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The practicing physcian can be faced with Stuations
where one ethica obligation appears to be in conflict
with another. Consider, for example, the following five
cases that were mentioned to me recently ina persona
communication from Dr. Ed Payne: 1) the case of a
cancerous uterus during pregnancy or an ectopic
pregnancy, when preserving the life of the mother will
end the life of the unborn child. 2) Membership in
medical  organizations that endorse abortion,
homosexudity, and other Snful practices. To leave the
organiztions means losing the opportunity to be "t
and light"; to remain in the organizations may appear to
be endorsement of ther polices 3) What about
medica students, interns, and residents whose training
or career paths require themto participate in abortions?
4) Reguedts to prescribe birth control pills to an
unmarried (teenage) woman. Should the Chrigtian
physician prescribe the birth control pills as the "lesser
of two evils'? 5) Truth-tdling and the doctor-patient
relaionship:  Are there circumgances when the
physcian should lie to the patient, when in the
physician's judgment, to do so seems to be in the
patient's interests?

Before commenting on these specific issues in Chrigtian
medical practice, | would like to address the more
genera issue of a biblica perspective on Stuations of
ethical conflict. Are there circumgtances when the
Chrigian is compelled to choose the "lesser of two
evils"? Is it dways possble, in a gnfu world, to find
and follow a mordly right, guilt-free course of action?
Three possible ethicd methodologies will be evauated:
the "stuationd" gpproach of Joseph Hetcher; the "lesser
of two evils' pogtion; and the author's postion of
"contextud absolutism,” the meaning of which will be
explained during the course of the discussion.

After these principa matters have been addressed,
comments will be offered on the five specific casesin
medica practice raised by Dr. Payne.

Joseph Fletcher and " Situation Ethics’

In hiswiddy read and debated book of 1966, Situation
Ethics The New Mordity, Joseph Fetcher describes
the fallowing incident from the Second World War: A
German woman, a Mrs. Bergmeier, is captured by the
Russan amy and sent to a prison camp in the Ukraine.
Shelearnsthat if sheisfound to be pregnant, she will be
returned to Germany as a lidility, where she can be
reunited with her husband and three children. She
decides to ask a prison camp guard to impregnate her,
and the camp guard complies. She becomes pregnant,
is sent back to Berlin, where here family welcomes her,
and later gladly accepts as a family member the litile
baby Dietrich who was conceived in the prison camp.
Fletcher poses the question, "Had Mrs. Bergmeier done
a good and right thing?' Is this so-called example of
"sacrificid adultery” judifigble under the circumstances
and perhaps an acceptable way of deding with the
conflict between wanting to be reunited with one's
family on the one hand and, on the other, the prohibition
agang committing adultery?

Fletcher tdls us that there is only one mora absolute --
to do the most "loving" thing inany and every Studion.
"The gdtuationis,” he says, "holds that whatever is the
mogt loving thing in the Stuation is the right and good
thing." Mora rules and principles should be discarded if
they conflict with the good of human persons and the
loving course of action. All mord rules and principles --
whether derived from scripture, reason, experience, or
culture -- are to be treated as "loves servants and
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subordinates to be quickly kicked out of the house if
they forget ther place and try to take over.” Given this
approach, Hetcher concludes that Mrs. Bergmeer's
decision to become pregnant by the prison guard was
not mordly wrong and not even the lesser of two evils
but, in fact a podtive good because it served the good
of her family and was the "loving' course of action.

What are we to think of Fletcher's approach and his
andyss of the case of Mrs. Bergmeier? However much
human sympathy one might have for Mrs. Bergmeer
and her family and however pleased at the apparently
happy outcome, one must nevertheless be troubled with
this andyds on hbiblical grounds. An obvious question
for Hetcher's dtuationd methodology is, "Given my
falen human nature, and capacity for self-deception and
rationdization, and given the complexities of life in a
anfu world, what is my ultimate standard for defining
the "loving" course of action?' Jesus Chrigt said, "He
who has my commandments and keeps them, he it is
who loves me' (Jn 14:21). A New Testament ehic
does not dichotomize "love' and obedience to the mora
law but, in fact makes obedience to the mord
commandments of Chrigt the concrete test of Chrigtian
love. The word used here (entole, Jn. 14:21) for
"commandment” is used dsawhere in the New
Testament to refer to the Ten Commandments (e.g., Lk
18:20, Jesus to the rich young ruler, "You know the
commandments...").

