that wide-range of ethical 
issues should be.

“I believe that religion has a very 
important role — just one more 
thing that gets me into a great deal 
of trouble,” she quipped. 

In order to deal with those issues, 
Somerville said society must find a 
shared ethics, and that everyone — 

people who are religious, no matter 
what religion, and those who are 
not religious — has a role to play 
in that search.

The two sides of these societal 
issues — the secular side as well 
as the religious side — disagree 
on some values, but often agree on 
some values, as well.

“That recognition is important 
because I believe that searching 
for a shared ethics is crucial in a 
pluralistic, multicultural, multi-
religious, secular, post-modern 
democracy like Canada. We’re a 
very complex society.”

It’s crucial to find a value system 
that allows individuals and society 
to flourish.

A shared ethics would establish 
a set of shared ethical concepts 
and values already shared among 
society on which we can build, 
Somerville said.

“I’m not suggesting we will all 
agree on everything. I’m looking 
for limited areas where some of us 
can agree. The idea is to find what 
we have in common ethically so 
that we can experience ourselves 

as belonging to the same moral 
community.”

Secularism is a belief system 
in itself, Somerville said, and it 
is unfair to ban religion from the 
public square.  

“What I’m proposing is that 
all voices — including secular, 
secular-religious and religious 
voices —  have a right to be heard in 
the democratic public square.”

Religion’s Role in Secular Society 

DVD on Marriage Helps 
Build the Future

By Nicole Myshak
In his letter to the Hebrews St. 

Paul speaks about the necessity of 
marriage being “held in honour by 
all” (13:4). 

Although this task proves 
difficult within a secular culture 
that is increasingly distant towards 
Christian values pertaining to 
sexuality and marriage, several 
within the Atlantic region are 
heeding this Pauline exhortation.

Amongst  these marriage-
related initiatives is a DVD pilot 
project commissioned by Father 
Joseph Hattie, OMI. He explains 
that several couples who took 
the marriage preparation course 
in the Archdiocese of Halifax 
approached him suggesting that he 
make “available” these resources 
“for a wider audience.”

Recognizing the need for such 
“an outreach,” particularly to 
those outlying parishes within the 
Archdiocese who cannot afford to 
host their own marriage preparation 
courses, Father Hattie pursued the 
idea. 

Having raised enough funds to 
videotape one of the seven sessions of 
the course, Father Hattie approached 
the John Paul II Media Institute 
(JPIIMI) to produce the DVD. In 
honour of the 40th anniversary of 
Humanae Vitae it was deemed that 
the pilot session would relate to 
God’s plan for conjugal love.

With  the  JPIIMI near ing 
completion of the DVD, Father 
Hattie looks forward to circulating 
this resource and completing the 
remainder of the course. “The 
Church’s teaching is so rich in 

content,” he says.
Father Hattie adds that it is owed 

“to couples to expose them to that 
teaching.” Father Hattie hopes this 
DVD helps couples understand 
the “beauty and importance” of 
the vocation into which they are 
entering.

Asked about this importance 
Father Hattie references Pope John 
Paul II’s Apostolic Exhortation on 
the Family, Familiaris Consortio, 
wherein the late pontiff speaks of 
the future of humanity passing by 
way of the family.

Father Hattie asserts that in 
supporting marriage a contribution 
is made to the “future of the world.” 
Referring to the DVD project he 
expresses his belief that “this is one 
tool that could help in building” 
that future.
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