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CATHOLIC BIOETHICS FOR A NEW MILLENNIUM by Anthony Fisher, Cam-
bridge University Press, Cambridge, 2012, pp xii + 333, £19.99, pbk

Progress in the biological sciences and medicine is rapid, and it seems likely
that the pace of advances in treatments and technology is set to increase over
the next few years. For those involved in scientific research and at the frontline
of care and treatment of people suffering debilitating diseases, the availability of
new therapies is often seen as the criterion which trumps any need for further
ethical evaluation or interference. The advances which filter down to the hospital
wards present patients who have well-developed moral sensibilities with a moral
maze to navigate. As Catholics, being able to navigate with confidence requires
a good deal of help and information. Of course, what filters down to the faithful
depends a great deal on those who commit themselves to working in the service
of the Church understanding this complex, ever-changing landscape.

Anthony Fisher, a Dominican, has the ideal CV to make an important con-
tribution to the development of Catholic thought in bioethics. He has a strong
background in law, theology and ethics, obtaining his doctorate in Oxford under
the direction of John Finnis. He has been a bishop for almost ten years, and is
an ordinary member of the Pontifical Academy for Life. Thus far, much of what
Fisher has produced has come in the form of lectures and talks, and they have
often been published in collections of papers from conferences, journal articles,
and so on. This book, then, seems to be his first as the sole author.

The first thing to note about this book is that it is not an attempt to provide an
introductory textbook, or even a systematic treatment of bioethical issues from the
beginning of human life to its end. Rather, it is a collection of essays, a gathering
together and reworking of material presented and published elsewhere. This is
certainly not a bad thing: first, because the reworking, the introduction assures us,
is often substantial; and secondly, because it makes more accessible material that
would be otherwise hard to obtain. Given that the book is a collection of essays,
the attempt to divide the chapters into four parts, ‘How are we to do Bioethics?’,
‘Beginning of Life’, ‘Later Life’ and ‘Protecting Life’ is unnecessary, and may
give a potential reader who glances at the contents page online a sense that this
book will be more systematic than it actually is. Only the first chapter of the
first section is very directly concerned with methodology, the other two deal with
specific issues relating to conscience and cooperation in wrongdoing. Whilst both
these chapters do raise methodological issues, the classification under the given
heading is a little forced. However, this is a minor criticism. The eleven chapters
deal with a broad range of topics, and I wish to highlight some of the notable
chapters.

In his first chapter, which is on the context in which bioethical study op-
erates, he sketches out the status quo in society, reflecting on the moral land-
scape we live in. He sees the major bioethical problems as having their roots
in a society where sexuality is ‘chosen more or less at whim’ (p. 13). He also
notes that a consumer mentality has entered thinking about the human body, sex,
and relationships, with the result that the ‘language of the markets’ has a hold
(p. 14). He then outlines the Church’s response to such a culture: starting with
such teaching as Gaudium et Spes and Humanae Vitae, along with a renewal of
the use of Scripture in moral theology. He also makes mention of the New Natu-
ral Law Theory writers – Finnis, Grisez et al., a group of theologians for whom
he has clear (and obvious) sympathy. There is a strong attack on the theologians
who were instrumental in the development of new schools of moral theology
post-Humanae Vitae; in particular the proportionalists, whose effect on Catholic
moral theology was ‘devastating’ and ‘left the Church ill prepared to meet the
challenges of secular liberalism and post modernity’ (p. 23).

C© 2013 The Dominican Council

https://doi.org/10.1111/nbfr.12041_5 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1111/nbfr.12041_5


Reviews 627

The chapter on conscience states a theory as to why our understanding of
conscience has gone wrong. He sets out a short history of the development of
our understanding of conscience, starting with both Old and New Testament
sources, before briefly mining the tradition, taking heed of Augustine, Bonaven-
ture, Aquinas, and Newman. He then goes on to show how a proper understand-
ing of conscience cannot be one which allows for subjectivism and relativism. In
this, he clearly sees John Paul II’s Veritatis Splendor as a timely and authorita-
tive response to post-Humanae Vitae attempts by some theologians to deny the
possibility of a ‘moral magisterium’ (pp. 55–60).

The chapter entitled ‘Beginnings: when do people begin?’ is a good showpiece
for Fisher’s versatility. It starts as an examination of Norman Ford’s ‘When Did I
Begin? Conception of the Human Individual in History, Philosophy and Science’,
and particularly the assertion in that book that there is no human individual present
until two or three weeks after fertilization (p. 102), the theory of ‘delayed ho-
minization’, which has widespread support. Fisher points out the influential effect
of this idea in the realm of embryo production and experimentation, despite Ford’s
own reservations about such practices. Fisher then goes on to treat the issue of the
beginning of life in the light of Ford’s biological survey, and his metaphysics. He
sets about his task by making appeal to recent literature on the biology of the event
of fertilization. The possibility of monozygotic twinning up to the point of the
formation of the primitive streak is often used as an argument in favour of some
form of delayed hominization, including by Ford, which is, in Fisher’s opinion,
by far the most plausible reason for a theory of delayed hominization. However,
Fisher challenges the biology that Ford cites in support of his claim, showing that
research on the matter of twinning is far too incomplete to build a strong biologi-
cal case for the existence of something which is not an individual up to the point
of the development of the primitive streak. And in challenging the metaphysics,
Fisher demystifies the basic ‘one becomes two’ event of monozygotic twinning,
by claiming that there is nothing problematic about this idea for the metaphysical
status of the original individual. He uses the case of asexual reproduction as
an example of how this happens naturally, and yet no-one makes the case that
there is not one individual, and following the event, another discrete individual
(p. 120).

