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CHTH 217 / 317 
 

Bioethics and Christian Theology 
 
 

Course Outline 2018 
 

 
 

This inter-disciplinary paper offers the opportunity to 
discuss a range of contemporary bioethical issues 
from the standpoint of Christian Theology, and to 
bring the approaches of secular Bioethics and 
Christian Theology into dialogue. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Dr André Muller has a PhD in theology from the University of Otago, and has taught 
papers in Christian ethics, systematic theology and public theology. He is currently working 
on an intellectual biography of the British philosophical theologian Donald MacKinnon.  
 
Dr Simon Walker is a lecturer at the University of Otago Bioethics Centre. He convenes 
the ethics teaching in several of the healthcare professional programs delivered through 
the Division of Health Sciences, and teaches in the Bioethics Centre’s postgraduate 
programs. Simon is trained as a philosopher, and his PhD developed an account of 
suffering, identity and autonomy from the philosophies of Kant and Spinoza. These 
concepts remain the main focus of his research, but he is also working on several practical 
issues in clinical ethics, especially in the area of end-of-life care.   
 

 
At the end of this course level students will be able to: 
 

1. Articulate a response to a range of issues in contemporary society, from the 
perspective of secular Bioethics and Christian Theology. 

 
2. Discuss the ways in which the approaches to contemporary issues from the 

perspectives of secular Bioethics and Christian Theology are compatible and the 
ways in which they are different or conflicting. 

LEARNING OUTCOMES 

LECTURER'S INTRODUCTION 

SUMMER SCHOOL 2018 
 

Lecturers:  
Dr André Muller 
andre.muller@otago.ac.nz 
 
Dr Simon Walker 
simon.walker@otago.ac.nz  
03 471 6124 
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3. Critique a range of historical positions adopted on Bioethical issues facing 
contemporary society. 

 
4. Outline tools and practices that enable constructive debate to occur on 

contemporary issues from various perspectives. 
 
At the end of the course 300-level students will also be able to: 
 

1. Evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of different standpoints that lie behind 
approaches to ethical issues espoused within both secular Bioethics and Christian 
Theology. 

 
• Twice-weekly videoconference lectures and tutorial 

 

 
• Two essays (20%, 30%), and an exam (50%). 

 

 
• Blackboard, the University’s online learning tool; 
• This Course Outline and the Course Book, which contains essential readings 
• eReserve, a resource for electronic readings, which you can access via Blackboard; 
• The Department's “Study and Style Guide” which recommends students use the 

16th edition of the Chicago citation style when writing essays. It is available online at 
http://www.otago.ac.nz/theology/study/studentresources/  

• The handbook Distance Learning Information and Support 2018, providing advice 
on administrative matters not covered in this course book and on the Distance 
Library Service. (You may download the PDF from the 'Essential Information' web 
page). 

THIS IS IMPORTANT! 
 
Please Note: You must have access to Blackboard and your University email 
address in order to complete this paper. You will receive access once your enrolment is 
complete. Communications from your lecturer regarding teaching matters will be provided 
only through Blackboard and your University email address, as outlined in the University's 
Student Communications Policy, so you must check these emails regularly. eVision will 
also send important messages through your University email. If you have any concerns 
about your access to Blackboard or to other course resources, please contact the lecturer 
or administrative staff immediately so that these can be resolved. 

You will find there is a lot of helpful information and resources on the Department’s 
website.  In particular, we require you to read the section called “Essential Student 
Information.”  You will find it here:   
 

TEACHING 

RESOURCES 

ASSESSMENT 
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http://www.otago.ac.nz/theology/study/studentresources/ 
 
This page provides a number of useful resources such as the Study and Style Guide and 
the Plagiarism Declaration Form you must attach to your assignments.  It supplies detailed 
information on assessment and student support.  In particular, it contains guidance on the 
topics of plagiarism and deadlines, both of which can incur penalties if not heeded.  This 
also is where you will find instructions for making online discussion posts and submitting 
assignments electronically.  So it is very important you make yourself familiar with this 
material.  Our assumption is that you have read it.   
 
