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The following is a rough summary of the article of Cardinal Elio Sgreccia, “Il Magistero del 

Pontefice emerito Benedetto XVI nell’ambito della Bioetica,” which appeared in Medicina e 

Morale 2013/2: 259-274. 

Before his election as the Bishop of Rome, Joseph Ratzinger was the Cardinal Prefect of the 

Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith for more than twenty years, coordinating the work for 

the elaboration of official documents which bear his name and that of John Paul II and which 

also bear his theological and doctrinal reflection. In considering Benedict XVI’s contribution to 

moral theology, we restrict ourselves to three major areas: 1) Beginning of Life Issues; 2) Sexual 

Orientation and Homosexuality; and, 3) The Ethics of Social Development and Human Ecology. 

 

Beginning of Life 

 In 1978, Louis Brown, the first “test-tube” baby, was born. In the 1980s, in the US and in 

the West, various ethics committees were formed (ex- Warnock Commission in the UK and 

CHABI in the European Community, of which the Holy See was an extraordinary Observer in 

1982-1983). The Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith began its own study and formed a 

group of specialists to examine bioethical questions culminating in an official document – the 

Instruction Donum vitae- the Respect for Human Life in Its Origin and the Dignity of 

Procreation- in February 1987. The document contained the signatures of Joseph Ratzinger and 

Alberto Bovone and was approved by John Paul II. The document covers a wide range of 

premises, subjects and judgments that were already present in the encyclical Humanae vitae of 

Paul VI. 

 The statement contained in the first part regarding the status and identity of the embryo 

affirms that “the human being is to be respected as a human person from the first moment of his 

existence.” Positively, this indicates an exceptional point of doctrinal and moral relevance that 

recalls the convergence of biology, anthropology, and theological vision as well as the right of 

absolute respect due to the human person in his being as a unity from the moment of conception. 

 This point of capital importance will remain an important reference point and will be 

important in the praxis of the Magisterium not only for the question of procured abortion but also 

for all the situations in which the life of the unborn child might be put at risk or suppressed in the 

various forms of biotechnological manipulation, including, in the first place, artificial 

fertilization and all that follows for the fertilized egg; for the embryo not yet implanted or after 

implantation; for the embryo created through “super-production”; cryopreservation, 

experimentation, the use of embryonic stem cells, cloning, selective abortion, pre-implantation 

diagnosis, etc. 



 A second major point of doctrinal importance in Donum Vitae is represented by the 

principle that covers the morality of the human procreative act. The principle, derived from the 

encyclical Humanae vitae, is formulated:  

Every human being is always to be accepted as a gift and blessing of God. However, from 

the moral point of view a truly responsible procreation vis-à-vis  the unborn child must 

be the fruit of marriage. For human procreation has specific characteristics by virtue of 

the personal dignity of the parents and of the children: the procreation of a new person, 

whereby the man and the woman collaborate with the power of the Creator, must be the 

fruit and the sign of the mutual self-giving of the spouses, of their love and of their 

fidelity. The fidelity of the spouses in the unity of marriage involves reciprocal respect of 

their right to become a father and a mother only through each other. The child has 

the right to be conceived, carried in the womb, brought into the world and brought up 

within marriage: it is through the secure and recognized relationship to his own parents 

that the child can discover his own identity and achieve his own proper human 

development. The parents find in their child a confirmation and completion of their 

reciprocal self-giving: the child is the living image of their love, the permanent sign of 

their conjugal union, the living and indissoluble concrete expression of their paternity and 

maternity.  

 A little more than twenty years later, Benedict XVI approved a new document, a second 

Instruction Dignitas Personae (December 2008). In this document, new problems had emerged- 

judgments on the use of stem cells, cloning, attempts at hybridization, use of illicitly obtained 

human biological material, frozen oocytes, embryo reduction, pre-implantation diagnoses, new 

forms of interception and contragestation and in general a host of problems following from the 

freezing of human embryos. Dignitas Personae strongly reinforced the two ethical directives of 

Donum vitae: 1) the identity of being human from the moment of fertilization and 2) that human 

procreation is joined to the fact that the child is a sign and effect of the intimate, free and 

personal union of the spouses. 

 With respect to the first aspect, the identity of the human being acquires the dignity of the 

human person from the first moment of conception, Dignitas Personae wished to correct 

interpretations of the expression “as a person.” In the field of moral theology if there is a serious 

doubt (doubt of fact) about whether one will harm a person, moral action is illicit unless one 

resolves the doubt. The new Instruction makes this more explicit with respect to the ontologic 

reality of the human embryo. It is a very eloquent explanation of the statement contained in 

Donum vitae, according to which “The human being must be respected - as a person - from the 

very first instant of his existence.” The new Instruction adds: 

If Donum vitae, in order to avoid a statement of an explicitly philosophical nature, did not 

define the embryo as a person, it nonetheless did indicate that there is an intrinsic 

connection between the ontological dimension and the specific value of every human life. 

