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SUMMARY

Modern biotechnology seems to presuppose that it has 
the ability to distinguish between the essentially human 
and its physical manifestations in a way that allows the 
latter to be treated as a means for the well-being of the 
former. This would suggest a dependence on Cartesian 
mind – matter dualism, and also that some of the most 

important bioethical issues may be related to problem-
atic aspects of this particular worldview. Arguing that this 
position is both inherently inconsistent and at variance 
with the Christian doctrines of creation and incarnation, 
the article suggests that Christian ethics should maintain 
a critical position in relation to modern biotechnology 
for the sake of maintaining the integrity of the Christian 
community and the rationality of society.

The New Issues in Bioethics – and Ethics of 
Reproduction
Knut Alfsvåg

ZUSAMMENFASSUNG

Moderne Biotechnologie scheint vorauszusetzen, dass 
sie zwischen dem Wesen des Menschen und seinen phy-
sischen Manifestationen auf eine Weise zu unterschei-
den vermag, die es gestattet, den Körper des Menschen 
als Mittel für das Wohlbefinden seines Geistes zu behan-
deln. Dies setzt sowohl eine Abhängigkeit vom karte-
sischen Geist-Materie-Dualismus voraus als auch eine 
Verknüpfung von einigen der wichtigsten Fragen der 

Bioethik mit problematischen Aspekten dieser besonde-
ren Weltanschauung. Der Aufsatz zeigt auf, dass diese 
Position sowohl in sich widersprüchlich ist als auch im 
Widerspruch steht zur christlichen Lehre von Schöpfung 
und Inkarnation. Der Verfasser besteht deshalb darauf, 
dass die christliche Ethik eine kritische Position einnimmt, 
was die moderne Biotechnologie angeht, und zwar im 
Interesse der Integrität der christlichen Gemeinschaft wie 
auch der Vernunft der menschlichen Gesellschaft.

RÉSUMÉ

La biotechnologie moderne suppose la capacité de dis-
tinguer entre l’essence humaine et ses manifestations 
physiques d’une manière qui permette de traiter le corps 
humain comme un moyen pour le bien-être de l’esprit. 
Cela suggère, d’une part, que l’on adopte le dualisme 
cartésien distinguant la matière et l’esprit, et, de l’autre, 
que certaines des questions les plus importantes en bioé-

thique peuvent être considérées comme des aspects 
problématiques de cette position. En arguant que le dua-
lisme cartésien est intrinsèquement incompatible et en 
contradiction avec la doctrine chrétienne de la création 
et de l’incarnation, l’article suggère que l’éthique chré-
tienne doit maintenir une position critique face à la bio-
technologie moderne, à la fois dans l’intérêt de l’intégrité 
de la communauté chrétienne et de la rationalité de la 
société humaine.

1. Introduction
As technologies develop, they confront us with 
new and sometimes difficult ethical challenges.1 
Modern medicine is no exception to this rule; on 
the contrary, some of the more thorny issues in 
today’s ethical debates are created by recent devel-
opments in biotechnology. Which are these issues, 

and why are they considered as ethical challenges? 
One would expect work towards improvement of 
the health of humans to be as close as possible to 
an undisputed good, irrespective of one’s world-
view and ethical persuasion, but this is obviously 
not the case. Why not? What causes the trouble, 
and how should ethics which takes the Christian 

* * * * * * * *
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technologies (ART) copy nature by making use 
of genetic material from both father and mother, 
but still manipulate the process in various ways. 
Among the less invading technologies is artificial 
insemination, where sperm from the father is arti-
ficially inserted into the uterus of the mother. In 
vitro fertilisation (IVF) takes eggs from the body 
of the mother and lets fertilisation take place in a 
Petri dish, after which one or more of the ferti-
lised eggs are returned to the uterus for normal 
development. These technologies may be modi-
fied through gamete donation, where either sperm 
or egg comes from another person than the couple 
who are supposed to care for the child. Sperm 
donation through artificial insemination is a tech-
nology which has been in use since the end of the 
nineteenth century; the development of IVF has 
made even egg donation possible. This introduces 
the added complication of surrogacy, which is 
the bearing of the child by another woman than 
the one who is to be the social mother; the egg, 
depending on the problem that has caused the 
surrogacy in the first place, may then come from 
the social mother (who then is also the biological, 
but not the child-bearing mother) or from a third 
woman.

