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Gilbert Meilaender speaks to Pastors on Bioethics  

In October 2015 at the Lake Erie Regional Pastoral Conference Dr. Gilbert Meilaender presented 

“Enduring Issues in Bioethics.“ He is a well-known and respected ethicist, LCMS pastor, and a professor 

at Valparaiso University.  His books include Bioethics: a Christian Primer and The Oxford Book of 

Theological Ethics (co-editor). 

Dr. Meilaender made several important points to pastors as a pastor and professor: 

1) He challenged us to think about procreation and the integrity of the human person, of both 

body and soul.  Something happens when we begin to sell organs, conceive embryos for 

research, or use our bodies as surrogate parents, as though the body were a commodity. Later 

he would talk about his role on the President’s Commission on Bioethics and the stem-cell 

research debate.  

2) He spoke about the way the relationship between the generations is affected by a long-lived, 

yet youth-oriented culture.  We can be tempted to think that long life trumps having children 

carry on our values for us. 

3) He pointed out that the goal of medicine is to eliminate suffering.  Yet there is a line that is 

crossed when this goal compromises life itself (assisted suicide being one example.) He 

illustrated this with St. Augustine’s insistence that sick Christians not buy amulets (used in the 

4th Century to relieve suffering) because they compromise our trust that God is in control of 

every bad situation. 

4) His talk about care at the end of life did not focus on assisted suicide/euthanasia, since, he 

said, these solutions are ethically wrong.  Instead he focused on the gray areas between 

wanting to keep a person alive and wanting them not to suffer.  For example, when is it wrong, 

if my spouse has dementia and needs a liver transplant, for me NOT to advocate that my 

spouse get the transplant? Allowing to die is permissible, he said, when we clearly want life, but 

still say no to measures that are extraordinary or treatments that are excessively burdensome 

on the one who is sick.  “Will it benefit my neighbor?” is the right question, he said; “Is his life a 

burden on me?” is the wrong one. 

5) Finally, Dr. Meilaender spoke about his opportunities when he was invited by President George 

W. Bush to serve on the presidential bioethics committee from 2002-2009.  The committee 

achieved very little consensus, but did slow the creation of new embryos for stem cell-

research.  Most significant was the ability for each committee member to post their opinion in 

the public record.  Thus an LCMS clergy was permitted to state a Christian ethical viewpoint for 

all to consider in the permanent public record—a rare precedent.  Its work can be viewed 

online at https://bioethicsarchive.georgetown.edu/pcbe/index.html.  

“There was a time when our culture did some of the work for us,” Dr. Meilaender told our pastors. We 

may not expect that time to return soon, but we can follow his example to courageously stand up for 

life and righteousness as God’s witnesses and stewards.  “We owe our fellow citizens an account,” he 

said, “of why we believe what we do.”  
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