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GENETIC TESTING:
A BOON OR A BUST FOR MANKIND?

Taris Rosell, an American Baptist theologian and bio-ethicist,
presented the second part of the program on the Holocaust
and its relationship to eugenics.  He asked the following
questions: “Is pre-natal genetics testing the newest form of
eugenics?  Is it morally permissible?  How do we reason
through the new technology?”  He started his reasoning
through this moral dilemma by stating some of the
differences in pre-natal testing and ultimate destruction of
“tainted” embryos with the Nazi Holocaust:
Genetic testing …
• is not racial in intent as was the Holocaust (post-natal eugenics).

However, economics could play a role in this because poor
people cannot afford genetic testing.

• is parental choice, rather than a government imposing its will on
the citizens as happened with sterilization programs, etc.

• could be called “assisted reproduction” rather than forced
sterilization.

• is “good science” rather than pseudo-science.
• focuses on the pre-natal individual rather than post-natal

individual.

Mr. Rosell gave as an example Tay-Sachs, a genetic
disease that afflicts many Jewish children as well as French-
Canadians and Cajuns.  Ashkenazi Jews have a 1:25 ratio of
carrying the gene compared to 1:250 in the general
population.  Many Jewish parents are now relying on in vitro
fertilization to produce several embryos.  The embryos will
be tested for Tay-Sachs; those with the genetic carrier will
be discarded and those without will be implanted in the
mother’s womb.  Tay-Sachs is a disease that causes death
in early childhood and is accompanied by great suffering for
the child and anguish for the parents.  Some are in the
opinion that in order to “reduce the child’s suffering” and the
parent’s anguish, unwanted embryos with the gene should
be “culled”.
Problems with eugenics of the pre-born
Rosell addressed the “problems” with getting rid of
undesirable embryos.
• Sexism is a problem because in cultures like China that only

allow for one child per family, girls are often aborted.
• Heterosexism is another problem.  He asserted that science has

shown that homosexuality could be genetic, so a “homophobic
society” could conceivably want to get rid of all homosexuals by
genetic testing.  [Note: Only one study has even hinted at the
genetic component of homosexuality and it was flawed.  In
addition, the regiment for testing multiple genetic systems does
not exist.]

• Genetic determinism could be applied by parents requesting
“designer babies” with perfect attributes.  [Again, I have to ask,
”Who determines what is perfection”?]

• Rosell worries that history could repeat itself and mankind would
replicate the Holocaust against the Jews, this time with babies.

Rosell went on to say that the whole problem came down to
two viewpoints: either the embryo has personhood or it does

not.  He quoted a Jewish rabbi who said that pre-born
embryos were just “potential life”; that they did not constitute
a life until they were born.  Rosell agrees with this premise.
However, he went on to say that some people believe that
life begins at conception and that all should respect that
view.  Not once did he say that science confirms that at
conception a unique life has begun.  He also kept referring to
the fertilized egg and subsequent embryo as a “cell”.

The audience’s questions
The question and answer period was quite interesting
because more information was stated then than in the
lecture.  A woman asked why there were only two groups of
people—those who believe that an embryo is only potential
life and those who believe that life begins at conception.
She worried about a society that thought only the “fit,
healthy, and beautiful people” should be allowed to populate
the earth.  She asked about those already born with
disabilities, infirmities and sickness.  Will society look on
them as having less personhood?  The answer to her
question was a jumble of nice phrases with no meaning.
Another person asked how economics were going to play
into this eugenic dilemma, particularly with insurance
companies and governmental subsidies.  It was pointed out
that insurance companies already refuse to insure people
with pre-existing diseases.  Would a parent be told after
genetic testing discovered there was a problem that they
could not get insurance coverage?  That in itself would
produced a sort of economic eugenics, much like what is
happening in China where parents who do have a second
child are cut out of the system.  Again, there were no good
answers to the dilemma.

My questions
I too have some questions and some observations.  Not once in
the whole discussion was God mentioned, even by the
theologian.  There was never any thought that a sovereign God
uses these hard things in our lives to produce better people.  Not
once was it mentioned that disabled, sick and “ill-fitted” people
contribute so much to our society.  Dr. Rosell never explored the
fact that the human heart is desperately wicked and selfish; that a
holocaust of another sort is just around the corner if we do not hold
God in reverent awe.  The Bible says that wisdom begins with a
fear of the Lord. Dr. Rosell seeks reason to sort through the
problems with eugenic policies.  He believes that men, if informed,
will naturally seek the better solution.  We who know the Bible know
better; the only way we will get better is to go to the One who truly
sets us free.

I left the meeting troubled and anxious about what is coming in the
future.  Each of us has to face this dilemma because it is going to
be in our face.  Already we have heard the arguments for
embryonic stem-cell research, cannibalizing embryos for the
common good of mankind and, I might add, the pocketbooks of
many of those engaged in the biotech industry.

I am not against science.  I am opposed to the science theory
that just because we can do it we should.
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