The Time of Mercy
By Steven Terenzio
November 1, 2014 may well go down in infamy as the date that the practice of euthanasia was
normalized in the United States of America. On that day, 29 year-old Brittany Maynard,
surrounded by family members at her home in Portland Oregon, consumed a lethal dose of
barbiturates as prescribed by a doctor. Although Oregon’s “Death with Dignity Act” became law
back in 1997 and has resulted in over 800 deaths to date, the Maynard case received special
notoriety. With the orchestration of a leading assisted suicide advocacy group,1 Mrs. Maynard,
who was suffering from a type of brain cancer called glioblastoma, had plainly stated that she
wanted her case to be a catalyst in spreading the legality of assisted suicide across the entire
nation. Initial reports following her death seemed to indicate that her cause was succeeding, and
as this is being written, California has just become the sixth state to legalize the practice.2 An
“exclusive” piece in People magazine presented a glowing picture of the Maynard affair without
once pausing to consider a single negative ramification of this most public display of a
supposedly private matter. A host of other entirely positive reports followed in what is now de
rigueur in the news and entertainment industries toward anything deemed progressive.3
One suspects that a movie will not be long in the making. After all, even the notorious Jack “Dr.
Death” Kevorkian was given respectful treatment by the industry in a 2010 HBO movie “You
Don’t Know Jack,” including an Emmy award for Al Pacino in the title role. Brittany Maynard,
who reportedly possessed a number of naturally good qualities, should fare well indeed at the
hands of the mavens who dominate the celluloid field. There is no reason to suspect, either, that
such a project will veer from the consistent advocacy of assisted suicide that has purveyed movies
and television over the last generation. Oscar winning films The English Patient (1997) and Clint
Eastwood’s Million Dollar Baby (2004) are just two of the more notable examples that have
come out of Hollywood. When TV has broached the topic, a consistently favorable picture of
assisted suicide invariably emerges.4
It was not always so. During the heyday of the Hollywood studio system in the 1930s and 40s,
movie moguls were constantly aware of the standards set down by the old Production Code.5
While the code was in full force, movies did not depict morally evil things as anything but the
evil they are. True, as with other sins, suicide was occasionally depicted – off screen – in films c.
1930-1960, but it was always painted as the tragedy that it is, not as some dignified act of self
expression.
While filmmakers had begun to chip away at the Production Code by the late 1950s, television
would hold the line a little longer than its older cousin in the movie industry. It was not until the
“relevance” shows of the 1970s – both in dramas and situation comedies – that the glamorization
of sinful behavior would pass over the air waves into America’s living rooms. So whereas the
major media generally applauded the demonstration of physician assisted suicide in November
2014, it is profitable to recall, before the memory hole sinks too deeply, that there was another
November in America’s past when network television presented a thoroughly positive view of the
sanctity of human life.
Remarkably, at least in the context of its time, the vehicle for this witness to life came not from a
religious program, talk show, or news documentary, but from a weekly entertainment series. That
such a theme would be treated on commercial television in those days was not to be expected.
Program sponsors at the time wielded considerable leverage over the content of the scripts lest
they include anything considered controversial.6 As a result, topical issues of the day were rarely

touched upon. For this and other reasons, and surely for motivations of his own, then FCC
chairman Newton Minow, with a nod to T.S. Eliot, called television a “vast wasteland.” And yet,
at nine o’clock on the evening of November 17, 1963, the NBC network aired an episode dealing
with the issue of mercy killing on its popular western series Bonanza. Since Minow explicitly
included westerns among the list of shows toward which he directed his opprobrium,7 it is ironic
that Bonanza would be a vehicle to broach such a serious topic. Typical of the western genre, a
number of Bonanza teleplays routinely included killings, sometimes even by the show’s principal
stars.8 As the series evolved, however, like other so-called “adult westerns” (Gunsmoke, Wagon
Train, et. al.), the show increasingly eschewed the “shoot ‘em up” style, tackling more human
interest plots and themes revolving around various social concerns.
