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Freezing of embryos, gene therapy, human cloning and prenatal diagnosis do not at first sight appear Christmassy topics.



On 12th December, the feast of our Lady of Guadalupe, Patroness of the Unborn, the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith at a Press Conference in Rome launched a new document on bioethics: The Dignity of a Person.


This document is an updating, a sequel to the 1987 document Donum Vitae: it applies timeless moral principles to new developments and techniques in biotechnology.

Donum Vitae judged negatively IVF with its creation and manipulation of embryonic human life in the Petri dish. 

Its key insights were that a child must be a gift of spouses (and God) to each other, not a product of technology. It is contrary to human dignity to suffer conception in laboratory apparatus, totally at the mercy of the technician. The scientist exercises an illicit but complete domination over the new human life.

The fact that certain scientific techniques are possible, does not mean that they ought to be done. Nor does the fact that scientists hope to make money or fame from them, render them morally legitimate.


Morality needs to be grounded in something much deeper than mere technical prowess or financial profit.  Because science and technology have immense potential for both good and evil, they need to be well guided by moral principles. Progress from the caveman’s club to the hydrogen bomb is no blessing to humanity.


The demand of some scientists that ethics and morality be kept out of their research, expresses simply an adolescent desire for freedom without responsibility

 


The Catholic Church grounds her moral reasoning in this area of bioethics upon two fundamental principles of human dignity:  

“The human being is to be respected and treated as a person from the moment of conception; and therefore from that same moment his rights as a person must be recognized, among which in the first place is the inviolable right of every innocent human being to life” (n. 4). 


“The origin of human life has its authentic context in marriage and in the family, where it is generated through an act which expresses the reciprocal love between a man and a woman.  Procreation which is truly responsible vis-à-vis the child to be born must be the fruit of marriage” (n. 6). 

Even this Sunday’s Gospel - the Annunciation - is a strongly pro-life message. The Word of God, the second person of the Blessed Trinity, assumed a human nature. The immortal, eternal God condescends to become the embryo in Mary’s womb.  


Every human being is made in the “image and likeness of God”, as Genesis tells us. In the Incarnation, that human form is given even greater glory, because God the Son Himself assumes it. The human embryo has, therefore, from the very beginning, the dignity proper to a person.

“Dignitas Personae” is not a text suspicious of or hostile to science. On the contrary, it says that the human being “participates in the creative power of God” in making use of technological powers. Man is “the steward of the value and intrinsic beauty of creation.”


However, such great power carries with it great responsibility. We must never misuse technology so as to demean human dignity. The misuse of genetic technology could facilitate new forms of discrimination and oppression of the strong over the weak. It allows the rich or powerful to exert ultimate control over others, creating human beings not for their own sake, but for some other purpose, and destroying them at will – as is patently the case in creating and experimenting upon human embryos. 


The attempt to make “designer babies,” for instance, is an attempt to impose one’s own standards of excellence upon an independent person, one’s genetic child. Worse, it claims the right to destroy the offspring if it does not measure up to standard.


No good will come of using science contrary to the moral law, of depriving some human beings of the right to life, supposedly to benefit others e.g. in killing embryos to obtain stem cells supposedly to cure chronic diseases in others.


If the Church sometimes says “no” to some applications of technology, it is because a much broader “yes” to human life and dignity lies behind: “Behind every ‘no’ in the difficult task of discerning between good and evil, there shines a great ‘yes’ to the recognition of the dignity and inalienable value of every single and unique human being called into existence.”


As to specifics, the Vatican approves techniques for assisting fertility, which respect marriage and help the conjugal act to achieve its objective e.g. hormonal treatments for infertility, surgery for endometriosis, unblocking or repair of the fallopian tubes, or the type of NAPRO technology which helps a couple to understand and make best use of their limited fertility.


Not allowed, however, are methods which substitute the marital act by a lab procedure, like IVF, or which intrude a third party into the marriage relationship e.g. artificial insemination by an external person.


ICSI, which involves the injection of a single sperm into the oocyte (egg) is negatively evaluated, because it completely separates procreation from the conjugal act. It is doctors and biologists who both decide the life and identity of the embryo, and control its destiny.

 

In IVF “the number of embryos sacrificed is extremely high”, above 80% even in the most technically advanced reproductive clinics. Faulty embryos are discarded, or sometimes aborted (“selective reduction”) if twins or triplets are growing after transplantation in the mother’s womb. Others are simply frozen for years. 

“Cryopreservation is incompatible with the respect owed to human embryos; it presupposes their production in vitro; it exposes them to the serious risk of death or physical harm, since a high percentage does not survive the process of freezing and thawing; it deprives them at least temporarily of maternal reception and gestation; it places them in a situation in which they are susceptible to further offense and manipulation” (n. 18). 

It is a serious and unresolved problem what to do with the thousands upon thousands of frozen “orphan” embryos in laboratory fridges today.

The casual discarding of so many human embryos has led to a weakening of the respect owed to every human being. Yet “God’s love does not differentiate between the newly conceived infant still in his or her mother’s womb and the child or young person, or the adult and the elderly person.”


Sadly, the “various techniques of artificial reproduction, which would seem to be at the service of life and which are frequently used with this intention, actually open the door to new threats against life”.


New nomenclature is introduced to distinguish between contraceptives which prevent conception, and those abortifacients which act to destroy an already conceived embryo. 


The intrauterine coil (IUD) and “morning-after pills”  interfere with the embryo before it implants in the womb. They are interceptive.


The pharmaceuticals RU-486 (mifepristone), methotrexate, and certain other prostaglandins cause elimination of an already implanted embryo. They are contragestative.  Taken when a menstrual period has been missed, they involve the malice of the sin of abortion. If it is certain that conception had occurred, then they incur the automatic canonical penalties connected with abortion. 


As to genetic engineering, somatic cell gene therapy, which aims to treat an individual person’s genetic disease, is acceptable provided it does not expose the individual to excessive risk.


Germ line cell therapy, however, which would affect all a person’s descendants, is more precarious. Nothing may be done which might cause harm to progeny. 

The eugenic attempt to breed the perfect, super-intelligent, super-athletic, super-endowed human should be resisted. It introduces an indirect social stigma for those not so endowed. Moreover, “in the attempt to create a new type of human being one can recognize an ideological element in which man tries to take the place of his Creator” (n. 27). 

           Human cloning is condemned as “gravely injurious to human dignity” whether for reproductive or “therapeutic” ends. It has been prohibited in the great majority of nations. 


A reproductive clone would be in a state of “biological slavery.” Anyone who arrogates to himself the right to determine another person’s genetic characteristics in this way commits a grave offence against human dignity and equality.

So-called “therapeutic cloning” is even worse. It creates human beings to be killed and cannibalised for spare parts.  “It is gravely immoral to sacrifice a human life for therapeutic ends.” History itself has condemned such a science in the past and will condemn it in the future, not only because it lacks the light of God but also because it lacks humanity.

The use of stem cells – especially adult stem cells -  shows immense medical potential. There is no moral objection, providing there is no harm to the person from whom they are taken, e.g. adult stem cells, cells from the blood of the umbilical cord, cells from fetuses which have died naturally.

However, the killing of embryos to obtain embryonic stem cells is gravely immoral. The use of cell lines derived from them is illicit cooperation in evil.



Attempts at hybridization – transplanting human DNA into animal eggs – are gravely against human dignity and morally forbidden.

“The doctor is at the service of persons and of human procreation. He does not have the authority to dispose of them or to decide their fate.” 