Embryos created through IVF may be tested for 
genetic quality before being placed in the uterus. 
This technology, which is called pre-implantation 
genetic diagnosis (PGD), can be used to eliminate 
unwanted embryos, which in this case may be 
embryos with a genetic disease, or embryos with 
unwanted characteristics like the wrong gender. 
The technology may also be used for the creation 
of so-called designer babies, which are children 
who have particularly good genes in some area or 
another, and for the creation of so-called saviour 
siblings: children produced for the sake of provid-
ing cells wanted for the treatment of siblings with 
a hereditary disease. The ability to control the 
reproduction process which is achieved through 
the combination of IVF and PGD thus represents 
one of the more obvious ethical challenges created 
by modern biotechnology.

Genetic diseases can also be treated by manip-
ulating the genes in the adult individual directly. 
In so-called somatic cell therapy, this is done in 
a way that does not involve permanent change in 
the DNA of the person who is treated in this way; 
the change thus dies with the patient. This differs 
from germ call therapy, where one tries to eradi-
cate hereditary diseases, or to enhance the human 
genome, by permanently changing the genes as 

faith as its basic point of orientation respond to 
these challenges?

In this article, I will approach these issues in 
the following way. First, I will give an overview 
of recent developments in biotechnology that 
have received the attention of ethicists. Then I 
will investigate how far this aspect of modern 
medicine can be said to be conceived within the 
framework of a specific worldview, and, if that is 
the case, whether this worldview has implications 
which are problematic from an ethical point of 
view. Finally, I will reflect on these issues from a 
Christian point of view. Will the answers given by 
Christian ethics tend to be different from those 
provided by the society at large? Should Christian 
communities thus consider themselves as a kind of 
counterculture in opposition to the attractions of 
modern technology? Or should we, in relation to 
these issues, rather strive for consensus across reli-
gious and cultural boundaries? 

2. Biotechnology and the health of 
humans2

Abortion can hardly be counted among the recent 
challenges. However, the development of prena-
tal screening technologies, which enable parents 
to decide if they want to let the baby be born 
on the basis of what they know about its gender 
and health prospects early in the pregnancy, has 
undoubtedly placed the whole issue in a new light. 
It is one thing to decide not to have the child on 
the basis of an evaluation of the life situation of 
the mother, and, in some cases, also the father; 
different issues are raised by making that decision 
because of wanted or unwanted features of the 
child.

But foetuses are not only disposed of, they 
may also be tailor-made. One way of doing that 
is somatic cell nuclear transfer (SCNT) or clon-
ing. This technology, which is used to create an 
embryo that is genetically identical to the person 
from whom the cell nucleus is taken, can be used 
for two purposes: 1) therapeutic cloning, which 
produces embryos for the sake of research or 
treatment, after which the embryos are destroyed; 
2) reproductive cloning, which aims at actually 
producing children. Reproductive cloning has 
successfully been done with mammals, the sheep 
Dolly having being produced in this way already 
in 1996. Cloning of humans is, however, illegal 
in most countries, and there are no known cases.

Different from cloning, artificial reproduction 
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tially human and its physical manifestations in a 
way that allows the latter to be treated as a means 
to the well-being of the former. Neither abor-
tion, prenatal diagnosis, ART nor PGD would 
work without the ability to distinguish between 
the creation of the embryo and the formation of 
the human being.5 This distinction is strengthened 
by the possibility of gene manipulation, and com-
pleted when one, like some transhumanists, speaks 
of the ability of (endlessly?) prolonging human 
existence by means of brain uploading or artificial 
intelligence.