We will make reference to information on the website in the following pages, so do take 
the time to follow the links and absorb the material.  It will save you from making costly 
mistakes and help to make the practical experience of distance study a straightforward 
one.  
 

 
In the workshops the lecturers will summarise the issues, highlight key features of the 
readings, explain complex points, and facilitate discussion of exemplary cases. In these 
discussions students will have opportunities to ask questions and test ideas. Attendance of 
these workshops is highly recommended to get the most from the paper.’ 
 
All classes will be held at the AV suite in the Bioethics Centre, 1st Floor, 71 Frederick St. 
 
Workshop 1: Theology and Bioethics   
 
In the opening workshop, we will briefly review the history of bioethics and how Christian 
theology has contributed to bioethical debate. We will outline some of the familiar 
approaches to bioethical problems, and begin to consider what a Christian approach to 
ethics involves. Following this, we will describe the typical approach taken in contemporary 
bioethical discourse, and put forward a secular account of ethics (drawing on the Kantian 
tradition) as a plausible theoretical basis for this approach. This will be set against the 
theological approach that has been considered, so as to draw out the central questions 
that will be addressed in the paper. 
 
These questions include: 
  

• In what ways is a Christian perspective on bioethical issues distinctive from other 
perspectives? 

• How, and to what extent, is a Christian perspective communicable to those who are 
not Christians?  

• Which values (if any) are shared between Christians and Non-Christians on 
particular bioethics issues, and how are these shared values identified? 

• What are the metaphysical presumptions of secular ethics, and how are these 
evident in contemporary bioethical debate?  

 
 
 
 

PAPER OUTLINE 
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Key readings: 
 
R1:  R. Gillon, ‘Bioethics, Overview’, in R. Chadwick (ed.), The Concise Encyclopedia of 
 the Ethics of New Technologies (San Diego and London: Academic Press, 2001), 
 1-12. 
R2:  N. Messer, ‘Reframing the Question’, in Respecting Life: Theology and Bioethics 
 (London: SCM Press, 2011), 19-43. 
R3:  G. P. McKenny, ‘Bioethics, the Body, and the Legacy of Bacon’, in M. T. Lysaught 
 and J. J. Kotva, Jr., with S. E. Lammers and A. Verhey (eds.), On Moral Medicine, 
 3rd edition (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2012), 398-409. 
R4:  S. Hauerwas, ‘Salvation and Health: Why Medicine Needs the Church’, in J. 
 Berkman and M. Cartwright (eds.), The Hauerwas Reader (Durham and London: 
 Duke University Press, 2001) 539-555. 
 
Workshop 2: Euthanasia  
 
Euthanasia continues to be a topic of considerable controversy in many countries, and 
several jurisdictions now permit some form of the euthanasia, assisted suicide or medical-
aid-in-dying. In New Zealand, a bill permitting these practices will soon be put before 
parliament. In this workshop we will review the main arguments for and against a law 
change, and consider what a Christian perspective on this issue should be.  
 
Key readings: 
 
R5:  E. J. Emanuel, B. D. Onwuteaka-Philipsen, J. W. Urwin, and J. Cohen, ‘Attitudes 
 and Practices of Euthanasia and Physician-Assisted Suicide in the United States, 
 Canada, and Europe’, JAMA, 316 (July 2016) 79-90. (eReserve and online). 
R6:  B. Wannenwetsch, ‘From Ars Moriendi to Assisted Suicide: Bonhoefferian 
 Explorations into Cultures of Death and Dying’, Studies in Christian Ethics 24 (Nov. 
 2011), 428-440. 
 
Workshop 3: Sanctity of Life 
 
The idea that human life has some kind of innate and irreducible value has long been 
upheld by healthcare practitioners. It is also an idea that has strong roots in theological 
traditions. However, recent debate in medical ethics and law, particularly in relation to 
certain end-of-life cases, has tested the meaning of this concept and its application. Some 
ethicists now view it as a distinctly theological concept, and therefore question its place in 
modern debate. In this workshop will examine these questions, and the extent to which 
this is a distinctly Christian idea.   
 
