Nutrition and Hydration for the Dying

Source: Francisco di Vittoria "Relexio IX; de Temperentia," Relectiones Theologica, 1587: cf. Relecciones Teologicas, edition critica, Madrid: Imprenta La Rafa, 1933-35, Vol. III*


In 1587, Catholic theologian Francisco di Vittoria wrote:


If a sick man can take food or nourishment with a certain hope for life, he 
is required to take food, as he would be required to give it to one who is 
sick. However, if the depression of spirits is so severe, and there is 
present grave consternation in the appetitive power so that only with 
the greatest effort and as though through torture can the sick man take 
food, this is to be reckoned as an impossibility and therefore, he is 
excused, at least from mortal sin.


Vittoria was a preeminent theologian at the University of Salamanca, Spain. The above passage is taken from one of a series of lectures covering critical ethical questions of the day.

In “Faithful Departures: How Catholics Face the End of Life,” Perspectives on Death and Dying, End-of-life Life Issues, and Parish Ministry: A Project of the Bishops of California, 2002-2003, at, http://www.embracingourdying.com/articles/departures.html, Robert McClory writes of the same passage, that

The principles behind di Vittoria's advice still operate in Catholic theology 
today: First, although a moral obligation to prolong life is generally 
present, it does not hold in all situations; second, a means to prolong life 
need not be used if its effect is doubtful or places a grave burden on a 
patient—whether that burden is physical, psychological, or even 
economic.

See Directives 32 and 58 of the Ethical and Religious Directives of Catholic Health Services, at http://www.nccbuscc.org/bishops/directives.htm