This seems to suggest that modern biotech-
nology, like modern science in general, is heavily 
dependent on Cartesian mind – matter dualism, 
according to which there is a strict distinction 
between thought and matter to the extent that the 
latter has no inherent value apart from being used 
by human intelligence for the sake of understand-
ing and manipulating it to improve our life con-
ditions.6 This assumption has undoubtedly paved 
the way for the exploration, and thus the cure, of 
human disease in an unprecedented way. At the 
same time, this approach creates some disturbing 
questions. What constitutes the human subject 
if the body is reduced to an instrument which is 
not part of the essential human who supposedly 
enjoys the fruits of the improvement of its condi-
tion? What exactly is the norm of human dignity if 
the materiality of the human is reduced to a tool 
for the experience of disembodied satisfaction? 
Might this reduction of the human to its ability 
to think and feel, which arguably is the essence of 
the anthropology of modernity, even influence the 
way one thinks about and acts in relation to other 
human beings? Can a human who is conceived as 
disembodied intelligence actually love its neigh-
bour? 

During the twentieth century, asking precisely 
these questions, voices from different backgrounds 
have become quite critical of the way in which we 
allow ourselves to manipulate the givenness of the 
natural. Among the earlier representatives of this 
criticism was C.S. Lewis, who in his 1943 essay 
‘The Abolition of Man’ criticised modernity’s 
one-sided focus on the mathematical relation-
ship between facts, which in Lewis’ view entails 
precisely the implication that nature has no value 
apart from its being an object for humans exercis-
ing their power over it. But power is not some-
thing humans always exercise in ways that are just 
and righteous; hence Lewis’s well-known state-
ment that ‘what we call Man’s power over Nature 

transmitted to later generations. The ethical issues 
involved are obviously much more serious in the 
latter case. Common to the technologies are, 
however, the questions of what counts as enhance-
ment, and who are to give the answer to that ques-
tion. We probably all agree that the eradication of 
hereditary disease is a commendable goal. But 
what about the creation of stronger, more intel-
ligent and creative humans? Is that necessarily an 
undisputed good? Is there an ethically relevant dif-
ference between treatment and enhancement, and 
if so, where is the line to be drawn, and by whom?

Making our lives healthier and happier may not 
always involve genetic therapy, though. Much of 
the work is still done through technologies that 
have been in use for many years: Pain killers, mood 
and cognition enhancers, drugs that improve per-
formance in sports or other activities, treatment for 
various kinds of developmental problems. These 
technologies are obviously less invading than (per-
manent) changes to the human DNA; still, they 
raise similar ethical challenges: Which means are 
acceptable for which goals, and who are eventually 
to give the answers to questions like these?

However, we do not only expect to have health-
ier and happier lives; due to the development of 
modern medicine, we also expect to have longer 
lives than previous generations.3 Does this devel-
opment in the direction of the longer and healthier 
have any kind of inherent limit, or could it go on 
until we have conquered death altogether? Some 
scientists and their supporters, who often identify 
themselves as transhumanists, seem to think that 
this goal might not be as far-fetched as it has usu-
ally appeared to be; the possibility of controlling 
the human DNA created by ART, better control 
of the biochemistry involved in aging, the use of 
nanotechnology to keep cells in good shape, and 
the combination of computer technology and 
biotechnology may open possibilities we still do 
not quite understand.4 The day may therefore not 
be far off when we actually have to take even this 
problem seriously: Is the very long, possibly even 
unending, healthy life the goal we want to achieve? 
Which means are necessary for taking us there, and 
do we accept the costs, ethical and others, associ-
ated with these means? 

3. Mind – matter dualism and its ethical 
implications

Modern biotechnology seems to presuppose that 
it has the ability to distinguish between the essen-
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entific endeavour may take us, the only responsi-
ble option is always to consider the worst possible 
implications of our actions. Informed by his stud-
ies of ancient and modern Gnosticism, which 
was also an important source and inspiration for 
Voegelin’s research, Jonas was highly critical of the 
implications of what he saw as the modern infatua-
tion with technology, and suggested the following 
modification of Kant’s categorical imperative: ‘Act 
so that the effects of your action are compatible 
with the permanence of genuine human life.’10

3.2 The problem of transhumanism
The defenders of the idea of human enhancement 
through ART and PGD are aware that their views 
on this subject place them in the ideological vicin-
ity of the eugenics which were employed by the 
Nazis and others in the first half of the twentieth 
century. While admitting that control of the repro-
duction process is essential for realising the goal 
of enhancing human health and happiness, and 
arguing that society therefore has an obligation 
‘to subsidise the birth of healthy children’, they 
still assert that they differ from earlier representa-
tives of this kind of eugenics by thinking that the 
birth of the not so healthy should not be made 
straightforwardly illegal. This is the position of the 
organisation Humanity+,11 which brings together 
the supporters of the ideology called transhuman-
ism or posthumanism.