For those readers who need an introduction, Bonanza premiered in the fall of 1959, just one of
more than two dozen westerns then dominating network programming.9 One factor that did
differentiate it from most of the others was that it was filmed in color, a rarity at the time. Since
NBC was a subsidiary of RCA, the leader in the production of color televisions, it was hoped that
Bonanza, replete with outdoor, location scenes of mountains, lakes, and towering pines, not to
mention a large, ornately furnished ranch house, would help spur the sales of color televisions.10
The series became one of the seminal TV shows of its day, the number one rated program for
three consecutive seasons in the mid 1960s.11 The show revolved around Ben Cartwright, a
thrice-widowed father of three adult sons, as he and his boys worked and defended their large
cattle ranch, the Ponderosa, bordering Nevada’s Lake Tahoe. Nearby Virginia City, the site of a
famous silver strike in 1859, known to history as the Comstock Lode, provided the locale for
many of the episodes.
Interestingly, both the historical time frame of Bonanza (c. 1860-1880)12 and the years of its
television run in the 1960s and early 70s were at the edges of crucial turning points in popular
thinking on the topic of euthanasia. Though the Hippocratic Oath forbade the practice of doctor
assisted suicide, its prohibition, like today, was ignored by many physicians in classical antiquity.
Only with the advent of a Christian ethos by the purveyors of medicine did adherence to the oath
become commonplace.13 As the Christian centuries advanced, the Augustinian description of
suicide as “self murder” became the prevailing opinion up until modern times.14 Certain
enlightenment figures such as Voltaire and Hume did argue for suicide as a personal right, but
theirs remained a minority opinion. With the rise of Romanticism in the early 1800s and the
concurrent reaction against the rationalist thinkers of the previous century, “mercy murder” was
still viewed by most in both England and America “as a sin against God” well through the middle
of the Victorian era.15 The medical profession on the whole also strongly opposed putting
physicians in the role of deciding the quality of a patient’s life. As one German doctor put it in
1846, “the consequences would be unforeseeable and the doctor could well become the most
dangerous person in the state.”16
The growing secularization of Western society in the latter half of the 19th century would
precipitate a gradual shift in the view on euthanasia. A combination of materialist ideas –
Darwinism, Utilitarianism, Malthusianism, eugenics – began to gnaw at the belief in the sanctity
of each individual life, as created by God.17 Though the medical community by and large still
refused to “don the robes of an executioner,”18 with the dawn of the 20th century, the word
“euthanasia” began to take on a different and sinister meaning.19
With the devastation of World War I (1914-18) and the resultant shortages, hardships, and
distress in Europe, there emerged an increasingly greater strain on holding the line against those
who had designs on destroying “worthless” lives. Thus, if one were to look for something like a
watershed mark in Western man’s failing conception about the intrinsic value of all human life, it

may well be found in the 1920 publication of a tract by one of Germany’s leading jurists, Karl
Binding, and a psychiatrist, Alfred Hoch. The title of the paper makes abundantly clear as to its
thesis: “Permission for the Destruction of Life Unworthy of Life.” It should be noted that the
date of the publication was 13 years before Hitler assumed power in Germany, during the period
of the Weimar Republic (1919-33).20 Binding and Hoch’s paper proved very influential and
helped to lay the philosophical groundwork for the Nazi euthanasia program in 1939-41.21
America had been spared much of the carnage that Europe suffered as a result of World War I.