Although the presence of the spiritual soul cannot be observed experimentally, the 

conclusions of science regarding the human embryo give “a valuable indication for 

discerning by the use of reason a personal presence at the moment of the first appearance 

of a human life: how could a human individual not be a human person?” Indeed, the 

reality of the human being for the entire span of life, both before and after birth, does not 
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allow us to posit either a change in nature or a gradation in moral value, since it possesses 

full anthropological and ethical status. The human embryo has, therefore, from the very 

beginning, the dignity proper to a person. 

 Regarding the ethical aspects of procreation and a judgment about techniques of artificial 

procreation, the principle enunciated in Donum vitae around “the personal reciprocal self-giving” 

of the spouses as an ethical demand for responsible procreation was strongly reinforced by 

Benedict XVI in his word from a speech given on May 1, 2008: 

In the fruitfulness of conjugal love, the man and the woman share in the Father's creative 

act and make it clear that at the origin of their spousal life they pronounce a genuine 

"yes" which is truly lived in reciprocity, remaining ever open to life. This word of the 

Lord with its profound truth endures unchanged and cannot be abolished by the different 

theories that have succeeded one another in the course of the years, and at times even 

been contradictory. Natural law, which is at the root of the recognition of true equality 

between persons and peoples, deserves to be recognized as the source that inspires the 

relationship between the spouses in their responsibility for begetting new children. The 

transmission of life is inscribed in nature and its laws stand as an unwritten norm to 

which all must refer. Any attempt to turn one's gaze away from this principle is in itself 

barren and does not produce a future. 

The theological enrichment provided by the second Instruction, published with the 

explicit approval of Benedict XVI, must include the contribution to the entire theme, whether 

that of the origins of life or procreation, by recalling the double dignity that is proper to the 

human person. It is enough to cite Dignitas personae, which also reprises Evangelium vitae: 

It is the Church’s conviction that what is human is not only received and respected by 

faith, but is also purified, elevated and perfected. God, after having created man in his 

image and likeness (cf. Gen 1:26), described his creature as “very good” (Gen 1:31), so 

as to be assumed later in the Son (cf. Jn 1:14). In the mystery of the Incarnation, the Son 

of God confirmed the dignity of the body and soul which constitute the human 

being. Christ did not disdain human bodiliness, but instead fully disclosed its meaning 

and value: “In reality, it is only in the mystery of the incarnate Word that the mystery of 

man truly becomes clear”. 

By becoming one of us, the Son makes it possible for us to become “sons of God” (Jn 

1:12), “sharers in the divine nature” (2 Pet 1:4). This new dimension does not conflict 

with the dignity of the creature which everyone can recognize by the use of reason, but 

elevates it into a wider horizon of life which is proper to God, giving us the ability to 

reflect more profoundly on human life and on the acts by which it is brought into 

existence. 

Bioethics and Sexual Orientation 

We cannot forget the doctrinal and moral character of the interventions of the 

Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith during the time that Cardinal Ratzinger was Prefect. 

Here one must mention the document On the Pastoral Care of Homosexual Persons. The 



document reiterates what had been said in a preceding document by the CDF Persona humana 

which defined homosexual acts as “intrinsically disordered and as such cannot be approved of in 

any case.” It did so to confront interpretations and dubious publications which sought to 

attenuate or deny such a grave disorder. The letter states that “Although the particular inclination 

of the homosexual person is not a sin, it is a more or less strong tendency ordered toward an 

intrinsic moral evil; and thus the inclination itself must be seen as an objective disorder. 

Therefore special concern and pastoral attention should be directed toward those who have this 

condition, lest they be led to believe that the living out of this orientation in homosexual activity 

is a morally acceptable option. It is not.” 

After having defined the erroneous interpretations of the Bible according to which the 

Scriptures do not have anything to say directly on the theme, the document recalls the necessary 

harmony between Sacred Scripture, Tradition, and the Magisterium and concludes that an 

examination of the biblical literature and the Tradition affirms that:  

The Church, obedient to the Lord who founded her and gave to her the sacramental life, 

celebrates the divine plan of the loving and live-giving union of men and women in the 

sacrament of marriage. It is only in the marital relationship that the use of the sexual 

faculty can be morally good. A person engaging in homosexual behavior therefore acts 

immorally. To choose someone of the same sex for one's sexual activity is to annul the 

rich symbolism and meaning, not to mention the goals, of the Creator's sexual design. 