Key readings: 
R7: K. Barth, ‘Respect for Life’, Church Dogmatics III.4 (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1961), 
 336-343. 
R8: L. Kass, ‘Death with Dignity and the Sanctity of Life’, in Life, Liberty and the 
 Defence of Dignity (San Francisco Encounter Book, 2002), pp. 231-256. 
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Workshop 4: Autonomy 
 
Autonomy has a central place in contemporary secular ethics. We will describe the scope 
and limits of autonomy in current healthcare practice, and the areas of continuing debate. 
Having briefly reviewed the practical and metaphysical questions inherent to the concept 
along with possible theoretical responses to these, we will then consider what a Christian 
conception of autonomy consists of, and how this relates to common secular conceptions.  
 
Key readings: 
 
R9: N. Stoljar, ‘Theories of Autonomy’, in R. E. Ashcroft, A. Dawson, H. Draper, and J. 
 McMillan (eds.), Principles of Health Care Ethics, second edition (Chichester: John 
 Wiley & Sons, 2007), 11-18. (Whole eBook available through eReserve). 
R10: C. E. Gunton, ‘God, Grace and Freedom’, in Intellect and Action: Elucidations on 
 Christian Theology and the Life of Faith (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 2000), 174-192. 
 
Workshop 5: Abortion 
 
The debate over abortion is arguably the most intractable and polarizing in bioethics, and 
the area where theological and secular perspectives are most often brought into conflict. In 
this workshop we will review the traditional lines of dispute, and then consider possible 
ways of moving beyond this conflict.  
 
R11: N. Ford, ‘The Moral Significance of the Human Foetus’ in R. E. Ashcroft, A. 
 Dawson, H. Draper, and J. McMillan (eds.), Principles of Health Care Ethics, 
 second edition (Chichester: John Wiley & Sons, 2007), 387-392. (eBook). 
R12: A. Asch, ‘Will We Need Abortion in Utopia’, in R. E. Ashcroft, A. Dawson, H. Draper, 
 and J. McMillan (eds.), Principles of Health Care Ethics, second edition (Chichester: 
 John Wiley & Sons, 2007), 393-400. (eBook). 
R13: S. Hauerwas, ‘Abortion Theologically Understood’, in J. Berkman and M. Cartwright 
 (eds.), The Hauerwas Reader (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2001), 
 603-622. (on eReserve).   
R14: J. Mumford, ‘An Alternative Basis for Human Rights’, in Ethics at the Beginning of 
 Life: A Phenomenological Critique (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 183-193 
 
Workshop 6: IVF and Genetics  
 
For this session, and the one following, we welcome a guest lecturer, Emeritus Professor 
Gareth Jones. Here is his outline for this session: 
 
‘The reproductive technologies have taken the medical world by storm, and IVF in 
particular has become a common medical procedure, with up to 4 per cent of all babies 
being born in this way in many countries. In spite of its general use today, it has been 
highly controversial from even before the first IVF individual was born in 1978. The 
controversies have involved scientists and ethicists, as well as theologians.  For 
Christians, the sticking point has been the research carried out on embryos, and also what 
to do with embryos ‘surplus’ to the requirements of the clinical procedures. However, many 
ordinary Christians are highly ambivalent, and probably inconsistent, about IVF. 
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Genetics is probably even more revolutionary than IVF, and it too is causing considerable 
consternation for Christians. Concerns have been raised for many years about ‘genetic 
engineering’, even before that term had much meaning. The reason appears to have been 
that changes to our genes are interfering with the most basic element in what makes us 
humans in the image of God. This is where the criticism of ‘playing God’ is most frequently 
heard. Today gene editing has become reality, with the advent of Crispr-Cas9. Christian 
commentators don’t really know what to make of these developments, and point to the 
unknowns and risks. I shall ask in what ways our creation in the image of God is or is not 
affected by increasing genetic analysis and control.’ 
 
Key readings: 
 
R15: D. G. Jones, ‘Christian Responses to Challenging Developments in Biomedical 
 Science: The Case of In Vitro Fertilisation (IVF)’, Science and Christian Belief 26 
 (2014), 137-58. (on eReserve). 
R16: D. G. Jones, ‘In Vitro Fertilization and the Destruction of Embryos’, Perspectives on 
 Science and Christian Faith 67 (2015), 163-74. 
R17: R. Song, ‘The Human Genome as Soteriological Project’, in C. Deane-Drummond 
 (ed.), Brave New World: Theology, Ethics and the Human Genome Project 
 (London: T. & T. Clark, 2003), 164-84. 
 