That factor and a post war rise in religiosity in the U.S. somewhat slowed the push for the
legalization of mercy killing.22 Nevertheless, the onset of the Great Depression gradually brought
enough of a change in public opinion to embolden the purveyors of euthanasia to establish their
first formal advocacy group, the Euthanasia Society of America (1938).23
Just when it seemed that euthanasia advocates were gaining momentum in the public acceptance
of their cause, however, World War II intervened. The onset of the hostilities and society’s
resultant preoccupation with the war effort put the issue of euthanasia, as with most other things,
on hold for the duration. Then with the war’s end came the public revelations of German medical
practices, including euthanasia, at the Nuremberg trials in 1946. The Nazi/euthanasia connection
would make mercy killing a difficult sell in the immediate years following World War II.24
Another important factor that kept the pro euthanasia movement at bay in post war America was
the large Catholic presence, indeed dominance, in the field of medical ethics. Such was state of
affairs in the 1950s that opponents of the Church were most explicit in their frustration toward the
preponderance of Catholic publications and action in the medical field: “Catholic literature on the
morals of medical care is both extensive and painstaking in its technical detail, while Protestant
and Jewish literature is practically non-existent.”25 Theologians, ethicists, doctors, and nurses all
could confidently follow the lead of the reigning pope, Pius XII, who gave a large number of
addresses during the 1950s covering various aspects of medicine in light of the Natural Law and
Catholic moral teaching. One theologian predicted that Pius would go down in history as the
“pope of medical ethics.”26
By the time of Bonanza’s original network run (1959-73), however, there were fundamental
changes brewing in American culture on many social issues such as school prayer, feminism,
contraception, population control, and abortion. These also directly or indirectly had an impact on
the question of euthanasia.27 The Catholic edifice that had previously held back the drive toward
“mercy murder” was teetering at this time. The Church’s vanguard that was so impenetrable only
a decade prior no longer offered a united resistance to the evils pervading the culture. There was
dissent from within the Church’s own ranks both in higher education and among moral
theologians following Pope Paul VI’s 1968 encyclical Humane Vitae that upheld traditional
Church teaching on the sinfulness of artificial birth control.28 There also was a noticeably less
militant approach and tone directed at the cultural elites by leaders in the Church following the
Second Vatican Council.
In addition, the new field of bioethics, as evidenced by the founding of the Hastings Institute
(1970), was heavily influenced by the concurrent rise of “situation ethics.”29 In a nutshell this
moral theory claims that no acts are intrinsically evil in themselves but rather need to be judged
according to the specific, concrete situation in which they take place. Thus, for example, the
moral principle that the direct killing of innocent or helpless human life is evil cannot be made as
a blanket statement, according to situation ethics, since there may be unique circumstances and
individual motivations that would excuse one from culpability.

But Ben Cartwright is a symbol of another era and way of thinking. The pivotal scene in the
Bonanza episode we are considering, entitled “The Quality of Mercy,” occurs during a
conversation between Ben and his 20 year-old son Joe. In the story, “Little Joe” was riding along
when he hears an explosion in a nearby mine. As he enters the mineshaft, he finds his best friend
holding a two by four and standing over a dead man. Joe’s friend explains that the dead man, the
friend’s future father-in-law, was buried under a large pile of timber from the explosion and had
pleaded to be put out of his misery. Joe hesitantly agrees not to mention the killing for the sake of
his friend’s fiancé. But when his conscience begins to bother him, Joe elicits advice from his
father, presenting the case as a hypothetical. While the Bonanza series did not shy away at times
from invoking God directly, we see here that Ben takes a decidedly Natural Law approach toward
the question of mercy killing:30
Joe Cartwright: It’s the sort of thing you can’t decide the right or wrong until it
happens – and then it happens and you think you’ve done what’s right. And then
you start thinking that maybe you were wrong.
Ben Cartwright: Well, you know, men generally know the difference between
right and wrong. Of course, when they’re wrong they don’t always like to admit it.
Joe: But that’s just it, I don’t know right from wrong anymore… See, now, a man
is badly hurt and he’s in a lot of pain. And his friend knows he’s in a lot of pain.
And the man knows he only has a short time to live. But even those last few
moments of his life are gonna be filled with agony. So he asks his friend if he
would end it. If he would put him out of his misery. He keeps begging and
pleading with him for mercy. Just to be able to die. And he keeps at him until
there is nothing he can do except do what his friend asks…
And he kills him. Was that so wrong?