Homosexual activity is not a complementary union, able to transmit life; and so it thwarts 

the call to a life of that form of self-giving which the Gospel says is the essence of 

Christian living. 

 The document, after having taken distance from pressure groups (lobbies) that attempted 

to bring confusion within the Church by trying to represent all homosexual persons and by trying 

to invoke the accusation of unjust discrimination in front of anyone who does not share their 

choices and public positions, deplores with firmness that homosexual persons are at times still 

objects of wicked expressions and violent actions. Similar behaviors merit condemnation by the 

pastors of the Church wherever they can be proven. They reveal a lack of respect for others and 

damage the foundational principles on the basis of which we live in a healthy, shared, civil 

society. The proper dignity of each person must always be respected in words, deeds, and 

legislation. 

 Finally, the document recognizes the possibility that for some individuals certain 

conditions “may exist, or may have existed in the past, which would reduce or remove the 

culpability of the individual in a given instance; or other circumstances may increase it. What is 

at all costs to be avoided is the unfounded and demeaning assumption that the sexual behavior of 

homosexual persons is always and totally compulsive and therefore inculpable. What is essential 

is that the fundamental liberty which characterizes the human person and gives him his dignity 

be recognized as belonging to the homosexual person as well.” 

 The final exhortation for the Christian journey of these persons coincides with what is 

indicated for every Christian – that is, to practice the life of virtue and to accept the cross trusting 

in the freely-offered Grace and in the help of the sacraments that are signs of the closeness and 



mercy of the Risen Lord who accompanies every believer in the journey of interior freedom in 

the search for the will of the Father. The document states it this way: 

The human person, made in the image and likeness of God, can hardly be adequately 

described by a reductionist reference to his or her sexual orientation. Every one living on 

the face of the earth has personal problems and difficulties, but challenges to growth, 

strengths, talents and gifts as well. Today, the Church provides a badly needed context 

for the care of the human person when she refuses to consider the person as a 

"heterosexual" or a "homosexual" and insists that every person has a fundamental 

Identity: the creature of God, and by grace, his child and heir to eternal life. 

This document was referenced and summarized in the 1992 document from the CDF, 

under the guidance of Cardinal Ratzinger, “Some considerations concerning the response to 

legislative proposals on the non-discrimination of homosexual persons,” which came about at the 

request and suggestion of the Episcopal Conference of the United States bishops who were 

looking to formulate a critical response to advancing proposed civil legislation in support of 

certain requests from homosexual groups under the name of “non-discrimination.” These 

demands included wanting lodging and the power to adopt children, etc. 

 This new document, referencing the essentials of the Letter, specified certain points at the 

practical level that persons with homosexual tendencies ought not to be compared with concepts 

of race, skin color, ethnic origin, etc., but should be considered at the level or conduct and the 

objective disorder which might be the basis for exclusion of a subject, such as when a competitor 

is excluded from a sporting event because he or she is deemed to be in poor health. In fact, one 

would be protected that person’s good. In many cases, concessions made by the law to 

homosexual persons could damage the family, which must be protected. 

 Of greater weight on the practical and juridical level is the intervention of the 

Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, again signed by Cardinal Ratzinger as Prefect, dated 

June 3, 2003, entitled, “Considerations regarding proposals to give legal recognition to unions 

between homosexual persons.” The document itself declares that it does not intend to contribute 

anything new doctrinally, given the many interventions offered by the Magisterium of the 

Church and by the competent dicasteries of the Holy See. It summarizes the “irreformable” 

characteristics of marriage, making recourse to sacred Scripture and the Doctrine of the Church 

regarding the Sacrament of Marriage in order to conclude, “There are absolutely no grounds for 

considering homosexual unions to be in any way similar or even remotely analogous to God's 

plan for marriage and family. Marriage is holy, while homosexual acts go against the natural 

moral law. Homosexual acts “close the sexual act to the gift of life. They do not proceed from a 

genuine affective and sexual complementarity. Under no circumstances can they be approved”. 

The document repeats the judgment from the doctrinal and moral point of view, referencing the 

Catechism of the Catholic Church. 

 According to the teaching of the Church, man and women with homosexual tendencies 

should “be received with respect, compassion, and tenderness. In their regard, one must avoid 

every mark of unjust discrimination. Such persons are called like other Christians to live 

chastely. The homosexual tendency (inclination) is objectively disordered and homosexual 

practices (acts) are gravely sinful, contrary to chastity.” 