Further, we dl recognize tha a good and "loving'
intention does not guarantee a good and desrable
outcome. As the proverb says, "The road to hdl is
paved with good intentions” In the ealy 1960's
physcians who prescribed thaidomide to ther pregnant
patients no doubt intended to do so in thar patients
best interests, but the results, as we now know in
hindsght, were tragic. Finite and anful human beings
acting on finte and impefect knowledge cannot
infdlibly predict the long-term consequences of thar
actions. We recognize the wisdom of falowing the
reveded mora principles of an infinite and omniscient
God who can predict the outcome of any given course
of action -- rather than making our own persona mora
caculusthefind court of ethica gpped.

"Why not do evil that good may come?’ is a question
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rhetoricaly posed and then rgjected by the gpostie Paull
in Romans 3:8. This is the Pauline way of saying that
right actions require not merdly right intention, but right
means as wdl. The ends do not judify the means, or
any means at dl; right intention and right ends must be
accomplished by mordly right means. "Loving" family
vaues are not to be achieved by committing adultery.
Worthwhile medica information is not to be obtained
by any means -- through force, coercion, deception, or
torture -- but only through mordly acceptable means
that acknowledge the vaues of informed consent and
the sanctity of humen life.

Fletcher's dtuationd methodology is further flawed in
that it calculates the "loving" outcome and the "good of
persons’ only inthe shorter-term, temporal perspective.
There is no place in Fletcher's Stuaion Ethics that
serioudy addresses the hiblical redity of eternity, of
heaven and hdl, and the Last Judgment. From a New
Testament perspective, many short-term "benefits’ will
in the last andlysis turn out to be long-term and eternal
disasters.

The" Lesser of Two Evils'

Another perspective on dtuations of ethicd conflict
could be cdled the "lesser of two evils' approach. For
example, consder the dilemma faced by Rahab the
harlot, who hid the Israglite spies from the king of
Jaricho (Joshua 2). To protect the spies, Rahab
deceived the king's soldiers, sating that the spies had
left the city (v. 5), whenin fact they were hidden on the
rooftop of her house. Was she judtified in lying in order
to save lives? One might think of the amilar dilemma
faced by Corrie Ten Boom during the Second World
War, who hid Jews in her home from the Nazi soldiers.

According to this approach Rahab chose the lesser of
two evils by lying to the soldiers in order to save the
lives of the lgadite spies. From this perspective
Rahab's actions were understandable and even
excusable, but neverthdess objectivdy snfu -- and
hence cause for subsequent confession and repentance.

Vaious aguments are advanced in favor of this
perspective. It is sad, for example, that tragic mord
choices are inevitable in a complex, falen, and gnful
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world -- aworld where individuds and inditutions and
netions al bear the obvious gains of Sn. Assassnations,
"disinformation,” and covert actions by the C.I.A., for
example, would not be necessary in a world where
everyone plays by the rules; but the tragic redity is that
we live in a world where evil exists and where many of
the players do not respect the rules Could one
condemn, it migt be asked, Dietrich Bonhoeffer's
participation in the plot to assassnate Adolf Hitler?
Even though perhaps in itsdf an evil, would not the
assassnation have been judified in terms of a greater
good?

Proponents of this view would seek biblicd judtification
for the pogtion. Is it not the case, they might argue, that
the Lord's Prayer itsdf teaches that the Christian stands
in daly need of forgiveness ("Forgive us our debts,”
Mait. 5:12) even aswe stand in daily need of bread and
the other necessities of life? Doesit not say in 1 Jn. 1.8
that 'if we say we have no Sn, we deceive oursdves'?
Does the bdiever ever reach the point this side of
heaven where we are completely free from persona sn
and the dnful circumgtances that provoke such
unfortunate choices?

