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Cloning the Perfect Church

With this past summer’s initial report from the President’s Council on Bioethics, and the more recent subsequent reports, the topic of medical ethics has once again been brought into the public arena.  It seems as if almost weekly there are news reports concerning scientific discoveries made in the field of bioethics, from stem cell research, to gene therapy and genetic engineering.  Yet, over the last ten years, foremost in this debate has been the cloning controversy.  The question of whether or not to clone a human being has been one of the major arguments in recent scientific ethics and is largely a microcosm for biomedical ethics as a whole.  Each new discovery brings with it a new set of questions that need to be asked and issues that need to be discussed.  Almost every field in today’s global society is impacted by what goes on inside the lab and every human being is affected by the discoveries of modern science.  Now, more so than in any other era in history, scientists have the incredible potential for inflicting either tremendous good or enormous evil on the world.  


Thus, with such high stakes present in the bioethical debate, the major players in society have come forward and asserted themselves into the equation.  Governments, especially the American government, have begun to assert their authority in the matter, making sure that scientists do not put nations, as well as their citizens, in potentially dangerous positions.  The global economy has also expressed major concern in the issue, as private businesses are sponsoring most of the scientific research taking place and have even started to market potential discoveries.  In India, for example, there is much business interest in harvesting and selling embryos to scientists across the world for cloning research.  


With these two major forces dominating most of the discussion, it is interesting that the Christian church (universal) has not been as visible on the frontlines of the debate.  It has been the business of the church over the last 2,000 years to rigorously examine these types of ethical dilemmas, if not answer them outright.  Due to the potential good or evil that can come out of the field of bioethics, one would think that it would be the church’s responsibility to examine the topic wholeheartedly.  It is not as if the problem deals merely with abstracts or theoretical concepts, but rather the problem is very real and poses almost immediate concern to society.  I believe that the church is overdue in deciding its stance and should already have an integral part in affecting the cloning debate.  With the President’s Council recommending President Bush to pass a four-year moratorium halting cloning research (http://www.bioethics.gov/cloningreport/ recommend.html), Christians now have a chance to examine the ethical implications of cloning and voice their concerns.  


However, it is only after understanding the real, underlying issues at hand that Christians can begin to make educated, faithful decisions.  Therefore, as education becomes more available, Christian opinions begin to form, with each denomination and group having a voice in saying what they believe is truly ethical.  I find that this, how different churches are beginning to respond to the debate, is the most interesting aspect of the cloning controversy, at least from a Christian perspective.  There are several ideas around which various churches unite in the issue, where otherwise they would normally be divided.  Looking at this can prove quite beneficial in understanding where the church is to go from here and, in the words of ethicist William F. May, “stand by and make good on or deal with the consequences of [its] choice” (May 13).

II. Background on Cloning


The cloning debate has been plagued by a general lack of understanding on behalf of many people who seek to stop it, or even simply ignore it altogether.  Cloning, contrary to popular science fiction, is not an attempt to duplicate or copy a human being.  Rather, cloning is concerned with replicating an organism’s, or more directly, a human’s DNA.  The result of successful human reproductive cloning will be an embryo with a genetic makeup exactly the same as that of the parent cell.  Once completed, the embryo will then grow and develop as any normal human would.  The only difference between a cloned embryo and a conventional one is that the clone possesses an identical genetic code as another organism.  Cloned humans will not be the same age as the parent, but instead will have to develop and mature through the same physical stages of life as any other human would.  What this means is that there would be a direct remedy for infertility, a growing problem especially among Americans.  Other possible benefits include “therapeutic cloning” which could be used to develop tissues and organs in the body, seemingly ending the need for organ transplants and donations.  


Yet there are also numerous problems that arise in cloning a human being.  For one, even though it has been researched tremendously over the past decade, the technology is still quite speculative and unknown.  At least early on, before the process is refined, there will be incredible difficulties in cloning.  Miscarriages, deformities, or any number of other undiscovered results may take place (http://www.actionbioscience.org/biotech/mcgee.html).  There will most likely be an increase in abortions and the number of human embryos used for experiments and continuing research.  The main problem is that cloning, as a process, is such a new idea that scientists cannot foresee what difficulties and complications may arise when producing the embryos.  For many people, these are just a beginning to their concerns with cloning.  