Others are not convinced that the difference 
is significant. Jürgen Habermas has been particu-
larly critical of the dangers inherent in assisted 
reproduction and pre-implantation diagnosis.12 
To see the production of designer babies as ‘lib-
eral eugenics regulated by supply and demand’13 
he considers a contradiction; as he sees it, one 
simply cannot mention eugenics and liberalism 
in the same context. For Habermas, liberalism is 
founded on the principle of equal opportunities 
and it is therefore incompatible with making deci-
sions on behalf of future generations as implied in 
genetic engineering.14 In his view, human dignity 
can only be upheld through upholding reciproc-
ity in all morally relevant discussions;15 modern 
biology thus threatens the idea of the human as 
understood in classical liberal thought by nullify-
ing the possibility of informed consent as far as 
future generations are concerned.16 The very idea 
of permanently changing the understanding of 
what it is to be human introduces an asymmetry 
in our relationship with our descendants which is 
incompatible with the idea of human dignity on 

turns out to be a power exercised by some men 
over other men with Nature as its instrument.’ 
When Lewis then anticipates, on the basis of what 
he knows of the ideology of scientific progress, 
what he calls the final stage in ‘Man’s conquest 
of nature’, his essay reads like a summary of the 
contemporary issues in bioethics. ‘This final stage 
is come’, he writes, ‘when Man by eugenics, by 
pre-natal conditioning, and by an education and 
propaganda based on a perfect applied psychology, 
has obtained full control over himself.’7 The situ-
ation will then be different from any other situa-
tion experienced in the history of humankind. Not 
only will the ability of the select few to control the 
many have been greatly increased, the rulers (who 
Lewis calls the Conditioners) will ‘have sacrificed 
their own share in traditional humanity in order 
to devote themselves to the task of deciding what 
“Humanity” shall henceforth mean’. In Lewis’ 
view, the understanding of human dignity as a uni-
versal value is not compatible with assigning to a 
select few the decision about what constitutes the 
essentially human.

3.1 The Gnosticism of modernity
After World War II, arguments along these lines 
have for obvious reasons tended to be used by 
Germans in particular. According to the histo-
rian and philosopher Eric Voegelin, modernity’s 
Cartesian dualism implies a sense of alienation 
from the world that is supposed to be overcome 
through science and social action.8 For Voegelin, 
modernity is essentially a religious movement 
whose main characteristics he gathers under the 
label of Gnosticism. As its Messianic figures he 
mentions the nineteenth century prophets Hegel, 
Marx and Nietzsche. The fulfilment, however, 
of the Gnostic religiosity of modernity Voegelin 
finds in the totalitarian ideologies of Nazism and 
Communism, whose adherents proclaim that 
the fact that they have discovered the scientific 
solution to the ills of the world entitles them to 
dominion over those who have not been so fortu-
nate. This belief in the transformation of the world 
for a better future, which is also typical of all kinds 
of millennialism, Voegelin calls the immanentising 
of the eschaton,9 and it leads naturally to the lead-
ership being entrusted to the informed elite, i.e. 
the Übermensch.

In his book Das Prinzip Verantwortung (‘The 
Imperative of Responsibility’, German origi-
nal 1979) the German philosopher Hans Jonas 
argued that, since we do not know where the sci-
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eventually will count as the essentially human is 
left for the scientists to decide. Is this actually 
where we want to go?

