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Biotechnology’s Brave New World
Erwin W. Lutzer,Th.M., LL.D., Moody Memorial Church (Chicago, Illinois)

If Immanuel Kant was awakened from his however, refuse to accept the premise that
dogmatic slumbers by reading Hume, I have whatever human beings can do scientifically
been awakened from my cultural malaise by should be done, especially if the identity of the
investigating some of the present medical human species is at stake. Indeed, some of the
advances that could radically affect our chil biotech issues that are now front and center—
dren and grandchildren. My cursory and all stem cell research, cloning, in vitro fertiliza
too brief study has made me conclude that tion, and the like—could dramatically change
ethical issues raised by biotechnology are our understanding of what it means to be
among the most important to be considered. human.
We stand today at a crossroads where quite lit
erally the future of the human race is at stake. It goes without saying that the Church has
I do not mean the survival of the human race, often been too late in responding to cultural
but something more sinister: the altering of the and moral challenges. In matters of biotech
nology, we cannot repeat the
very concept of what it means to
mistakes of the past but must
be human. The issue is not
“We stand today at a
direct the cultural
whether future generations shall
crossroads where quite instead
trends and public opinion
live; the issue is what future peo
literally the future of the rather than reacting to them.
ple—if we call them such—shall
be like. We must face the possi
human race is at stake.” We have often heard that we
must reclaim God’s world, and
bility of Huxley’s Brave New
World and ask: Is there something we can to this certainly involves reclaiming what it
do to prevent the possibility of a profoundly means to be human. In this article I will raise
some foundational issues that I think are crit
tragic future from occurring?
ical to the biotech and bioethics discussion.
When Christians propose limiting the use of
biotechnology, they typically face formidable The Nature of Being Human
opposition from the non-religious community. Christian theology holds that human beings
Secularists often argue that the Church has are created with not just a body, but also with
always been opposed to scientific progress. a soul that will exist eternally. Since Christians
Think, for example, of official Christendom also believe that at death a believer’s soul goes
opposing Galileo and of religious opposition to heaven while his body remains on earth, it
to the smallpox vaccine on the grounds that follows that the soul is separable from the
the disease was a judgment from God with body. While we reject Cartesian dualism,
which we ought not interfere. The Church has which holds to such a radical distinction
often been opposed to scientific progress and between the soul and the body that one cannot
can be faulted for lagging behind in its vision affect the other, we nevertheless assert that the
of the good that science can do. But having soul is separate enough to exist without the
heard the secularist argument, we must count body.
er by affirming that we are not opposed to
scientific and medical progress but instead The soul and the body make up the imago
enthusiastically encourage it. We must also, Dei, the image of God in human beings. The
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Jefferson Medical College, Philadelphia, 1884. Dr. William Pancoast and his
students gather for class and Dr. Pancoast discusses a case with them. “One
of my patients has a great desire to have children, but I have recently learned
that her husband is sterile. What, class, do you think I should do?” There is
a quiet pause as the students ponder their teacher’s predicament. One stu
dent jokingly offers, “Well, why don’t we just collect semen from the best
looking student here?” The class erupts in laughter but when it dies down,
it is Dr. Pancoast who is pondering how to proceed. After a moment he says
seriously, “I think it is a fine plan.”
Though artistic license has been taken here, the story is essentially true. The
woman was asked to return to Dr. Pancoast’s office under the pretense that
she was to have another exam. After being sedated, she was artificially
inseminated with the student’s sperm, became pregnant, and gave birth to
the first child ever conceived via donor insemination. She was never to learn
the truth. It seems (for obvious reasons) that secrecy and anonymity have
surrounded the donor insemination (DI) process from the beginning.
Barry Stevens begins his 2001 documentary Offspring with the following
statement: “About a year ago, I found out that I might have one or even two
hundred half brothers and sisters. I don’t know who they are, nor do I know
the man from whose body we were all made.” The documentary chronicles
the efforts of filmmaker Stevens—who was among the first to be conceived
via DI in the early 1950s—to locate his family with the ultimate goal of find
ing out who his father was. Stevens poignantly describes his predicament by
saying, “It’s like looking in a mirror and part of you is not reflected.” While
there is likely a general consensus among our readers that DI is ethically
problematic, we should seek to communicate reasoned responses to this
issue rather than offer knee-jerk negative reactions.
There are several important questions that ought to be addressed in context
of this documentary. First, What is the proper response to infertility? CBS
News suggests that between 30,000 and 75,000 children are born each year
in the United States via artificial insemination, and reproductive technolo
gies in general boast big business. (One is hard pressed to find any statistics
on DI because of the continued secrecy surrounding the practice.) Second,
Does DI perpetuate the commodification of reproduction? A recent story
in the Chicago Tribune contained the following quote: “You can find them
while surfing the Net. Select one you like, purchase it with a credit card and
have it shipped overnight....You can shop this way for clothes, books, com
puters...and human sperm.” Third, What does it mean to be a family? It
was clear while watching the documentary that Stevens had a deep desire to
know who his family was and wondered from where this almost seemingly
irrational desire came. Fourth, Does DI undermine the relationship
between sexuality and reproduction? DI is one of the oldest of a growing
list of reproductive technologies that are redefining the meaning of sexuali
ty and reproduction.
As Christians, we have a responsibility to engage our culture and open peo
ple’s eyes to the dangers inherent in some of the reproductive interventions
that have become increasingly available and accepted. We must strive to
communicate clearly a robust and updated vision of the meaning of sexual
ity, reproduction, and the family. •
Gena Corea, The Mother Machine, New York, NY: Harper & Row, 1995, p. 12.
Gail Schmoller Philbin, “Couples turning to Internet sites to secure donated sperm,” Chicago
Tribune, August 20, 2003, Sec. 8, p.1.
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First “Internet Sperm Bank Baby” Born
The web site ManNotlncluded.com (MNI) has announced the birth
of the world’s first baby conceived with sperm from an Internet
sperm bank. The baby boy was born to a heterosexual couple in
southeast England who wish to remain anonymous and bring up
the child as their genetic own. Interestingly, the couple is the first
heterosexual couple to have consulted MNI, with the remainder of
the company’s customers comprised of lesbian couples or single
women who desire to have children.
Although the fertility industry in Britain is very regulated, MNI
does not fall under the authority of the country’s Human
Fertilisation and Embryology Authority (HFEA) because it distrib
utes fresh sperm, which is not covered by the Parliamentary act
granting HFEA its authority.While there are other companies that
offer sperm donor information via the Internet, MNI claims to be
the first full-fledged Internet sperm bank.
MNI began operations in Britain in July 2002 and will soon be
expanding to Spain, Germany, and The Netherlands. Its web site
claims that the company has 5,500 anonymous sperm donors and
over 3,000 registered female recipients. MNI is expecting the
birth of its first child born to a lesbian couple in a matter of weeks.