With both possible sides of the end result in mind, this is where much of the recent debate has been taking place.  Do the speculated ends justify the potential means for producing clones?  With similar questions in mind, many governments around the world have taken a stand in the issue.  Germany and France proposed a bill to the United Nations this fall that would internationally ban the cloning of human beings.  United States officials, however, blocked this proposal stating that it should be broad enough to cover all forms of cloning and that “no decision is better than a bad decision” (http://story.news.yahoo.com/ news?tmpl=story&u

 HYPERLINK "sdfa" 
=/ap/20021120/ap_ on_re_eu/un_human_cloning_1).  Locally, there are plans for a bill advocating a ban on all human cloning in the U.S., the Brownback-Landrieu bill (S-1899), to be passed through the House and Senate (with the backing of President Bush) as early as next year.  This is due in large part to the work of the very influential President’s Council on Bioethics, a varied team of ethicists and doctors appointed to make recommendations concerning the cloning debate.  As mentioned earlier, this council has proposed, among other things, a four-year moratorium on cloning research.  Government intervention in every nation, including all these above, has been extremely important in deciding what direction the cloning debate has taken and will take in the future.  

III. Importance to Modern Society


The debate is not limited to scientists and politicians however.  Cloning is an issue for every human being, primarily because the outcome will affect all of society.  Perhaps one reason why is because society has long had a fascination with cloning.  Even though it was written almost 70 years ago, Aldous Huxley’s chilling novel Brave New World, deals with many of the same questions involved in the recent debate.  Episodes of the television series Star Trek: The Next Generation deal with the crew’s conflict with “the Borg,” an alien race existent upon assimilating others into the uniform collective.  There is no individuality in appearance, activity, or thought.  While both of these examples are largely considered science fiction, the ideas they raise prove valuable to mention.  Yet, with recent scientific discoveries, cloning is no longer limited to science fiction.  Instead, it has become a reality.  This is why much attention has been given to cloning in recent entertainment.  Big budget movies like Universal Soldier, Jurassic Park, The Sixth Day, and Star Wars Episode II: Attack of the Clones, just to name a few, all deal with ideas relevant to the cloning discussion.  And most recently, the latest Halloween episode of The Simpsons, a show that is based solely on the quirks of society, had a segment where Homer found a magic hammock and proceeded to clone himself several times in order to accomplish housework faster.  Even though the cloned Homers were incapable of thought and eventually walked off a cliff to their deaths (the real Homer being among the group), the moral of the story remains the same.  The social, ethical, and theological ramifications of cloning must be discussed. 


Literally hundreds of questions come to the fore, anywhere from “What to do with the ‘defective clones’?” to “Do clones have a soul?”  Many critics of cloning research ask, “Just because science can do something, does that mean they should do it?”  Thus, in this case, it seems as if science is playing the role of God, or perhaps more accurately, science is God.  On the other hand, since God gave humanity the gift of reason, shouldn’t we attempt to use that reason to help end suffering?  If cloning and potential stem cell discoveries can cure such illnesses as Alzheimer’s and Parkinson’s diseases, is it not worth researching?  But if cloning were allowed, where then do we draw the limit as a society?  It appears as if there is already a slippery slope in place, where one thing will lead to another and to another, until most any type of tampering with human beings could be made legal.  This leads to the bigger issues of our relationship to our bodies and to nature.  Are humans the final judges of what gets to happen to our bodies, or are we merely vessels of God under God’s own supervision?  If our bodies are our own, then the next question is “What is natural?” and how does nature (for example, the ethical and theological concerns of cloning animals) fit into the equation?  How does a Christian understand the biblical passage of Genesis 1:28, whereby God commands man to be stewards of the earth, in the context of cloning?  These are but a few of the seemingly endless number of questions that arise during the debate.  The scientific findings and procedures might change over time, but the questions will certainly still be there.  While it is impossible to answer all of them, the questions themselves are important to ask as they force us to think about not only the possibilities and consequences, but also what is right.  


Certainly the ethical and theological debates are of utmost importance when talking about cloning, yet just as important is what cloning says about society.  For one, it illustrates the point that there is a general insecurity in humanity.  Many people advocating reproductive cloning wish to use it to pass on their genes to another generation, thereby making their identity live on after their own death.  It also points to mankind’s fascination with the unknown.  As scientists continue to gain knowledge of the inner-workings of life, even toy with the idea of creating it, they become like Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden, hoping to gain knowledge and become like God.  With such an important proposition hanging in the balance, businesses and governments both have been active in affecting the decisions.  The prospects of cutting-edge technology and research possibilities are enough to make it an economic interest.  Governments are concerned with the welfare of the people and whether or not cloning presents a risk in harming people or infringing upon their freedoms either way.  As these forces collide in the contest, this is where the church needs to step in and represent the voice of Christians and the voice of God.  