Workshop 7: Theology and Science 
 
Professor Jones will join us again to lead the session. Here is his outline of what will be 
discussed: 
 
‘As a scientist who is a Christian I frequently find myself in a very uneasy world. For me 
the two parts of my existence are simply the two faces of the same coin. However, this is 
not the view of many ordinary Christians, and some theologians, who re-litigate the largely 
discredited conflict paradigm. For me as a biomedical scientist, this shows itself in the lack 
of understanding of the centrality of the brain in making us the people we are (including 
Christians), and in disagreement over the manipulation of human embryos. One of my 
concerns is that Christians have failed to appreciate how our actions and attitudes 
influence our brains, and therefore fail to take account of this in their ‘spiritual’ lives. 
Another concern is that Christians have great difficulty in knowing how to enter in to public 
debate on controversial ethical issues within a pluralist society.’ 
  
Key readings: 
 
R18: D. G. Jones, The Peril and Promise of Medical Technology (Oxford: Peter Lang, 
 2013), 1-28 & 229-246. (Whole eBook available through eReserve). 
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Workshop 8: A Theological Conception of the Person 
 
The concept of ‘person’ is central to several areas of bioethical debate. In this session we 
will consider what a theological conception of the person consists of, and how this 
compares to secular conceptions.  
 
Key readings: 
 
R19: O. O’Donovan, ‘Again, Who Is a Person?’, in M. T. Lysaught and J. J. Kotva, Jr., 
 with S. E. Lammers and A. Verhey (eds.), Moral Medicine, third edition (Grand 
 Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2012), 367-371. 
R20: M. Banner, ‘A Doctrine of Human Being’, in A. J. Torrance and M. Banner (ed.), The 
 Doctrine of God and Theological Ethics (London and New York: T. &. Clark, 2006), 
 139-46 
 
Workshop 9: Conscientious Objection in Healthcare 
 
Conscientious objection in healthcare delivery has emerged as an area of fierce debate in 
contemporary ethics. As with the debate over abortion, this debate is often characterised 
as a dispute between religious and non-religious perspectives, and as such it tests the 
structure of our secular pluralist society in new ways. We will outline the two sides of the 
debate, and consider where Christian theology stands in relation to it.   
 
Key readings: 
 
R21: D.P Sulmasy, ‘What Is Conscience and Why Is Respect for It so Important?’ 
 Theoretical Medicine and Bioethics 29 (2008), 135–149. 
R22: U. Schuklenk and R. Smalling, ‘Why Medical Professionals have No Moral Claim to 
 Conscientious Objection Accommodation in Liberal Democracies’, Journal of 
 Medical Ethics 43 (Apr. 2017), 234-240. 
R23: J. Webster, ‘God and Conscience’, in A. J. Torrance and M. Banner (ed.), The 
 Doctrine of God and Theological Ethics (London and New York: T. &. Clark, 2006), 
 147-166. 
 
Workshop 10: Suffering and Health 
 
The relief of suffering and promotion of health are generally recognised as the central 
goals of healthcare. However, it is not obvious what suffering is caused by or what health 
consists of. Christian theology has much to say about both topics. In this workshop, we will 
discuss how our concepts of suffering and health have become problematic, and what a 
theological understanding of them will involve. 
 
Key readings: 
 
R24: E. Cassell, ‘The Nature of Suffering’, in The Nature of Suffering and the Goals of 
 Medicine, second edition (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), 29-45. 
R25: N. Messer, ‘Theological Resources for Understanding Health and Disease’, in 
 Flourishing: Health, Disease, and Bioethics in Theological Perspective (Grand 
 Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2013), 103-162. 
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Workshop 11: Justice 
 
Justice is a fundamental concept in our ethical thinking, but its meaning and application 
are highly contested. We will discuss some of the ways in which justice applies to modern 
bioethical debate, and begin to address these issues from the standpoint of Christian 
theology.  
 