 The document then treats attitudes of civil authorities toward this issue: 

a. Some civil authorities limit themselves to simple tolerance of the phenomenon; 

b. Some promote the legal recognition of such unions with the pretext of avoiding 

discriminatory attitudes; 

c. In some cases, there is established a legal equivalence of homosexual unions with 

respect to marriage. 

In merit of these hypotheses, the document suggests for the first case of simple tolerance 

the necessity on the part of Catholics to adhere to the model of the family and its specific values, 

remaining Catholic witnesses to the truth; to recall the objectively gravely immoral character of 

such behavior and the risk it poses to young people exposed to such phenomena. 

In the presence of legal recognition or equivalency to marriage with access to the rights 

proper to spouses, it is a duty to oppose such in a clear and incisive way. One must abstain from 

any formal cooperation with the promulgation of or application of a law so gravely unjust and 

inasmuch as possible also avoid material cooperation at the level of application. Everyone should 

have the right to conscientious objection in this matter. 

Against homosexual unions, the document summarizes the arguments at the order of 

reason, biology and anthropology, social, and legal. The conclusion of the document reads: “The 

Church teaches that respect for homosexual persons cannot lead in any way to approval of 

homosexual behavior or to legal recognition of homosexual unions. The common good requires 

that laws recognize, promote and protect marriage as the basis of the family, the primary unit of 

society. Legal recognition of homosexual unions or placing them on the same level as marriage 

would mean not only the approval of deviant behavior, with the consequence of making it a 

model in present-day society, but would also obscure basic values which belong to the common 

inheritance of humanity. The Church cannot fail to defend these values, for the good of men and 

women and for the good of society itself.” 

Bioethics and the Ethics of Development 

 The specific contribution of Benedict XVI as Pope in the area of bioethics comes through 

his encyclical Caritas in veritate. Having included the theme of Bioethics in the wider context of 

the theme of development, he put an end to that “dualism” that the secularist culture has always 

tried to make in the judgment on Catholic moral themes, even during the pontificate of John Paul 

II, when attempting to be receptive to the documents of the Catholic Magisterium when 

confronting social themes like solidarity (e.g. Sollecitudo rei socialis or Centisimus Annus) but 

criticizing the Magisterium when touching upon themes of sexuality, family, and bioethics in 

general, holding to the “kingdom of the autonomy of the individual (privacy).” This has 

happened despite the warnings of scientists and economists such as Garry Becker, who already 

in 1988, with arguments of a scientific and secular nature, held that the human capital and the 

family represent the foundation of economic stability. The encyclical makes these positions very 

clear: 

One of the most striking aspects of development in the present day is the important 

question of respect for life, which cannot in any way be detached from questions 



concerning the development of peoples. It is an aspect which has acquired increasing 

prominence in recent times, obliging us to broaden our concept of poverty and 

underdevelopment to include questions connected with the acceptance of life, especially 

in cases where it is impeded in a variety of ways. 

Not only does the situation of poverty still provoke high rates of infant mortality in many 

regions, but some parts of the world still experience practices of demographic control, on 

the part of governments that often promote contraception and even go so far as to impose 

abortion. In economically developed countries, legislation contrary to life is very 

widespread, and it has already shaped moral attitudes and praxis, contributing to the 

spread of an anti-birth mentality; frequent attempts are made to export this mentality to 

other States as if it were a form of cultural progress. 

Here the encyclical condemns the fact that some organizations promote anti-life positions 

(sterilization, birth control, euthanasia, etc.) and contends that openness to life is at the center of 

true development: 

Openness to life is at the center of true development. When a society moves towards the 

denial or suppression of life, it ends up no longer finding the necessary motivation and 

energy to strive for man's true good. If personal and social sensitivity towards the 

acceptance of a new life is lost, then other forms of acceptance that are valuable for 

society also wither away. The acceptance of life strengthens moral fiber and makes 

people capable of mutual help. By cultivating openness to life, wealthy peoples can better 

understand the needs of poor ones, they can avoid employing huge economic and 

intellectual resources to satisfy the selfish desires of their own citizens, and instead, they 

can promote virtuous action within the perspective of production that is morally sound 

and marked by solidarity, respecting the fundamental right to life of every people and 

every individual. 