Ben: Don’t you know? [Incredulously]
Joe: I’m not sure, Pa.
Ben: Well, I am sure, son. I am very sure! That was wrong!
Joe: How can you be so definite when I told you what the friend was going
through?
Ben: Well, it’s not up to the friend to make the decision. No matter how much
pain the injured man was going through, it’s not up to the friend to decide.
Joe: Can’t you understand? He did it out of pity! He couldn’t watch this man die
in agony.
Ben: He couldn’t watch this man die in agony? Well, how about the injured man?
Don’t you think that perhaps in his suffering he was trying desperately to live?
Not to die?
Joe: He begged him to help him to die.

Ben: I’ve always believed that when a man is badly hurt, I mean really hurt
badly, his body’s broken, nature tries to pick up the pieces and make him whole
again. Now, I don’t know how much nature thinks about the pain that she’s
causing the man while she’s mending his body. But her main purpose is to
preserve life. To nature, life is sacred whether the body is whole or crippled.
And that’s why I think that no one has the right to end someone else’s life.
Nature doesn’t give up that easily. She’s always working for survival, not for
destruction. She doesn’t always know when she’s licked, but when she finally
does admit to it, I guess there’s nothing man can do except yield to the
inevitable.
But until that moment, until that moment, no man has the right, morally or legally,
to snuff out a man’s chance to survive.
Joe: Then you let him suffer.
Ben: I’d help him all I could. I’d try to ease his pain as much as possible…Joseph
– have you ever seen a man in this condition?
Joe: No
Ben: Well, I have. I saw a man fall to the deck of a ship from the crow’s nest. I
saw a man trampled in a stampede. Oh, I’ve seen a lot of men trampled in
stampedes. None of them died right away. They were in terrible pain. But none
of them wanted to die. See, a man, when he’s in bad pain, really doesn’t know
what he’s saying. His body is fighting for survival and his mind isn’t always
aware of that. It’s suffering the pain. So he begs to die. But he shouldn’t be
listened to. A friend should listen only to the pulse of life. Fight with it. Not against
it.

Shortly before her death, Brittany Maynard posted on Facebook that “today is the day I
have chosen to pass away with dignity in the face of my terminal illness...”31 This
matter-of-fact reference to personal choice in the matter of life and death did not originate
with her; it is the popularly received teaching for at least the past generation, rooted in the
modern notion of individual rights and absolute control over all facets of one’s life and
death. Consider the title of a Hollywood movie from more than 30 years ago: “Whose
Life Is It Anyway?”32 The question in the title being merely rhetorical, it is an example
of the belief which fundamentally mistakes the level of autonomy that man has over his
existence. Catholic moral theology teaches that whereas men have useful dominion over
their lives, absolute dominion belongs to God alone. Our origin is from God and our
destiny is to go back to God; He has given us our life on trust for awhile, to use it,
expecting us to properly return it to Him as its owner. God is so to speak the landlord of
our existence, while we are its tenants.33
“Today is the day I have chosen.” There really can be no starker contrast between those
words and the Gospel’s: “Father, if thou art willing, remove this cup from me; yet not my
will but thine be done.” (Lk. 22:42)

Near the end of the Bonanza episode, Little Joe is still languishing around, paralyzed into
inaction. But his father will not have any more dialogue on the matter: “I know it’s
hard,” Ben tells him, “but there is an answer and the time for talking is over.” A slight
spoiler alert: the viewer ultimately finds out that the motivation for the “mercy killing”
was not as single-minded as Joe was first led to believe. But we should not entirely
accuse the writer of conveniently skirting the central moral dilemma; as in real life,
motivations are often varied and mixed. What should not be varied and mixed for a
Christian, however, is his response to Christ’s admonition: “if anyone wishes to come
after me, let him deny himself, and take up his cross daily, and follow me.” (Lk: 9-23)
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