Key readings: 
 
R26: N. Wolterstorff, ‘Two Conceptions of Justice’, in Justice: Rights and Wrongs 
 (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2008), 21-43 
 
Workshop 12:  Dementia, Advance Directives, and a Theological Conception of 
Personal Identity 
 
Dementia, and other forms of neurological damage, can appear to cause profound 
changes in a person’s attitude and behaviours. These changes raise difficult questions 
about the nature of personal identity, or – in theological terms – the human soul (alongside 
a number of practical clinical challenges). In this lecture, we will illustrate these difficulties 
through a series of cases, and discuss how Christian theology may inform our 
understanding of personal identity.   
 
Key readings: 
 
R27: J. Swinton, ‘Living in the Memories of God: Memory and Divine Embrace’, in 
 Dementia: Living in the Memories of God (Grand Rapids, MI/Cambridge: 
 Eerdmans, 2012), 186-226 
R28: S. Walker and J. McMillan, ‘Memory, Identity and Dementia’, in T. Schramme and 
 S. Edwards (eds.), Handbook of the Philosophy of Medicine (Dordrecht, 
 Netherlands: Springer, 2015), 359-70. (Whole eBook available on eReserve). 
 

 
Interactive videoconferences enable immediate response from the teacher and feedback 
from other students.  They are an excellent forum for discussing the issues raised in the 
study units, and for clarifying any problems you may encounter as you work through the 
material.  For them to be successful, it is essential that everyone participates fully. 
Videoconferences are not lectures, where the teacher delivers a monologue; nor are they 
a dialogue between the teacher and only one or two persons in the group. They are 
intended to be similar to the tutorial meetings which on-campus students attend, and will 
involve you in careful listening and appropriate participation. 
 
Accessing the Videoconferences 
Please see the 'Zoom Videoconferences' link on Blackboard and the 'Essential 
Information' web page for instructions on how to access Zoom and join in the 
videoconference sessions.  The URL you need to join the sessions is posted under 'Zoom 
Videoconferences.' Recorded sessions will also be made available under this link. 
 

VIDEOCONFERENCES 
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Schedule of Videoconferences  
Videoconferenced workshops using Zoom will be held on Mondays from 9:00 – 11:00 am 
and Wednesdays from 4:00 – 6:00 pm. Tutorials will take place on Thursdays from 1:00 – 
2:00 pm. 
 
All classes will be held in the Videoconference Suite in the Bioethics Centre, 1st Floor, 71 
Frederick Street. 
 
Attendance at the Videoconferences 
Attending videoconferences is a requirement of taking this course. If you are obliged by 
circumstances beyond your control to miss one, you may find a recording of the 
proceedings of the Videoconference on Blackboard under the Zoom Videoconference 
Link. 
 

 
CHTH217 Assessment 

 
Essay 1 (20%) 
Length:  1800 words 
 
Date due:  Wednesday 24 January, 2018  
 
Topic: Briefly summarise a problem or debate discussed so far in this paper, and provide 
a theological response to it.   
 
Please include footnotes as appropriate and a bibliography for all assignments.  
 
Please note: A Word Count must be given on the title page of the assignment. This word 
count is for the text of the essay only and does not include footnotes or bibliography. 
Marks may be deducted from an essay should the word count vary from the word limit by 
more than 10%. 
 
Essay 2 (30%) 
Length:  2200 words 
Date due:  Wednesday 7 February, 2018  
 
Topic: Critically examine a theological perspective on one of the problems or debates 
discussed in this paper.  
 
Examination (60%) 
The date and venue for the examination will be sent to your eVision calendar as soon as it 
has been set by the Examinations Office. All arrangements for examinations are handled 
by the Examinations Office.  It is your responsibility to check these dates and note them 
carefully.  
 
 

ASSESSMENT 
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CHTH317 Assessment 
 
Essay 1 (20%) 
Length:  2000 words 
 
Date due:  Wednesday 24 January, 2018 
 
 
Topic: Briefly summarise a problem or debate discussed so far in the course, and critically 
assess a theological response to it.   
 
