
 
Foreword

For thirty years I have taught medical ethics at the Faculty of Medicine of KU Leu-
ven university, which since 1968 has been the Dutch- speaking Catholic university 
in Flanders, Belgium. I did this as a priest of the Archdiocese of Mechelen- Brussels 
with academic training in Leuven as a pedagogue in remedial education and as a 
moral theologian and, since 1984, as a medical ethicist in the Faculty of Medicine 
and the university Hospitals. The societal context in Belgium has gradually proven 
to be a less easy workplace for a Christian inspired medical ethics. Secularisation 
has permeated almost everywhere. References to the Christian faith have met 
with massive indifference, even rejection. And yet – I hasten to add – the Welt-
anschauung (as expressed eloquently by the Germans… the broader ethos) of the 
acknowledgement of a transcendence in all that one does and experiences, and in 
what one is committed to, luckily still pervades steadfastly. Hence at the outset of 
this book I affirm immediately that I still experience this atmosphere as utterly 
constructive: open- minded.

To me this seems even more necessary because the hierarchical Church 
authorities – during the pontificates of John Paul II and Benedict XVI – took 
more and more the path to restoration. In recent decades, the aggiornamento (the 
openness to the contemporary world) of the Second Vatican Council has been 
strongly reduced by the Church Magisterium (certainly with Benedict XVI). With 
the present Pope Francis this now seems to be changing into a culture of openness 
and dialogue, although he is encountering much opposition from different car-
dinals of the curia and other continents in the world. As regards medical ethics, 
however, no new evolutions in the teaching of the Church – except for a few scarce 
moments (e.g. on the occasion of the Synod on the Family, 2014 and 2015) – can be 
ascertained. The focus of Church teaching is under Pope Francis more on societal 
issues, like migration, poverty and ecology. The teaching on sexual, medical and 
bio- ethics remains unchanged.

In a certain sense this booklet is an (academic) autobiography in doing medical 
ethics within a Belgian Catholic university, within the Roman Catholic Church 
and within a European environment (I am the Past- President of the pluralist 
European Association of Centres for Medical Ethics, which unites more than sixty 
centres throughout Europe). I am likewise shaped intensely by Church events in 
the Low Countries (Belgium, the Netherlands and Luxembourg).
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10 Foreword

It is my hope to contribute to further dialogue. I will continue to present faith-
fully the Church’s positions, but at the same time also indicate how one can deal 
with them constructively. The Dutch Cardinal Wim Eijk is my reliable guide for 
presenting the official Church view (and for this I am truly thankful). From the 
perspective of Leuven’s personalism with the inspiration of Louis Janssens, I shall 
attempt to clarify whether or not we can deal and how we can deal – unanimously 
(chapter 2) or divergently (chapter 3) – with official Church teaching.

In the spirit of the Second Vatican Council, I intend to ‘bring up- to- the- day’ 
(the literal translation of aggiornamento) the comings and goings concerning the 
implications of our faith for curing, healing and caring. I do this out of my deep 
belief that our names are written in the palm of God’s hand… that human hands 
extend this by giving care, curing whenever possible, healing, and comforting.

Written in Bekkevoort, Flemish Brabant nearby Leuven, Belgium, reworked to English 
by good friends in the USA from the original Dutch, and adapted to current challenges, 
Ja nua ry 6, 2023
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