IV. The Christian Perspective


Even though there is probably a Christian perspective that would cover all ranges of the spectrum concerning cloning, it is more helpful to mention what each specific denomination has decided.  So, in order to cover most of the range of Christian opinion while still holding some continuity, it is best to look at what a few of the mainline denominations say about the issue.  Of course, the Roman Catholic Church needs to be included, as it is the largest Christian denomination in existence.  Also the stance of the Southern Baptist Convention, as the largest Protestant denomination in America, needs to be discussed.  And for the final two, I have selected the United Methodist Church and the Presbyterian Church (PCUSA), both major participants in the debate, to round out the collection of denominations.  It proves most beneficial to look at each church’s stance on cloning and then compare and contrast them to see how they relate to one another and perhaps even find some common ground on which they stand.  This will provide a well-rounded look at the Christian perspective and how the church is addressing the issue.  

Roman Catholic Church

When looking at any issue concerning human rights, medical ethics, and the Catholic perspective, the first document to look at is the Vatican’s Instruction on Respect for Human Life in Its Origin and on the Dignity of Procreation of 1987.  This document is seen largely as the definitive Catholic response to all questions on abortion, stem cell research, and cloning.  According to the Instruction, human life begins at conception, from which point the embryo “is to be respected and treated as a person…and therefore its rights as a person should be recognized.”  Therefore, any action that would cause potential danger the unborn person, such as embryo research or in vitro fertilization, is immoral.  The only form of procreation that is acceptable is through the dignity of marriage and a conjugal union, “whereby the man and the woman collaborate with the power of the Creator” (http://www.vatican.va/phome_en.htm).  In a larger sense, the overarching reasons behind the Vatican’s Instruction is the idea that humanity should be responsible stewards of the earth and respect the sanctity of all life.  And since life begins in the embryonic phase, any tampering that takes place with the embryo violates the sanctity of human life.  


In a more recent document, the Holy See issued a statement on November 27, 2001, in response to the successful cloning of a human embryo in the U.S. earlier that month.  The document reasserts the idea that life begins with the existence of the embryo and not at any other stage of existence.  Therefore, through the cloning process, there appears to be a “true and proper discrimination among human beings based on the measure of time of their development (thus an embryo is worth less than a fetus, and a fetus less than a child, a child less than an adult)” (http://www.americancatholic.org/News/Cloning /vatican_cloning.asp).  Once again, all life must be respected in every circumstance.  However, the statement ends with the notion of looking for other alternatives to embryonic research.  For example, it suggests that other approaches may be “morally licit and valid from a scientific point of view,” such as performing research on adult cells or maternal blood.  Thus, as the Instruction reiterates, science and technology can be vital tools for the benefit of all creation, but they cannot replace the Creator.

United Methodist Church

The United Methodist Church has taken a similar stance to that of the Roman Catholic Church on the issue of cloning.  In 1997, the United Methodist Genetic Science Task Force, a group formed by the larger Board of Church and Society to address bioethical topics, recommended a ban on all forms of cloning and all projects intended to “advance human cloning” (http://www.umc-gbcs.org /clone1.htm).  In addition, they rejected all processes that generate and destroy embryos.  However, the task force also determined that if humans were ever cloned, the clones should be treated and respected like any other human being.  And finally, they urged that topics such as cloning should be discussed in the churches in order for people to voice their concerns and stay informed.


Since then, in 2000 the General Conference, the highest legislative body of the denomination, passed a resolution banning all forms of cloning, including cloning of embryos (2000 Book of Resolutions, pages 253-255).  This piece was passed primarily due to the work of the Genetic Science Task Force just a few years earlier.  The resolution states that there is great potential for an abuse of human rights and that not all the consequences of cloning humans are fully known.  Since there are too many risks involved, the churches is pushing for all nations to ban cloning as well.  On the other hand, according to the UMC website, because of the potential benefits of cloning and stem cell research, the General Conference has most recently recommended the Board of Church and Society to form a Bioethics Task Force to look at ethical implications of continuing research.  This task force has since met a couple of times to further address the issue (http://www.umc-gbcs.org/csanov7 _dec2001.htm).  With the importance that the General Conference is putting on commissioning these task forces, in addition to urging churches to give attention to the cloning debate, the United Methodist Church is making sure that cloning (and the effects on society) stays near the top on its list of concerns.  

Presbyterian Church USA

On a bit of a different note, the Presbyterian Church USA, the largest domestic Presbyterian denomination, has taken a bit of a different approach than the previous two.  Actually the church does not have an official stance or direct response regarding cloning.  The 213th General Assembly of 2001, however, ”affirmed the use of fetal tissue and embryonic tissue for vital research,” according to the PC (USA) website (http://www.pcusa.org/washington/issuenet/ hc-011217.htm).  Yet the Assembly also urged that the decisions concerning cloning and stem cell research be handled with the utmost care.  And finally, in a stance very similar to that of the UMC, the church recommends continuing education and open dialogue regarding cloning among the general public.  


