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Chapter Seven—Genetics, Christians, and the Public Debate

“Time and again, particularly in the past thirty years, the United States has repeated a cycle. . . . Quite unexpect-
edly, or at least seemingly so to those who do not follow scientific developments, scientists announce a discovery.
The media covers the story, albeit with as much sensationalism as possible. The public then responds to the
announcement with surprise and consternation. A few ethicists and official religious bodies formulate positions,
but often well after the controversy has passed. Eventually, most people cautiously accept the new technology,
some because there seemingly is no choice and others because they overcome their initial negative reaction.

“[There are] . . . many such instances of this cycle of discovery, reaction, and cautious acceptance. Artificial
insemination by donor, considered to be a form of adultery fifty years ago, has become a widely accepted practice
in the treatment of infertility. Prenatal diagnosis (introduced in the late 1960s) and in vitro fertilization (first available
in 1978) similarly evoked consternation and then general acceptance. When recombinant DNA research was
initiated, scientists, as well as the public, had concerns about safety and the unintended release of genetically

altered organisms into the environment.”

Introduction

Does the cycle noted above indicate that our society will reluctantlg, but relatively quickly, accept every
u

biotech innovation that comes along? Will our culture in the near

ture practice all conceivable forms of

genetic testing, l§enetic medicine, genetically modified farming, and human cloning? Could our society

instead debate t

ese matters and say “INo” to a specific application of a technology? Could these debates

include moral and religious concerns? Should the church as an institution be involved in these public

conversations?

To effectively answer “yes” to any of these questions, Christians must think through how to call for and
how to take part in a meaningful public discussion. There are several means for such activity. One signifi-
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cant avenue mvolves individual Christians, on the basis of their faith and knowledge, speaking out on the
public questions that are just below the surface in many of the %enetlc developments explored in this

study guide. Another way invites the congreig_lation to take aro

e in education and moral deliberation on

genetic issues. The most public way for the church as an institution to be involved is as a participant in

Public Theology

For purposes of this guide, may be defined as the
intentional effort of the church as an institution to
engage, influence, support, or criticize the social or-
der from its specifically religious convictions.

social and legal debates. This chapter deals with each
of these means and gives special attention to how
the church practices what is often called pubiic
theology (see sidebar). This attention is warranted
because the church’s involvement in such debate
must be carefully thought through if it is to be
effective and faithful. Nevertheless, the underlying
concern of this chapter is how Christians under-
stand their involvement in the social order and in
public debates about genetics.

We will concentrate first on characteristics of our

society that effect the nature of public discussion about genetics. The prime concerns include the plural-
ism and secularity of contemporary society and the increasing dependence of science and technology upon

the dictates of the market.

e then explore how Lutherans understand the relation of Christian faith to

society, especially through the teaching of the 7o &ingdoms. Several key questions guide these explora-
tions. Are there distinctive contributions that faith-based voices (individual, activist groups, and religious
institutions) can make to a social debate about genetic topics? In what ways can Christians as citizens

GENETICS!

we. Where Do We Stand as Christians?

speak with explicit Christian convictions in the public arena? On what grounds should a church institu-
" tion participate in public conversations? How is it actually to be done?
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Personal Experience and Values

The conversation regarding Eenetic developments involves, at some point, the regulation of genetic devel-
opments via legislation. Such regulations affect both business and individual choice. Consider then: How
much and what kind of regulation should government exercise over the ways biotech businesses operate? What
are the criteria to justify government regulation? Should the market be largely unregulated in order to
encourage the development of whatever genetic related goods and services citizens may want?

The second issue concerns the nature and legitimacy of religious institutions adopting official stances on
public policy and, in addition, advocating for specific pieces of legislation. Should the church officially
support or advocate for specific kinds of legislation? What are the criteria to justify doing so? What kinds of
legislation? Should the church take a public position only via formal statements, or should they also
devote resources to legislative advocacy?

Gathering Input

The Character of Society Today

Church and Society
Many people point to the disestablishment of religious organizations in the First Amendment of the Bill of
Rights as a prohibition to the church’s involvement in the “public square.” This clause is often summa-
rized by the term separation of church and state and often interpreted to mean that all religious thinking
should%e excluded from public debates. Yet, the legislation authorizing the Human Genome Project
HGP) explicitly provides 3 percent of its budget for the formation of a task group to consider the Ethical,
egal, and Social Implications (ELSI) of genetic developments. ELSI, in turn, has intentionally invited
religious thinkers to contribute ex hc1tlff religious reflection. Other invitations for such input at public
hearings on cloning, for instance, have also occurred. Some believe that these signs indicate a renewed
public desire for religious wisdom to be brought to bear on the difficult questions posed by genetic knowl-
edge and power. If so, this clearly encourages religious voices to enter the public debate.