Not dl Chrigians would agree, of course, with the
foregoing line of reasoning. In the Stuations faced by
Rahab and Corrie Ten Boom, for example, there are
those who would say that lying is never judtified, even to
save life The wdl-known Reformed scholar John
Murray believed that while Rahab's action of hiding the
spies was commendable, the particular method used --
lying -- was not. He al'so suggests that God could have
perhaps saved the spies apart from lying on Rahab's
part. | persondly find this separation of the intention (to
save life) and the action (hiding, deception) somewhat
atificd, especidly in light of the specific commendation
of James 2:25: "Was not dso Rahab the harlot judtified
by works when she received the messengers and sent
them out another way?' Was her deception not one of
her "works' and an integrd link in the action of
"recaiving”’ and "sending out?'

There would appear to be several serious objections to
the "lesser of two evils' framework. First, there is the
Chrigologicd problem. The New Testament presents
Chrig as the moral model for the believer. According to
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the writer of the epidle to the Hebrews, "We have not a
high priest who is unable to sympathize with our
weaknesses, but one who in every respect has been
tempted as we are, yet without Sn" (4:15). Jesus Chrigt,
like we, was caled to live in a gnful world, was truly
faced withtemptation and hard tesing, and yet inevery
circumdance was aile to do that which was wel
pleasing to God. The example of Jesus Chrigt, with the
redity of temptation yet the record of a snless life,
argues drongly againg the concluson that some
circumstances compel the believer to an. Obedience
may be cogtly, and discerning the will of God may be
difficult, but neverthdessit is possble.

In the second place, the lesser-of-two-evils approach
appears to be contrary to the Pauline teaching that "No
temptation has overtaken you that is not common to
man. God is fathful, and he will not let you be tempted
beyond your strength, but with the temptation will also
provide the way of escape.” (1 Cor 10:13). In some
cases the way of escape could mean martyrdom for the
sake of Chrigt, but however hard the circumstances, the
gpostle does indicate that there is a "way of escape”
that does not compel the believer to commit sin.

" Contextual Absolutism"

The author has previoudy argued for the postion
known as "contextud absolutism.” This terminology is
intended to suggest that the mora rules of scripture are
"absolute in that they reflect the absolute and
unchanging mora character of God, and not merdly the
changing perceptions and conventions of human culture.
The term "contextua," however, recognizes that in some
circumstances our normd duties are suspended in light
of a higher obligation. For example, we normdly are
obligated to obey the civil authority (Rom. 13:1). When,
however, the avil authority commands that which is
contrary to scripture, that obligation is suspended, for
"we mugt obey God rather than men" (Acts 5:29). So-
cdled prima facie obligations yidd to actua obligations,
that is, obligations when dl things are considered.

In the case of Rahab, it would be argued that in this
wartime circumstance the obligation to save the lives of
the Isradite spies superseded the normd obligation to
tdl the truth. Rahab's words were deceptive; but in this
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casg, itisargued, she had no obligation to tell the truth.

As Charles Hodge stated this approach, "... in crimind
fasehoods there must not only be the enunciation of
what is fdse, and an intention to deceive, but dso a
violation of some obligation ... a genera is under no
obligation to reveal his intended movements to the
enemy." The obligation to tdl the truth presupposes the
norma covenant of trust between person and person.
This covenant of trust breaks down in watime
gtuations such as that faced by Rahab. A mother is
under no mora obligation to disclose the whereabouts
of her daughter to a crazed crimind intent upon murder
and rape.

This recognition of a hierarchy of obligations is
supported by Christ's references to the weghtier
metters of the lav (Matt. 23:23) and the greatest
commandment (Matt. 22:36). It is consstent with Christ
being the believer's ethical modd, and with his finding
and fuifilling the will of God throughout his earthly life --
a life of conflict, temptation, and suffering. It is
consgent with 1 Cor. 10:13 and the Pauline teaching
that in times of severe teging the believer need not be
compelled to dn, but that God will provide a way of

escape.

Such a "contextud absolutism” can be found in rabbinic
Judaism. The Sabbath was hed invery high regard, but
the rabbis taught that "if a manis pursued by gentiles or
robbers, he may desecrate the Sabbath in order to save
his life"* Echoing the saying of Jesus that "the Sabbath
was made for man, not man for the Sabbath,” the rabbis
hdd tha the obligation to keep the Sabbath was
superseded by the obligation to preserve life in
circumstances where the two were in conflict.