While the General Assembly’s policy primarily discusses guidelines about stem cell research, it does have some insight into what the church’s stance is on cloning.  The policy states that embryos should not be created or sold for the purpose of research, rather “it must be limited to those embryos that do not have a chance of growing into a personhood” (http://www.wfn.org/2001/12/msg00001. html).  Though not explicitly stated, it does appear as if the church is prohibiting the notion of human cloning.  Since the Assembly determined that harvesting embryos is inadmissible, it logically follows that cloning humans for the stem cells would be just as unacceptable.  Even if cloning is out of the question for now, the fact that the General Assembly ruled in favor of supporting stem cell research, at least in some form, shows that the Presbyterian Church sees the potential benefits in using technology in order to help alleviate suffering.  Nonetheless, the church’s road to supporting cloning is long off and will be one of great caution and deliberation.  

Southern Baptist Convention

The Southern Baptist Convention, quite opposite the PC (USA) in this respect, has been very vocal in its charge for a ban on all forms of human cloning.  Richard Land, the President of the Southern Baptist Ethics and Religious Liberties Commission, said that scientists are merely trying to disguise their real intents behind using the terminology of “therapeutic cloning.”  He continued, “Its purpose is always reproductive” (http://cloninginformation.org/ prps/sbc_act_reaction.htm).  Land has largely been the voice of the SBC over the last couple years in trying to push legislation prohibiting all research and procedures that use embryos.  The SBC is so staunch in its attack on cloning and stem cell research that many of its ethicists were extremely disappointed with the decision of the President’s Council on Bioethics and President Bush’s 2001 decision to federally fund even limited stem cell research.  They claim that both of these were “morally ambiguous compromises” and urged Christians everywhere to “send an unmistakably clear message to our Senate” that cloning must be banned.  


The reasoning behind the SBC’s stance on cloning is very simple.  Much like Catholic doctrine, life begins at conception and therefore any damage to the embryo is unethical.  In order to perfect the process of cloning, there will be extreme loss of life, which does not outweigh the possible gains.  “Cloning would make human life a commodity…thereby lessening the respect for the value of human life” (http://www.erlc.com/cloningfactsheet.htm).  The SBC believes that there is just something inherently wrong with cloning, as it is often compared to the inhumane research experiments of Nazi Germany.  It is an outrage to think that using living human embryos for research is acceptable.  For this reason, Southern Baptists across the country have voiced their support of the Brownback-Landrieu bill to ban human cloning.  The issue is so pivotal for the SBC that Land said it would be the single most important issue of the new millenium and a ban is needed to keep society from spiraling downward into a new “biotech dark age” (http://www.bpnews.net/bpnews.asp?ID=12249). 

Common Ground?


These four denominations show the broad spectrum of opinions among Christians with respect to the cloning debate.  While there are several inherent differences between the churches, there are also some striking similarities that will prove helpful in understanding what each church holds valuable.  For example, one similarity among all the stances of the churches is that cloning is not the major question specifically, but rather found under the more-broad heading of human rights.  Since cloning hinges upon the use of embryos, the question of “when does life begin” is especially important.  From the Catholic and Southern Baptist perspectives, the most important belief in the discussion is that life begins with the embryo, thereby making cloning a capital offense.  For both churches, this is the one intrinsic fact that cannot be overlooked.  Their stance is basically the same as that found in the abortion debate.  The UMC and PC (USA), while it is still an issue, do not place as much importance on this idea.  Rather they oppose cloning on the notion that it could radically upset society and human nature, to an extent that cannot be comprehended.  These two churches fear the enormous waste of embryos (as having the potential for life), how clones and the failed experiments would be treated, and violations of human rights, among the number theological problems.  Cloning raises too many questions to support without a widespread dialogue and more information.  


I find the relation between the logic behind each denomination’s stance and how that stance affects the church to be the most intriguing part of the debate.  For instance, the Roman Catholic Church and the Southern Baptist Convention have formed a powerful alliance, in addition to composing the majority of Christians in America, in hopes of influencing Congress to ban cloning.  This union mainly started in response to the question of abortion, but is made even stronger through the recent cloning controversy.  Well, then how does this affect the two churches?  It means that, in large part to such human rights issues as cloning, the gap between Catholics and Baptists is being bridged.  While they probably won’t be merging anytime soon, this is quite a step from being bitter adversaries, which they were even as recent as the early-20th century.  They appear to be joining around the issue of natural law, or the thought that there is a universal human experience that determine the moral code.  This is of course quite a stretch from the Baptist understanding of “sola scriptura,” that the Bible is the only authoritative tool for discerning the teachings of God.  Land makes statements that revolve around the sanctity of life and how cloning is inherently unethical, not statements concerning how the biblical witness denounces cloning.  Many Catholics and Baptists rally here and use it as the primary defense against cloning.