Added to this is the problem of the allocation 
of resources for medical research. Given the lack 
of money needed for the treatment of fairly basic 
medical issues in large parts of the world, is the 
prioritising of research for the sake of prolonging 
the lives of the healthiest part of the world popula-
tion a reasonable decision? Is not even this deci-
sion unduly determined by the fact that science 
is governed by the worldview of the more or less 
secularized Western world? Would not even a fairly 
basic consideration of issues of justice and equal-
ity in a global perspective suggest that we should 
rather go elsewhere for our scientific ideals?

4. The Christian worldview and mind – 
matter dualism

To the Christian worldview, Cartesian mind – 
matter dualism is highly problematic. For one 
thing, it is hardly consistent on its own terms, 
subscribing to the idea of human equality while in 
fact leaving the decision of what it is to be human 
to the powerful and the intelligent. In addition, 
it is obviously at variance with the doctrines of 
creation and incarnation as commonly received in 
Christian theology. According to the doctrine of 
creation, humans are at home in the world as it is, 
and are therefore not dependent on technological 
manipulation to overcome their feeling of aliena-
tion. Even as sinners humans are supposed to be 
able to fulfil God’s charge of becoming the lords 
of creation without destroying it. The Gnosticism 
of modernity, which has shown itself so clearly 
through the abuse of nature which has landed us 
in the problems of pollution and climate change, 
and which increasingly shows itself in the libera-
tion from the naturally human as implied in ART, 
is therefore something Christian theology should 
meet with consistent critique. This critical attitude 
is strengthened by the story of the incarnation, 
which emphatically confirms the value of human 
nature in its physical manifestation through its 
being selected as the arena for the revelation of 
the divine.

Living in a world tainted with evil, sin and death, 
work for the improvement of the human situation 
clearly is not the problem. On the contrary, this 
should, and has always been, considered as an 
important aspect of the basic Christian command-
ment of loving one’s neighbour. Christian ethics 

which the modern liberal project is founded. In 
this respect, Habermas essentially agrees with C.S. 
Lewis.

In North America, the Jewish ethicist and physi-
cian Leon Kass has also argued that human cloning 
and technological life extension are incompatible 
with the ideals of liberal humanism. Kass main-
tains that extending human life beyond its natural 
limit is not an undisputed good; on the contrary, 
life as we know it is dependent on having a limit 
for inducing in us the kind of responsibility that is 
necessary for realising the truly human.17 An even 
more influential opponent of the transhumanist 
idea of human enhancement by means of technol-
ogy is Francis Fukuyama.18 In his well-known work 
The End of History and the Last Man (1992) he 
argued that liberal democracy and Western market 
economy represent the best possible models for 
human societies; with the end of the Cold War, 
the time of battles between competing ideolo-
gies was over. The problem that now confronts us 
is the problem of controlling technology. In his 
view, the idea of technological enhancement of 
humans is therefore the one outcome of the lib-
eral democracy that may contain the seeds of its 
undoing. In Our Posthuman Future: Consequences 
of the Biotechnology Revolution (2002) Fukuyama 
therefore argues that biotechnology endangers 
the liberal project by possibly introducing altera-
tions to the human nature that entail new forms of 
inequality.19 In the long run, the victory of liberal 
democracy is therefore dependent on the end of 
science and technology as we know them today.

The transhumanists’ rejection of Fukuyama’s 
critique is explicitly based on the view that there 
is no human essence; we are therefore free to 
go where technology takes us.20 The idea of 
unrestricted human development is thus clearly 
dependent on a strict separation between fact and 
value that will not let the world or any part of it 
– including humans – retain any inherent value 
which is not open to change by means of human 
(or artificial) intelligence. We are free to go where 
we want to go to the extent that it is, or will ever 
be, technologically possible.

