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EDITORIAL

REMEMBERING THE LIFE AND LEGACY
OF ROBERT D. ORrRr (1941-2021)

MICHAEL J. SLEASMAN, PHD

For this issue of Ethics & Medicine, we offer a collection of essays and reflections on the life
and legacy of Robert D. Orr, MD, CM (1941-2021). In addition to his many contributions
as a clinician, clinical ethicist, scholar, educator, and professional mentor, Dr. Orr—or Bob
as many of us knew him—served as a longtime editorial board member (1994-2009) and
inaugural column editor with &M for our Clinical Ethics Dilemmas series (2005-2009)
and its predecessor series the Clinical Ethics Case Consultation (2002), and was a frequent
contributing author to this journal over the years. When E&M expanded its editorial board to
include a North American editorial board in 1994, Bob was part of that initial group.

I first met Bob when I joined the staff of The Center for Bioethics & Human Dignity (CBHD)
in 2007 during his time as chair of the Center’s advisory board. One of the first major projects I
worked on during my early years at CBHD was to help shepherd Medical Ethics and the Faith
Factor through the publication process with Eerdmans Publishing. Recognizing that publishing
his treasure trove of ethics consultation cases into that volume might impact source material for
the Clinical Ethics Dilemmas series, Bob secured standing permission from Eerdmans allowing
E&M to adapt his cases from that book and republish them with additional commentary from
our column editor—a practice we continue to utilize today. Throughout my years working at
the Center time and time again Bob was our standby expert across a vast spectrum of clinical/
medical ethics issues, helping us field questions and interviews on topics from withholding and
withdrawing treatment to physician-assisted suicide, POLST, medical decision-making, and
clinical ethics consults. And, when we were looking to form a special interest group within
CBHD directed to healthcare professionals (the Healthcare Ethics Council), Bob was keen to
provide leadership as co-chair.

While I did not have the privilege of studying under Dr. Orr, I saw the impact he had as an
educator on our bioethics students. Overwhelmingly, former students who took the clinical
ethics course with him would speak with glowing praise about his case study method and more
generally about how practical and beneficial the course was in their preparation and training
for bioethics engagement. Indeed, several of the essays included in this issue are written by his
former students spanning multiple institutions. Many of the students he mentored in our program
have gone on to lead their own clinical ethics committees and incorporate his case study method
and approach to clinical ethics consultation into their teaching as medical educators.

As an academic, he was an active contributor to the broader body of clinical/medical ethics
and bioethics literature, having authored, co-authored, and co-edited several books and book
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chapters and numerous articles. Given his broader academic contributions in the areas of
clinical ethics issues and ethics consultation, he was often a pioneering voice as an evangelical
physician writing in Christian bioethics. From the articles and case studies he contributed over
the years to E&M to his book chapters in CBHD’s Horizons in Bioethics book series and on to
his broader contributions to bioethics and Christian bioethics, his work at the intersection of
clinical/medical ethics, medical professionalism, and the particularities of the Christian faith
are notable.

Appended to the end of this editorial introduction is a listing of the twenty publications he
contributed to E&M over the years, followed by a select bibliography of some his key works
in clinical ethics, medical professionalism, Christian bioethics, and the practice of Christian
Hippocratic medicine. While many of the pieces we have selected to highlight are case study
analyses, there is an impressive breadth of engagement across a wide range of audiences from
popular-level publications like Christianity Today and First Things (and though not included in
the list below the many pieces he contributed to Today s Christian Doctor and its predecessor
publication the Christian Medical and Dental Society Journal) and the co-authored books
with NavPress and Baker Books and on to professional journals like AMA Virtual Mentor,
Pain Medicine, and Southern Medical Journal and the variety of academic bioethics journals,
including multiple commentaries with 4JOB and several pieces each with Christian Bioethics,
the Journal of Medical Ethics and The Journal of Clinical Ethics. Several of these articles,
including “Post-Christian Bioethics,” “Use of the Hippocratic Oath,” “A Process and Format
for Clinical Ethics Consultation,” and “Autonomy, Conscience, and Professional Obligation,”
among others, remain on my assigned reading lists for various courses. Each in their own way
evidences the type of bioethical engagement that F&M has sought to cultivate from a Christian
Hippocratic perspective—firmly committed to examining the challenges of emerging medical,
scientific, and technological innovations and their clinical applications from within a Judeo-
Christian worldview informed by the Hippocratic medical vision.

We begin this issue with a piece adapted from the transcript of his final plenary address
delivered at CBHD’s 2016 annual summer conference, “Transformations in Care: An (Old)
Physician’s Perspective.” Fittingly, the Clinical Ethics Dilemma column includes a case study
adapted from Medical Ethics and the Faith Factor. These are followed by six essays written by
former students and colleagues reflecting upon Dr. Orr’s contributions in bioethics and medical
education, clinical practice, ethics consultation, and public policy engagement. As is our typical
format, we conclude this issue with a pair of book reviews.

Chronological Bibliography of Robert D. Orr’s Publications in
Ethics & Medicine:

*  Review of Borrowed Time: A Surgeon’s Struggle with Transfusion-Induced AIDS, by
Orville Messenger and Dorothy Messenger. Ethics & Medicine 12, no. 1 (1996): 18-9.

*  Review of Coping with Controversy: Conflict, Censorship & Freedom within Christian
Circles, by D. Gareth Jones. Ethics & Medicine 12, no. 1 (1996): 19-20.

*  Review of Healing by Killing, by Nitzam Aviram. Ethics & Medicine 15, no. 1 (1999):
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