Benedict XVI indicates a further link to this idea that life is at the center of authentic 

development when he treats the theme of ecology within that of anthropology, making man the 

center of responsibility for the stewardship of creation and making this stewardship an integral 

part of development. Before the atomistic vision of development in which man is reduced to an 

element of a bio-centric system, the proper vision of creation makes man a responsible guardian 

of development and further of the ecological environment. Benedict XVI joins with John Paul II 

in speaking of a “human ecology”, including that which is within man, which coincides with 

respect for the moral law and the dignity of the person. From these concepts, moving back to the 

relationship with God, the creator of the universe and the Father of humanity, emerges a wider 

and unitary vision of bioethics within a discussion of an ethic of development, which includes an 

environmental ethics and a human ethic. The encyclical (n. 48) speaks to this: 

Today the subject of development is also closely related to the duties arising from our 

relationship to the natural environment. The environment is God's gift to everyone, and 

in our use of it we have a responsibility towards the poor, towards future generations and 

towards humanity as a whole. When nature, including the human being, is viewed as the 

result of mere chance or evolutionary determinism, our sense of responsibility wanes. In 

nature, the believer recognizes the wonderful result of God's creative activity, which we 



may use responsibly to satisfy our legitimate needs, material or otherwise, while 

respecting the intrinsic balance of creation. If this vision is lost, we end up either 

considering nature an untouchable taboo or, on the contrary, abusing it. Neither attitude is 

consonant with the Christian vision of nature as the fruit of God's creation. 

Nature expresses a design of love and truth. It is prior to us, and it has been given to us 

by God as the setting for our life. Nature speaks to us of the Creator (cf. Rom 1:20) and 

his love for humanity. It is destined to be “recapitulated” in Christ at the end of time (cf. 

Eph 1:9-10; Col 1:19-20). Thus it too is a “vocation”. Nature is at our disposal not as “a 

heap of scattered refuse”, but as a gift of the Creator who has given it an inbuilt order, 

enabling man to draw from it the principles needed in order “to till it and keep it” (Gen 

2:15). But it should also be stressed that it is contrary to authentic development to view 

nature as something more important than the human person. This position leads to 

attitudes of neo-paganism or a new pantheism — human salvation cannot come from 

nature alone, understood in a purely naturalistic sense. This having been said, it is also 

necessary to reject the opposite position, which aims at total technical dominion over 

nature, because the natural environment is more than raw material to be manipulated at 

our pleasure; it is a wondrous work of the Creator containing a “grammar” which sets 

forth ends and criteria for its wise use, not its reckless exploitation. Today much harm is 

done to development precisely as a result of these distorted notions. Reducing nature 

merely to a collection of contingent data ends up doing violence to the environment and 

even encouraging activity that fails to respect human nature itself. Our nature, constituted 

not only by matter but also by spirit, and as such, endowed with transcendent meaning 

and aspirations, is also normative for culture. Human beings interpret and shape the 

natural environment through culture, which in turn is given direction by the responsible 

use of freedom, in accordance with the dictates of the moral law. Consequently, projects 

for integral human development cannot ignore coming generations, but need to be 

marked by solidarity and inter-generational justice, while taking into account a variety of 

contexts: ecological, juridical, economic, political and cultural. 

The concept of human ecology was used for the first time by Blessed John Paul II in 

Centesimus Annus (n. 38) where he states:  

In addition to the irrational destruction of the natural environment, we must also mention 

the more serious destruction of the human environment, something which is by no means 

receiving the attention it deserves. Although people are rightly worried — though much 

less than they should be — about preserving the natural habitats of the various animal 

species threatened with extinction, because they realize that each of these species makes 

its particular contribution to the balance of nature in general, too little effort is made to 

safeguard the moral conditions for an authentic "human ecology". 

Benedict XVI takes up this concept again (51): 

The deterioration of nature is in fact closely connected to the culture that shapes human 

coexistence: when “human ecology” is respected within society, environmental ecology 

also benefits. Just as human virtues are interrelated, such that the weakening of one 



places others at risk, so the ecological system is based on respect for a plan that affects 

both the health of society and its good relationship with nature. 

In order to protect nature, it is not enough to intervene with economic incentives or 

deterrents; not even an apposite education is sufficient. These are important steps, but the 

decisive issue is the overall moral tenor of society. If there is a lack of respect for the 

right to life and to a natural death, if human conception, gestation and birth are made 

artificial, if human embryos are sacrificed to research, the conscience of society ends up 

losing the concept of human ecology and, along with it, that of environmental ecology. It 

is contradictory to insist that future generations respect the natural environment when our 

educational systems and laws do not help them to respect themselves. The book of nature 

is one and indivisible: it takes in not only the environment but also life, sexuality, 

marriage, the family, social relations: in a word, integral human development. Our duties 

towards the environment are linked to our duties towards the human person, considered 

in himself and in relation to others. It would be wrong to uphold one set of duties while 

trampling on the other. Herein lies a grave contradiction in our mentality and practice 

today: one which demeans the person, disrupts the environment and damages society. 
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