The chapter on suicide and euthanasia is an attempt to survey the biblical texts
on the subject. Fisher is keenly aware of the methodological complications in such
a survey, and in particular, the risk of veering towards either a fundamentalist
or ‘Bible as ordinary literature’ approach. He is also aware of the problems
of reading modern day issues into the text. He uses contemporary scholarship
on suicide in the Bible and antiquity as a guide, and as interlocutor, especially
the text by Droge and Tabor, called ‘A Noble Death: Suicide among Christians
and Jews in Antiquity’ (pp. 248 onwards). In his treatment of the topic, Fisher
develops his own position based first of all on examining Old Testament texts.
His conclusion is that all the texts he analyses show no sense that suicide is
considered a noble death, but rather fall into the ‘death of the bad guy genre’
(p. 265). He then goes on to highlight a theology which is against suicide from
the New Testament, a striking part of which is an analysis of the Passion of
Christ. In this he argues that resigning oneself to an inevitable death does not
entail an intention to suicide – ultimately, the death of Jesus was the result of the
sinful actions of those who killed him.

This book is a very fine effort from a bishop theologian who has been highly
thought of for some time. It shows Fisher to be highly intelligent and a versatile
thinker, who is able to write well on a range of important topics within bioethics.
He makes good use of philosophical, moral theological, Scriptural and biological
approaches, and always integrates these well to make his case. At one level, the
position he takes is exactly what one would expect (dare I say, hope for) from
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a bishop, who is a self-confessed member of the ‘John Paul II generation’ (both
in terms of his age and theological inclination). But he does so much more than
restate the Church’s position: he shows that it can be a defended, developed and
preached teaching which protects human life and is a signpost towards human
flourishing. Fisher tackles head-on those schools of thought which he feels have
too easily put aside the Church’s position in favour of one which would be
more in line with standard secular thinking; and he does this quite directly and
unapologetically. The basic charge, which is a thread throughout the whole book,
is that moral theologians have let the faithful down since the Council, because
they have failed to equip them with the tools to navigate the bioethical questions
which impact the lives of a great many people, and will affect even more people
in the future. Fisher’s book is a challenge to such theologians, and an example to
Catholic bioethicists of how good bioethical thinking, which is rigorous, informed
and imaginative, can be put at the service of the Church.

ROBERT GAY OP

FIRMLY I BELIEVE AND TRULY: THE SPIRITUAL TRADITION OF CATHOLIC
ENGLAND. AN ANTHOLOGY OF WRITINGS FROM 1483 TO 1999 edited
by John Saward, John Morrill and Michael Tomko. Foreword by
Vincent Nichols, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2011, pp. xxiv + 730,
£ 35, hbk

The purpose of this collection is, as the Archbishop of Westminster says in his
Foreword, to show how Catholicism ‘has been a constant formative influence on
every aspect of English life’. The second half of the second millennium opened
with the Church at the height of its confidence and popularity; it witnessed
a catastrophic attack on Christian civilisation during the wars of religion, brief
gleams of light under Queen Mary and James II, and the long tedious years before
the brilliance of the Catholic Revival, and the triumphant return of confidence in
faith reborn. The collapse of that confidence and the rapid decline that followed
is barely touched on: there are few entries after 1960.

The dates are explained by the decision to include only printed matter, and
only writers who died before the end of the millennium. Caxton opens in 1484,
with an anonymous Prayer for Forgiveness, the first work of spirituality printed
in English. We close with reflections by Cardinal Hume, who died in 1999.
In between we have poems, meditations, spiritual extracts, letters, translations,
history and even polemic. There are well-known authors from More and Fisher
to Chesterbelloc, but also the forgotten and obscure.

The earliest extracts are of course in late Middle English, and require more
modernisation than has been provided. Margaret Roper in particular needs punc-
tuation: what can we make of ‘naught you sufferest among temptation to fall
either to prove and make steadfast the sufferance and patience of thy children’
(p. 52)? But her contemporary Dean Colet is clear and to the point in warning
the clergy not to engage in secular business, for ‘our warring is to pray devoutly,
to read and study scriptures diligently, to preach the word of God sincerely,
to administer the Holy Sacraments rightly, and offer sacrifice for the people’
(p. 26).

After the badly timed Bull Regnans in Excelsis in its contemporary English
translation (pp. 104–6), we enter the age of martyrs, an extract from Campion’s
famous Brag, accompanied by little-known prose and verse accounts of his mar-
tyrdom by Blessed Thomas Alfield (pp. 112–27). At the same time Lady Hunger-
ford could write calmly about the Rosary (pp. 138–9) and we have the lovely
poetry of St Robert Southwell (pp. 152–7). In the seventeenth century the major
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