Chinese Scientists Claim to
Create First Human-Rabbit Embryos
Zhen Sheng of Shanghai Second Medical University has pub
lished a report indicating that she has successfully created
human-rabbit chimeras. Sheng performed the experiment in
hopes of finding another method of creating human embryonic
stem cells that could be used in experimental treatments.
Hui

According to the report published in Ce/I Research, an obscure sci
entific journal published by the Chinese Academy of Sciences,
Sheng produced 400 embryos by fusing human skin cells obtained
from the foreskins of two five-year-old boys and two men and
from the face of a 60-year-old woman with New Zealand rabbit
eggs. Of the 400 embryos, 100 reached the blastocyst stage and
were allowed to develop for several days before being destroyed
in order to harvest their stem cells.
While some scientists hailed the announcement, others were
skeptical and indicated frustration at the lack of details in the
published paper. In fact, press reports indicate that the manuscript
has been around for two years and that the journals Science,
Nature, and the Nationa/AcademyofSciences have refused to pub
lish it due to the lack of standard data. Some stem cell researchers
have been working for some time to produce human-animal
embryo chimeras in hopes of creating a new method of obtaining
embryonic stem cells. They argue that using chimeras would be
less morally objectionable because chimeras are not believed to
be able to survive past the embryonic stage.

Bible nowhere tells us precisely what the
image of God is; but the image clearly
entails our capacity to relate to God, oth
ers, and creation as moral beings who
know innately that we are accountable for
our actions.
Secularists have never had a satisfactory
explanation for the human soul. The
reductionism of Hobbes and other materi
alists, for example, is wholly unsatisfacto
ry, while the biblical data confirms human
observation and experience. While there is
mystery both in understanding the origin
of the soul and its relationship to the body,
the fact that we can’t give precise answers
to some questions does not mean that we
must surrender scripture’s affirmation of
the unique nature of humankind. Indeed
everything we know about human
beings—their ability to think conceptually,
their volition, and sense of responsibility—
confirms the biblical data.