Please include footnotes as appropriate and a bibliography for all assignments.  
 
Please note: A Word Count must be given on the title page of the assignment. This word 
count is for the text of the essay only and does not include footnotes or bibliography. 
Marks may be deducted from an essay should the word count vary from the word limit by 
more than 10%. 
 
Essay 2 (30%) 
Length:  2500 words 
Date due:  Wednesday 7 February, 2018 
 
Topic: In what ways does a Christian approach to bioethics differ from a secular 
approach? Discuss with reference to one of the issues addressed in the paper. 
 
Examination (60%) 
The date and venue for the examination will be sent to your eVision calendar as soon as it 
has been set by the Examinations Office. All arrangements for examinations are handled 
by the Examinations Office: examinations@otago.ac.nz.  It is your responsibility to check 
these dates and note them carefully.  
 
Note that the venue for Distance students will be based on your eVision Semester 
address, so please ensure this is up to date. Examinations will send an email to your 
University address to confirm the venue. 
 

 
For writing essays, the Department requires that you use the 16th edition of the Chicago 
Style Guide, which is the norm for many academic journals in the Humanities and is often 
recommended for theses in the humanities. The Department has prepared a Study and 
Style Guide, which outlines the Chicago Style and offers other advice on essay 
presentation. You may find it via the Department’s “Student Resources and Information” 
page: http://www.otago.ac.nz/theology/study/studentresources/  
 
 
 
 
 
 

REFERENCING SYSTEM 
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All assignments shall be submitted electronically via the “Assignment” feature on 
Blackboard by midnight on the due dates notified.  Please do not submit paper copies. 
For full instructions about how to submit assignments electronically via Blackboard as well  
as other important information on plagiarism, grading, and deadlines, please see the 
“Essential Information” web page. 
 
All Assignments submitted in the Department of Theology and Religion must be prefaced 
with a student Plagiarism Declaration Form. They will not be deemed to have been 
submitted unless and until the Plagiarism Declaration Form has been submitted. It can be 
downloaded from http://www.otago.ac.nz/theology/study/studentresources/  
 

 
Academic integrity means being honest in your studying and assessments. It is the basis 
for ethical decision-making and behaviour in an academic context.  Academic integrity is 
informed by the values of honesty, trust, responsibility, fairness, respect and courage. 
Students are expected to be aware of, and act in accordance with, the University’s 
Academic Integrity Policy. 
  
Academic Misconduct, such as plagiarism or cheating, is a breach of Academic Integrity 
and is taken very seriously by the University.  Types of misconduct include plagiarism, 
copying, unauthorised collaboration, taking unauthorised material into a test or exam, 
impersonation, and assisting someone else’s misconduct. A more extensive list of the 
types of academic misconduct and associated processes and penalties is available in the 
University’s Student Academic Misconduct Procedures. 
  
It is your responsibility to be aware of and use acceptable academic practices when 
completing your assessments. To access the information in the Academic Integrity Policy 
and learn more, please visit the University’s Academic Integrity website at 
www.otago.ac.nz/study/academicintegrity or ask at the Student Learning Centre or Library. 
If you have any questions, ask your lecturer. 
  

http://www.otago.ac.nz/administration/policies/otago116838.html 
http://www.otago.ac.nz/administration/policies/otago116850.html 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

SUBMITTING WRITTEN WORK 

ACADEMIC INTEGRITY 
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The “Essential Information” web page provides helpful information on how to access the 
University Library’s resources, as well as a guide to the support services available to 
students at the University of Otago, including the Student Learning Centre and Disability 
Support. 
 
For all administrative and distance learning enquiries, please contact:  
The Administrative Assistant for Theology and Religion.  
Email: admin.theologyandreligion@otago.ac.nz. Phone: 03 479 8516 
 
We recommend that you contact the Department as soon as possible if you have 
any problems participating in the course or accessing resources. Please remember 
to check your University email account regularly for updates and announcements. 
 

STUDENT SUPPORT 

DEPARTMENT OF THEOLOGY AND RELIGION 
University of Otago, PO Box 56, Dunedin 9054, New Zealand 

www.otago.ac.nz/theology 