The UMC and PC (USA) also have a bit of common ground in the issue.  Both are naturally opposed to cloning, but are not as strictly in favor of banning all research.  They acknowledge the fact that a great deal of good can result from this type of experimentation and seem to be more in favor of discussing it rather than immediately doing away with it.  The Presbyterian Church has even taken the next step to say that it is okay to continue research as long as the embryos that are tested had no previous chance to live.  However, the UMC has made its stand against cloning, but is still interested in exploring how it might be used to cure disease.  This basically illustrates the dividing line between the PC (USA)/UMC position and the RCC/SBC position.  The former has devoted its time to forming task forces and discussions to examine the issue of cloning and its effects on society, while the latter has spent its time trying to eliminate cloning and cloning research altogether.  

V. What This All Means: Personal Reflection on Cloning and the Church

So what does all of this mean?  Here is my take (as insignificant as it might be) on the issue of cloning and the church’s response to it.  For starters, I think that this is definitely a pressing matter that forces every denomination to reconcile cloning and faith.  I find the most important aspect of the debate is the relationship between science, technology, and religion.  This has been a long withstanding problem in the church; one that I do not think has been given enough attention.  Today’s world is primarily based on science and reason.  However, this in no way means that faith has been taken out of the equation or that religion is inferior to science.  Rather, I don’t even think that they are naturally in conflict with one another.  Much like Chet Raymo says in his book Skeptics and True Believers, I think that there is an unalterable consistency between fact and fiction (Raymo 165).  Instead of being engaged in a struggle for supremacy on earth, the two should coexist and greatly benefit from an open conversation.  And this is why one role of religion to keep scientists accountable for their actions.  


Christians should not ignore the questions that arise out of the cloning debate, instead they should continue to faithfully work through them.  A balance needs to exist in the church between the ideology, which is to say the consideration of theological and ethical matters, and social action.  Extremes in either case can prove to be quite a detriment to society.  Since in America the church has no official power over government and legislation, Christians need to influence the dialogue and make sure that the discussion continues to expand along with science.  It is here that the church will prove most effective over the course of time.  The laws will change and the scientific findings will change over time.  However, the moral questions will still remain and will continue to be invaluable for guiding the public debate.  This is why I believe the stances of the respective churches are so important to investigate in depth.  


For the reasons I just listed, I think that the four perspectives (largely in two groups: the RCC/SBC and PC (USA)/UMC) are necessary to look at.  Each denomination agrees that cloning is certainly dangerous and should be banned at the present time.  And due to the incredible potential for problems and vast number of looming questions, I agree with this.  Scientists should not be allowed free reign to experiment without the consent of those which they might endanger.  Yet, I also agree with the United Methodist Church and Presbyterian Church that cloning and stem cell research should be further investigated.  The discoveries of cloning may prove to be the next breakthrough in administering the biblical warrant to heal the sick.  There is a lot of good that may come out of it, but it is still untested and should be carefully planned for.  Thus, the line needs to be drawn, but we can still look ahead.


However, the Catholic Church and Southern Baptist Convention will probably not deviate from their position against anything even resembling cloning.  I think that this mindset is too critical of science and can be potentially harmful.  Imagine what health care would be like if, as in the time of the Renaissance, doctors had not been allowed to perform autopsies on the dead and thereby discover much the human body.  This too was considered immoral and an outrage against God.  But due in large part to these discoveries, modern health care is now more effective in treating sickness and disease.  And while I can understand Baptist spokesperson Land’s fears, banning cloning may keep us from spiraling down to another Dark Age, yet it may also keep us from reaching a Light Age free from many diseases.  


Without a doubt, the issue surrounding cloning has only begun to present itself.  As research is allowed to continue and new discoveries are made, the question will become even more of a factor as cloning humans becomes more of a reality.  This is where I think the church’s increasing involvement in the debate over the last couple years has proven helpful for Christians.  However, I think that by closing the doors to the possibilities of research, we miss out on a tremendous opportunity to help people.  But this should not come at the cost of compromising our morals or our faith.  Still, the dialogue must continue inside the church, even if it is an attack on cloning, so that Christians can understand what is going on and how they see it affecting society.  This way, Christians can seek to further the advances of the mind while still being faithful stewards of God’s creation.  
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