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What is Bioethics? 

• A branch of ethics. 

• Seeks answers to questions concerning the 
rightness or wrongness of the choices which 
are made available by advances in biology and 
medicine. 

• Intersection of moral philosophy and 
technology. 

• And technology changes fast!   



Classic issues include: 

 

• “Beginning of life”:  abortion, in vitro 
fertilization, surrogacy, stem cell research, 
genetic testing, genetic engineering, cloning. 

 

• “End of life”:  euthanasia, suffering, organ 
donation, suicide, life extension. 

 



But wait, there’s more: 

• “Bioethics” covers a wide range of issues and 
can include just about any situation in which 
scientific knowledge impacts human life. 

• Examples:  science vs. faith discussion, 
evolution, cosmetic surgery, body 
modification, transhumanism (esp re 
nanotechnology), role of genes in human 
behavior, virtual reality … 



Orthodox Bioethics?? 

• Ethics is the field of study in which we try and 
arrive at moral judgments:  good vs. bad, right 
vs. wrong, just vs. unjust. 

• Is ethics (bioethics) something Orthodox 
Christians must “do”?   

• One thing is for certain: we frequently face 
very tough medical and bioethical choices, 
and the Church is there to help us with them. 



Example 

• Stem cells may prove successful in treating 
certain spinal cord injuries.  From the Orthodox 
perspective, is such a treatment permissible? 

• Related issues:   

– embryonic / adult?   

– Views on IVF?   

– Long term storage concerns. 

• How does one arrive at an “Orthodox response”?  
Is there even such a thing? 

 



What we can learn 

• Practical benefits:  good choices! 

• Another:  when things are not clear, we know 
where to begin. 

• Spiritual benefits: 

– “Growth in faith and life and spiritual understanding.” 

– Strengthen our relationship to F, S, and HS. 

– Struggle  compassion / empathy. 

– “Great are You, O Lord, and marvelous are Your 
works.” 

 



Some Background:   
3 approaches to ethics 

• Ethics = branch of philosophy concerned with 
making moral judgments, of assessing the moral 
value of an action, event, state of affairs, or 
person. 

• Examples: 
– Murder is wrong. 

– Gunther is a bad person, but Gisela is good. 

– Thou shalt not steal. 

– Honesty is a virtue. 

– The good world is one in which racism is absent. 



3 approaches to ethics (cont’d) 

• We assess character: 
– Gisela is good. 

– Hitler was evil. 

• And we assess conduct: 
– Lying is wrong. 

– Honesty is praiseworthy / virtuous / right. 

• In ethics, an important first question is the 
question of priority:  which is more basic, 
judgments of character or of conduct? 



3 approaches to ethics (cont’d) 

• Examples:   
• Assigning priority to conduct over character: 

– Gisela is good because her actions are good. 
– (We say she is a good person because she keeps her 

promises, tells the truth, and helps others.) 

• Assigning priority to character over conduct: 
– Telling the truth no matter was is good because Gisela 

is a virtuous person and she tells the truth no matter 
what. 

– (An action is good if it would be chosen by those we 
know to be virtuous.) 



Ethics:  The Deontological Approach 

• A “deontological ethics” assigns priority to 
conduct over character. 

 

 

 

• To start with, actions are good or bad. 

• Our assessment of character comes second. 

• Gunther is bad because he kicks puppies. 

Character 
 
Conduct 



Deontological Ethics 

• “Deontos” = Greek for obligation / duty 

• Begins with intuitions about what the 
“oughts” and “ought nots.”   

• Emphasizes what we have a duty to do, rule-
based. 

• Example:  Ten Commandments. 

• Do you find yourself agreeing that “Torturing 
children is always wrong” … then you might be 
a deontologist! 

 



Ethics:  The Telelogical Approach 

• A “teleological ethics” assigns priority to 
character over conduct. 

 

 

 

• To start with, there is an ideal character. 

• Our assessment of actions comes second. 

• Kicking puppies is bad because the virtuous are 
kind and would never do such a thing. 

 

Conduct 
 
Character 



Teleological Ethics 

• “Telos” = Greek for goal. 

• Begins with intuitions about “the good life” and what it 
means to be an ideal human being. 

• Emphasizes the virtues, the capacity for always 
knowing how to act well in a given situation. 

• Example:  Aristotle’s golden mean.  Stoicism. 

• Which is more praiseworthy:  telling the truth because 
you have to (grudgingly), or because you want to 
(happily)? 

• If you said the second, then you might be a teleologist! 

 



Ethics: The Consequentialist Approach 

• So far, two approaches have been described:   

• Deontology:  Assigning priority to conduct 
over character. 

• Teleology:  Assigning priority to character over 
conduct. 

• Another approach begins with a hunch, not 
about best conduct or best character, but 
about the best world  (about “utopia”). 



Consequentialist Ethics 

• Begin with an ideal “world state”: 
– Absence of pain. 

– Presence of pleasure. 

– Greatest happiness for the greatest number. 

– A world full of flowers and rainbows. 

• If the consequences of an action (or person) 
help us to move closer to the ideal world 
state, then that action (or person) is good.  
Otherwise, bad. 



Consequentialist Ethics 

Conduct  Character 
 
 

World State 
• Example:  Epicurus, Buddhism (?), utilitarianism, 

Social Darwinism. 
• Would you agree with the following:  killing a 

murderous tyrant is good because a world 
without him is better than a world with him. 

• If so, you might be a consequentialist. 



Back to Orthodoxy and (Bio)Ethics 

• OK, so what’s all the fuss? 

• Question:  as Orthodox Christians, how do we 
make choices about how to live and act in this 
world?  Where do we begin? 

• Deontology?  Are good actions basic? 

• Teleology?  Or is it basic to first ask:  what sort 
of human being was I created to be? 

• Consequentialism?  Or is it basic to ask:  what 
kind of world should we be working towards? 



Another Example 

• Organ donation / transplant. 
– What do you think? 

 

• Starting point?  How do we even begin? 
– Question of sources. 

– Bible? Worship? Iconography? Canon law? 

 

• Is it all a hopeless mess?  Maybe faith has no 
role to play in making these kind of choices? 



Next Time 

• Sources. 

 

• On what sources do we base our choices as 
Orthodox Christians? 

 

• Are there any basic principles? 

 



Beyond Next Time 

• Our topics will cover whatever you would like 
to cover. 

 

• We will start with beginning of life issues, and 
move on from there. 

 

• This is our chance to deepen our 
understanding of God’s love for human beings. 

 