Not all proponents of SCNT, ART and PGD 
subscribe to the ideology of transhumanism. Still, 
it is difficult to avoid the conclusion that in so far 
as we actually allow ourselves to control human 
reproduction to the extent that we permanently 
change the human genome, we reduce the value 
of the naturally given to raw material for human 
manipulation, the outcome of which is that what 
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dependent on the suppression of all others; it is 
therefore hardly a coincidence that the inherent 
millennialism of modernity so easily lends itself 
to totalitarian ideologies. For this reason, it is an 
important task of Christian ethics to ‘witness to 
the freeing of the world from salvific pretensions 
in order that it may embrace its proper temporal-
ity’.26

5. Christian ethics and the problems  
of ART

How should we then handle the concrete chal-
lenges of modern biotechnology in general and 
ART in particular? On the one hand, both the 
development and the application of many of the 
artificial reproduction technologies require an 
extensive use of human embryos later to be dis-
carded, and thus presuppose a fairly liberal atti-
tude toward the problem of abortion, which is 
at variance with a Christian understanding of the 
dignity of the human embryo. On the other hand 
this technology certainly represents an attractive 
possibility of solving both the problem of child-
lessness and the problem of hereditary disease. At 
the same time, however, this particular technology 
clearly plays into the idea of freeing the conception 
of children from the constraints of ordinary sexual 
activity as a means of controlling the process and 
its outcome. If one does not want to lend sup-
port to the project of realising a disembodied and 
immanentist eschatology, are artificial reproduc-
tion technologies at all acceptable? The answer of 
the Roman-Catholic Church is a rather emphatic 
‘no’,27 and while not all Protestants may find this 
answer immediately convincing, it is at least con-
sistent in a way most of the alternatives are not.

In addition to the problems related to all 
kinds of ART, gamete (cell) donation severs the 
link between biology and family and thus clearly 
presupposes an instrumental view of nature. 
Admittedly, this link is already severed in many 
cases through adoption. It is, however, one thing 
to do one’s best in a difficult situation; it is some-
thing quite different to create it wilfully in the first 
place. This problem is exacerbated through surro-
gacy, which often also has the uncomfortable side-
effect that women in the poorer parts of the world 
bear the children of the rich and affluent.

The problem of having children tailor-made 
through PGD is also deeply problematic for a 
number of additional reasons. Children are usually 
loved unconditionally by their parents; how will it 

even agree with the transhumanists in maintaining 
that illness and death are problems that eventu-
ally will be solved. Rather than seeing enhance-
ment of the human condition as a problem, as 
critics of modern biotechnology like Habermas, 
Kass and Fukuyama tend to do, the idea of human 
improvement beyond what is known today is built 
into the very core of the Christian hope; the New 
Testament explicitly states that ‘it is not yet made 
manifest what we shall be’.21 The idea of improv-
ing the human condition even to the extent of 
conquering death is therefore not a problem for 
Christian ethics.

In two ways, however, the Christian vision for 
human improvement differs from the one main-
tained by biotechnology. In the first place, the 
Christian idea of improvement does not entail 
liberation from embodiment. On the contrary, 
and consistent with faith in an incarnated Saviour, 
embodiment is essential even in Christian eschatol-
ogy.22 For Christians, the human body in its frailty 
and perishability is not ‘a flawed piece of engineer-
ing’;23 it is an area of divine creativity and revela-
tion that will be maintained even in the eschaton, 
which thus is seen as embodiment without illness 
and frailty. In the second place, this improvement 
is not for humans to achieve on their own; it is to 
be expected as a gift in exactly the same way as 
the world we experience today is to be received 
as a gift.24 In so far as it takes its core doctrines 
of creation and incarnation seriously, Christianity 
is therefore neither Gnostic (seeking liberation 
from embodiment) nor millennialist (realising the 
eschaton on one’s own), while Cartesian mind – 
matter dualism tends to be both.

Christianity thus basically thinks of illness as 
a solvable problem and it has no interest in pre-
serving the vestiges of frailty and death for the 
sake of maintaining the truly human. A Christian 
worldview will, however, be deeply sceptical of 
the idea that humans on their own will be able 
to provide the final solution; from a Christian 
point of view, this is essentially a reassertion of ‘the 
Pelagian heresy of perfectibility.’25 The reason for 
this scepticism is that the attempt at doing so must 
presuppose the ability of humans to transcend 
embodiment for the sake of penetrating the world 
by means of their own intelligence, and this is a 
position that is both philosophically problematic 
and at variance with the Christian doctrines of 
creation and incarnation. In addition, it is easily 
misused by people who merely pretend to know 
and who for the maintenance of their position are 
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century. Still, I think there can hardly be any doubt 
that these technologies will be used. The com-
bined interests of capitalism looking for a potential 
market and humans wanting to make use of the 
full potential of advanced technology are hardly 
resistible in the long run. The undisputable advan-
tage of ART is its potential for curing hereditary 
disease. In principle, it is something quite different 
to use PGD for the sake of promoting excellence. 
In practice, however, the line will sometimes be 
vague, and it is improbable that we will have one 
completely without the other.