Some Practical Applications

An attempt will now be made to apply these more
generd principles to some of the spedfic cases
mentioned at the beginning of the discusson. The firg
case involves truthteling and the phyddan. Is the
physcian ever judified in lying to the patient or in
withholding important medica information? What about
the apparent reluctance of some phydcians for
example, to fuly disclose a diagnoss of cancer to the
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paient out of concern for possble adverse
psychologica effects such as depresson or even
suicide? Could one argue from andogy to the Rahab
case -- that for some cancer patients, one is judified in
sugpending the normd obligation to tdl the truth out of
concern for a higher obligationto preserve life? In my
judgment, this comparison is faulty and invdid. The
relationship of Rahab to the soldiers was an adversaria
one in time of war; the reationship of physcian to
patient is a "peacetime" covenant of trust. The patient
should expect and receive truthful information from his
or her physdan. The paendidic atitude possbly
implied by a "let's withhold information for the patient's
own good" policy treats the patient as a child rather
than as an adult, is incongstent with the growing respect
for paient autonomy, and could possbly provide
grounds for amapractice suit in today's litigious society.

What about Situations where residents or nurses may be
required to perform abortions or assist in abortions as a
condition of employment or traning? Hopefully, the
Chrigian physician or nurse will be able to apped to
inditutional conscience clausesthat apply in such cases.
If not, the choice seems clear: with the early apostles
and disciples, in such conflict Stuations "we must obey
God rather than men" (Acts 5:29). Like Danid and his
friends, we know that a sovereign God may deliver us
from the fiery furnace, but if God chooses not to resolve
the conflict, then™...be it known to you, O king, that we
will not serve your gods..." (Dan. 3:18). The honor of
God and the sanctity of innocent humean life cannot be
sacrificed for reasons of persona or professond
advancement. The third case involves the Christian
physcian or nurse and membership in professond
organizetions that advocate or permit abortion and
other unethica practices. Should, for example, the
Chrigian refuse to paticipate as a member in a
professonal society that supports legdized abortion?
Here a didinction should be made between what
policies an organization may advocate and what policies
and practices it requires the membership to persondly
mantan. In 1 Cor. 5:9-13 the aposle makes a
diginction between contact with immord persons in
society and close fdlowship withimmord persons inthe
church: "I wrote to youinmy letter not to associate with
immord men" -- and darifies this by writing, "not at dl
meaning the immord of this world ... since then you
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would need to go out of the world. But rather | wrote
to you not to associate with anyone who bears the
name of brother if he is guilty of immordity ... not even
to eat with such a one." The gpostle brings a hedthy
redism to the discusson. To avoid dl contact with evil
in the world, one would need to leave the world entirely
-- and then how could the Chrigianbe "=t and light" in
the socia order? Lines must be drawn, but Paul draws
the line in the Chrigtian fdlowship, and it is here that
discipline must be maintained, not only for the sake of
the purity of the church but for the sake of the honor of
the name of Christ as wdl. A Christian physcian might
choose for various reasons not to participate, for
example, in the membership of the American Medica
Association, but such a choice, in my judgment, would
be made on prudentiad grounds rather than being
compelled by explicit biblica teaching.

The fourth circumstance involves abortion to save the
life of the mother in the case of ectopic pregnancy or
cancer of the uterus. As we know, such cases involve
only a miniscule proportion of the abortions performed
in America today and are quite rare, yet nonetheless
they do occur. Most Chrigians would accept the
permissibility of abortion in such cases, yet the ethica
judtification may not be immediatdly obvious. If both
mother and child are innocent human beings, how can it
be right to choose one innocent life (the mother's) in
preference to another? Would such a decision represent
a form of favoriism and partidity that scripture
condemns? |s abortion in such cases consstent with the
basc ethicad principle, derived from the sxth
commandment (Ex. 20:13), "You dhdl not murder"),
that the direct, intentiond killing of an innocent humean
being is dways wrong?

