
Anthropology as a forum for interreligious dialogue:
A study of some bioethical topics in Islam and Catholicism

1) Why Ethics?

In a socio-cultural context such 

as Egypt and most of the Arab 

and Islamic countries religion plays 

a dominant role in deciding the 

ethical issues. In such a society 

where Muslims live with 

Christians, an exclusively 

religious approach can create 

distances between people, and 

furthermore, the ethical issues 

are more vast and diverse than 

a single approach can embrace.

We choose to reflect on 

ethical issues for many purposes. 

Not only have they allowed us to 

understand the system of values

in the Egyptian society and the 

different socio-political and cultural 

currents that are acting in it, but 

they also represent our privileged 

way to reinforce the citizenship

between people of different religions 

and social backgrounds. 

Ethical issues such as 

contraception, medically assisted 

procreation, organ transplants, 

euthanasia, and palliative 

treatments represent topics of 

common concern that

determine the life in a society

and reveal the way it 

integrates the new advances 

in science and technology 

into its scale of values. 

An ethics that seeks truth 

finds it in dialogue with 

different partners, openness 

to anthropological and 

philosophical studies, and 

respect to religious reflections 

and traditions. It creates and 

fosters forums of encounter, 

concertation and 

collaboration.

2) Why 

anthropology?

The credibility of a

particular discourse consists

in its openness to universality.

Therefore, anthropology is the

privileged angle of approach.

We want to understand people in

their daily and essential concerns

and accompany them in their

search for meaning. We try to

overstep the dualism between

religious and secular, oriental and

occidental, Christian and Muslim.

Defending human freedom

and dignity, serving men and

women constitute the

foundation and the objective

of a genuine interreligious and

intercultural encounter.

In other words, if it is

humanity that a religious

discourse tries to reach

through the divine it

proclaims, it needs necessarily

to listen to other religious and

cultural currents in order to

understand and serve men

and women truly and

profoundly.

A religious approach is

relevant as far as it respects

human reason, commits to

defending men and women,

reinforces the roots of

common citizenship in society

and joins the real concerns of

people.

3) Organ transplants

Islam believes that sickness represents

a great evil so that we can resort to a

lesser one to save a man’s life. “The

necessity allows the forbidden matters”, a

major principle in Islamic jurisprudence,

allows taking off an organ from a dead

man or a living one. Organ donation

represents a sublime form of altruism
(Sheikh Mohamad Sayed Tantawi, January 1981,

1st Islamic Medicine Congress, Kuwait).

In Catholicism, organ transplants

received initial support from Pope Pius XII

in the 1950s, and Bernard Häring

deepened the reflection in a personalist

approach for the pursuit of common good.

Pope John-Paul II considered organ

transplant a form of supreme

selflessness in the name of solidarity

and fraternal charity, and put it in

parallel with Christ’s offering of

himself (John-Paul II, La Documentation

Catholique, 7/6/1992, n° 2051).

In both religions, we find an emphasis

on solidarity with suffering people

regardless of race or religion. In this

sense, organ transplants represent a

great opportunity for our society to

foster human bonds between people

and revitalize the reflection on the

common good and its implementation

through just structures and

regulations.

The personalist approach broadens

the reflection on organ transplants in a

systemic way that prolongs and

completes the religious points of

view. At the same time, it defends

personal freedom and the common

responsibility to promote societies that

defend human values. (Nader Michel sj,

Journées franco-syriennes de bioéthique, Damas,

6-7 décembre 2003).

4) Medically assisted 

procreation

Islam permits medically assisted 

procreation for a legally united couple. It is 

allowed as a remedy for infertility and for 

the sake of having children, which is a 

great value. If the origin of the two 

gametes is ensured to come from the 

husband and wife, the operation is 

legal (halal) (Sheikh Gad Al-Haq Ali Gad Al-

Haq, Al Fatawi Al Islamiya, Vol. 9, Dar Al Ifta’, 

Cairo, 1983).

Catholicism roots its reflection in 

vision of man, based on a reading of the 

first chapters of Genesis. In every act of 

love, husbands and wives aim at unity and 

procreation, two unseparated goals of 

marriage. As a result, medically 

homogeneous assisted procreation is 

illicit even though it is less 

problematic than heterogeneous 

assisted procreation (Donum Vitae, 

22/2/1987).

Is there any place for encounter 

between the two positions, the “No” of 

the metaphysical Catholic and the 

“yes” of the pragmatic Islamic 

approaches? By re-framing the debate —

and at the same time broadening it — in 

an anthropological context, the two 

positions may be enriched and opened to 

dimensions that are absent in their 

discourse. 

We cannot think the meaning of 

marriage only in an ideal view that 

represents the origin and finality of 

marriage, nor simply reduce its value to 

the dimension of procreation. 

Anthropological and ethical reflection 

can bring the two religions to 

consider the many complex aspects of 

infertility for a wife and husband, as 

well as the weight, meaning and cost 

of medically assisted procreation and 

its influence on the practice of 

medicine.
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