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Vatican affirms care requirements for

patients in persistent vegetative states

By ELLEN HORAN

On Sept. 14, the Congregation for the
Doctrine of the Faith affirmed the moral
obligation to provide food and water to
patients in a persistent vegetative state.
According to the document, “the
administration of food-and water, even
when artificially administered, is an

ordinary and proportionate means of

preserving life.” A patient in a persistent
* death. In a heated controversy, Schiavo’s
| parents, who are Catholic, opposed

. termination of treatment, considering

| it murder.

vegetative state is “a person with funda-
mental dignity and deserving of ordi-
nary care.”

The Vatican pronouncement
responded to questions posed by the

| United States Conference of Catholic

Bishops. in 2005 seeking clarification

| regarding the administration and with-
 drawal of nutrition and hydration to

| persons in a persistent vegetative condi-
tion, even when medical professionals

. determine that the person will never

| regain consciousness.

The highly publicized case of Terri

| Schiavo in Florida in 2005 brought
! national atrention to the issue. The

withdrawal of her feeding tube at the

direction of her husband resulted in her

Until the Congregation for the

| Doctrine of the Faith issued its statement,
i ——Continued on Page 3
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. IVIEWICLIE, LUyuld
University Health
System, Chicago.

“It is important to
note that the document
addresses feeding tubes that are already
- in place in PVS patients, a condition
- that is extremely rare,” he said. “I urge
- great caution in not extrapolating from
- the papal document about placing tubes
in elderly patients facing the end of life.
The document does not tell us anything
about starting feeding tubes in those
patients. ‘

“In fact, the document is limited to
the question of stopping medically
| assisted feeding and hydration. It says
| nothing about the placement of a feed-

ing tube,” Fr. Sheehan said. “Decisions
about starting a feeding tube are best
considered in the context discussed in
the Ethical and Religious Directives.”

Fr. Sheehan

_choran@chausa.org