In the case of an ectopic pregnancy the argument has
been made that this circumstance is andogous to sdf-
defense. The embryo developing in the mother's
Fdlopian tube is an "aggressor' whose continuing
growth and presence threatens the life of the mother. In
such a case, it is argued, the person being assailed has
the mord right to repel the attacker, even with deadly
forceif necessary.

The weakness of this argument is agpparent. The anaogy
between the case of a woman being assailed by a
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murderous rapist or other vidous cimind and the
"attack" by a developing human embryo is rather weak.
Both circumstances involve a threat to the life of the
womean, but conscious intent and mora culpability can
hardly be ascribed to the embryonic human life.

A better argument for both this case and the case of the
cancerous uterus is the so-called "triage” andogy. A
physician arives a the scene of a catastrophic tran
wreck. Time and medicd resources are limited. He
quickly mentdly categorizes the vidims according to a
three-fold divison: those with minor injuries who will
aurvive without any attention or medica treatment;
those whose injuries are so massve that they have little
or no prospect of survivd even if treated; and those
with subgtantid injuries, but with a reasonable prospect
of survivd if promptly treated. The physcianwisdy and
ethicaly decides to devote full attention to those in the
third category and to pass by the rest. In the case of
ectopic pregnancy or uterine cancer during pregnancy,
if no intervention is made, there is real risk that both
mother and child will perish. The abortionis performed
to save the life that can be saved -- the mother's -- in
recognition of the tragic fact that the life of the unborn
child, given the present state of medica technology, is
doomed in any case. The abortion is related to the
death of the child in anindirect and unintended manner,
and hence can be ethicdly judtified. It is somewhat like
the physcian at the scene of the train wreck moving
asde the body of a fadly wounded victim in order to
reach a vidim whose life can be saved if promptly
treated. This argument from the "triage’ andogy may
not be without its limitations, but it does seem to
provide a more convincng judtification for intervention
than does the self-defense argument.

The find issue concens the digpensng of
contraceptives to unmarried teenagers. Should the
Chrigtian physician attempt to "impose’ Christian and
biblical standards of sexud chagtity on a teenager who
does not share those vaues? Would prescribing the
birth control pills for the teenage girl who intends to
engage in premarital sexud activity be a "lesser evil”
than pregnancy out of wedlock?

A decisonto prescribe the birth contral pills in such a
case may be done with a good intention, but good
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intentions do not guarantee good results. "Common
sense’ and the "conventiond wisdom™ hold that greater
avalability of and information about birth control
devices will reduce out-of-wedlock pregnancies anong
sexudly promiscuous teenagers. The empiricd data,
however, chdlenge this widdy hed belief in American
society. One study based on the experience of a Detroit
dinic found that gils who were given the pill increased
thelr sexua promiscuity, having sexud intercourse on
the average of 4.3 times per month before admissonto
the dinic and 6.8 times a month one year later. Other
sudies have shown that as sexua activity increases, the
probability of pregnancy increases, even when
contraceptives are used.

Abstinence from fornication is a mora obligation not
merdy for Chrigians and Jews, but for "Gentiles'
("pagans,” "unbdievers’) as wdl (cf. Acts 15:28,19).
Violation of basc mora principles that are known
through creation and conscience trigger the wrath and
judgment of God (Rom. 1:18-32; 2:14-16). Persstent,
unrepentant fornication is a serious Sn that can exclude
the one who practicesit from God's eternal kingdom (1
Cor. 6:9,10; Rev. 22:15). The Chrigian physcian is
cdled to bring st and light to a dark and moraly rotten
world -- not merdly to "throw contraceptives' at the
problem of out-of-wedlock pregnancy.

"Notwithstanding the protestations of patients and
colleagues,”" writes Barrett Mossbacker, "the Chrigtian
physician will provide ... the most compassionate care”
to sxudly promiscuous teenagers not by
accommodating thar an but by "seeking to persuade
them to absain from Soiritudly and physcdly
destructive behaviorSuch a course of action may be
neither professondly nor persondly easy, but then
agan, whoever sad that fdlowing Chrigt in the
sacrifices of faith and obedience would aways be easy?
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