“To experiment with creating a
human being according to our
liking is to tamper with that which is
most sacred, that which is second
only to God Himself.”
Regardless of the origin of the soul and its
relationship to the body, each human
being is unique and possesses innate
human dignity. To experiment with creat
ing a human being according to our liking
is to tamper with that which is most
sacred, that which is second only to God
Himself. We must preserve the integrity of
humanity; we dare not reconfigure human
beings according to our whims and pur
poses.

Issues of Morality
In the Genesis account of the fall, Adam
and Eve reached out to eat the forbidden
fruit, lured by the promise, “You shall be
like God, knowing good and evil.” The
desire to be like God has always expressed
itself in the tyranny of human over human,
the notion that we can exploit the highest
and grandest of God’s creation.
Back then, God graciously put limits on
human ability. Adam and Eve were
expelled from the garden for a specific rea
son: “he must not be allowed to reach out
his hand and take also from the tree of life
and eat and live forever” (Gen. 3:22). God
did not intend that we live indefinitely in
this decaying body, infested with sin.

Biotechnology, when taken too far, would
give us the illusion that we can eat from
that tree indefinitely. A company called
Alcor specializes in deep-freezing human
beings at death for possible revival in the
future. The assumption is that a long life
and a good life are one and the same.
However, Scripture teaches that there is
more to life than simply seeking to extend
it by whatever means possible. As
Christians, we must challenge the notion
that “longer equals better” and that
longevity should be pursued regardless of
the costs involved.
In speaking to bioethical issues, Christians
must also challenge the notion that what
ever can be done should be done, as well
as the notion that scientific breakthroughs
will always be used for good ends and
never for evil.

Implications for the Family
God intended that children result from
intimate sexual union and be reared by
both a father and a mother. As genetic and
reproductive technologies progress, chil
dren will increasingly be produced accord
ing to the skill of biologists and the per
sonal whims and desires of whoever might
wish to become parents.
Children conceived in petri dishes and
born with the help of artificial insemina
tion, surrogacy, or other techniques often
face formidable obstacles in developing a
sense of identity, and children who are
cloned might face even greater struggles.
As Dr. Leon Kass has eloquently asked,
“The family is rapidly becoming the only
institution in an increasingly impersonal
world where each person is loved not for
what he does or makes, but simply because
he is. Can our humanity survive the fami
ly’s destruction?”

First, we must educate lay persons, as well
as professionals. Unless we form a grass
roots movement, our desire to stem the
tide toward “anything goes” will fail. In
the case of biotechnology, we face a formi
dable task. The complexities of many sci
entific procedures are difficult to sort out,
the implications only vaguely understood.
We therefore need to communicate as sim
ply, but also as accurately, as possible.
Second, we must help educate our politi
cians. However, we know that many
politicians pay primary attention to their
opinion polls, which underscores even
more the need to educate the public about
the implications of scientific advances.
Third, we must preserve the integrity of
human language. Whenever men want to
tamper with human beings, substitute
words are used to desensitize us to horrif
ic realities. For example, when Congress
banned “partial-birth abortion,” a repre
sentative from a pro-choice organization
responded, “So Congress has banned a
medical procedure.. .what is next?” We
can imagine that the killing of ill human
beings will be referred to as “giving indi
viduals the gift of non-existence”; the dis
carding of weak human beings will be
described as “seeking the perfection of the
species.” Morality will collapse into biolo
gy and ethics will be spoken of in purely
clinical terms.
Finally, as Christians we must remember
that our greatest weapon is the message of
the gospel of Christ. Thankfully, the gospel
not only forgives our sin, but also gives us
new desires and clarifies our perspectives.
Many of us know people who were
staunchly and unwaveringly pro-abortion
but immediately changed their mind on
the issue once they were converted.

Where Do We Go From Here?
Someone has said that the storm of
cloning, eugenics, and human manipula
tion is upon us, and the raindrops have
already begun to fall. We as ambassadors
of the Most High cannot sit back and sim
ply watch the wind and the rain. We must
engage the bioethics storm head on instead
of hiding behind our Christian “umbrel
las.” It is imperative that we develop a
robust, biblical anthropology that will
help evaluate biotechnology and set
rational limits to the scientific enterprise.
In seeking to set such limits, we must do
four things.

Future generations might well point fin
gers at us asking: Why did we not stand
against this “brave new world” with its
potential for dehumanizing human beings
and destroying the family structure? With
regard to the realm of biotechnology, I
believe God is throwing a pitch in our
direction—we must step up to the plate. •

Lester, Lane P. and James C. Hefley. Human
Cloning: Playing God or Scientific Progress?
Grand Rapids, MI: Fleming H. Revell, 1998, p
155.