If this is the situation, what should Christian 
ethics aim for? Should it limit itself to catering 
for the Christian minority and concentrate on 
maintaining its integrity in an increasingly hos-
tile world? Or should it also be a critical voice in 
the public debate, fighting for the integrity and 
dignity of the human embryo and the biologi-
cally given, even if nobody will listen? According 
to the Christian faith, the Christian position is a 
reasonable position; its corroboration by more 
or less secular liberals without a clear Christian 
allegiance is at least a partial confirmation of this 
principle. Christian ethics can then hardly allow 
itself to care for the Christian minority alone; it 
must, for the sake of its own consistency, aim for 
universality and address all potentially reasonable 
humans, which are all humans, irrespective of 
ideological and religious persuasion. It will never 
meet universal acceptance and will always remain 
highly disputed, but, as long as the idea of human 
equality is considered an idea worth fighting for, 
so will the unlimited application of the possibilities 
of modern biotechnology. Through this quandary 
we will have to find our way forward.

6 Conclusions
Science has succeeded in giving us both consid-
erably longer and considerably healthier lives; for 
this we should be forever grateful. Still, modern 
biotechnology is tainted by its dependence on 
Cartesian mind – matter dualism to the extent that 
some of its implications point in the direction of 
the Gnostic and the irrational. Nevertheless, its 
apparent success and the powerful positions of its 
adherents make it likely that its findings will be 
both used and further developed. In this situa-
tion, Christian ethics should aim at maintaining 
the consistent and the rational both for the sake of 
the integrity of the Christian community and for 
the sake of preserving the rationality of society to 

influence the parent-child relationship if the chil-
dren instead are loved for their being made just 
so? How will it influence the liberation process 
through which all children find their own identity 
if they know that their own identity is in fact not 
their own, but something their parents chose for 
them? And what about the relation between the 
society-at-large and the children made through 
PGD for the sake of bodily, artistic and/or mental 
excellence? Will they be allowed to excel while the 
rest of world sits back and applauds? Or will they 
find themselves being discriminated against by the 
not-so-excellent who fear for their positions? This 
is Habermas’ asymmetry problem brought down 
to the level of the practical and the concrete. Not 
all humans will have their genes improved simulta-
neously. This thus adds to the human potential for 
conflict a new difference which we have no experi-
ence in handling. Could there be any good reasons 
at all for doing such a thing?

Technologies for having longer and healthier 
lives are considerably less problematic as long as 
one maintains an understanding of the human 
body in its frailty as an object of both cure and 
care, not a problem to be left behind.28 The aspi-
ration of developing technologies for conquer-
ing death has, however, obvious eschatological 
implications that hardly seem compatible with the 
‘embrace’ of our ‘proper temporality’.29 This idea 
comes in two variations, considering the conquest 
of death as either dependent on techniques focus-
sing on the material (technological enhancements 
of the human body) or on the mental (uploading 
of brain content to a more durable medium, thus 
presupposing that the contents of our minds are 
reducible to digital patterns with an exact physi-
cal representation).30 Particularly in its latter form, 
this project transforms mind – matter dualism into 
a doctrine of material reductionism that seems 
strangely inconsistent; if all mental processes are 
reducible to their physical representation, the very 
concept of truth, upon which all science including 
biotechnology builds, dissolves. In this particular 
area of research, then, the disembodied eschatol-
ogy of the modern Gnostic appears as a mere con-
tradiction.

The idea of human equality as understood 
both by secular liberalism and the Christian faith 
thus tells us to be extremely careful in relation to 
modern biotechnology, in particular as far as ART 
is concerned, and this attitude is reinforced by 
what we have learned from the eugenics experi-
ments performed in the first half of the twentieth 
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