Contemporary Culture

Other characteristics of the contemporary situation, on the other hand, create special challenges for
Christians who seek to contribute to a public debate. Pluralisi is the term given to one of these chal-
lenges. For our purposes pluralism indicates that a dizzying number of quite distinct, even contradictory,
religious and philosophical traditions now contribute to shaping the general course of society. Christian
churches are not the only religious presence in society. Indeed, the once dominant Christian mainline
denominations have become one voice alongside many others. For example, Muslims in the United States
now outnumber the two and a half million members of the Episcopalian church. Any successtul involve-
ment by Christians in public debate on genetic developments will have to take this plurality into account.
Contemporary society is often described also as secular or humanistic. The exact meaning of these terms
are debated, but they at least mean that our society has a #his-nor/d orientation. Religious values and
concerns do not carry the authority they once did.

Given these characteristics in U.S. society, how can faith-based voices hope to influence such a diverse and
often nonreligious set of beliefs and assumptions? Since Christian talk is explicitly theological, on what
basis can the church speak to those who share a different starting point? To oversimplify for the sake of
clarifying a point: If a Christian wanted to argue that the Bible forbids tinkering with nature b]%/ inserting
genes from one species into another, why should a nonreligious scientist find this persuasive? Each reli-
gious tradition can certainly influence its own members, but many in our society reject any religiously
oriented reasoning as an imposition upon their actions or beliefs. While the relation of Christians to the
public order has always been challenging, it is even more complex today.

Science and Society _ _ ‘ )
The changing relationship of science and technology to society during the last two decades also dramati-
cally complicates public debate about the uses of genetic knowledge. Notable science projects of the past
(the space program, for 1nstancef were run via centralized bureaucratic structures and depended solely on
public funding. Any debate could be directed toward the legislative decisions and government funding that
authorized these projects. The Human Genome Project and other government-funded genetic research are % _Ejl'q.'.:a
dispersed, even decentralized, efforts that involve a mix of public and private finance. Contemporary 1""’_:1.}
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scientific research, on the whole, increasingly depends on Wall Street financing and owes increasing
allegiance to the specialized public of venture capitalists and shareholders. (These complexities are evident
in this guide’s discussion of patents or genetically modified organisms.) Such allegiance alters the nature
and, arguably, the effectiveness of regulatory oversight.

In considering public policy, three additional observations about genetic developments seem important to
note. First, the uncertainty regarding which and how com]ieting moral points of view ought to she%pe

ublic policy is an uncertainty shared by man{{ of good will, both inside and outside the world of faith.
}S)econdf) it is a fact of life that public policy seeks the least offensive position to the most people. This is a
result of seeking a majority opinion 1n a pluralistic world. Finally, the speed at which developments occur
means that the public policy of today will likely need frequent review.

All of these social realities must be factored into any effort to bring religious voices to bear in the public
square. Clearly, this is a complex and challenging task. Nevertheless, many believe that an extended public
conversation about genetic developments is urgently needed in order to develop policy that upholds
society’s best interests and forcefuﬁy ursues justice. Many voices, faith-based and otherwise, urge Chris-
tians and the church to take such a role in this debate for the sake of the common good.

Theological Considerations

“Faithful participation in society is integral and vital to the mission of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in
America. We as individual members and as a corporate body live out our Christian faith in encounter
with the concerns that shape life in God’s creation.”® So reads the opening lines of the ELCA document
that guides its policies and procedures for addressing social concerns. The genetics’ revolution is clearly
one of those concerns. How Christians live out their faith in society is the subject of this section.

Twofold Rule of God

The teaching that undergirds the Lutheran understanding of the Christian relationship to society is tradi-
tionally called the two kingdoms, or better expressed for today, the #wofo/d rule of God. The biblical idea
that Christian live in two ages—the old one represented by Adam and the new one begun by Christ (Romans
5), undergirds the two kingdom doctrine that is found in the Lutheran Confessions of the sixteenth cen-
tury. The fundamental point is that Christians, as sinful and redeemed people, simultaneously live under

God’s rule of law and gospel.

The doctrine of the twofold rule provides a way for Lutherans to affirm human society as a place of God’s
activity and to accept responsibility for it. God works through government, commerce, and other social
institutions to establish order and justice. God works, also, tiough the gospel to create faith. God is
equally at work in both realms, even though two different ways are necessitated by the presence of sin.
Tcile force of law is necessary to establish peace and order in the social realm. The persuasion of love rules
in Christ’s realm, a realm begun in the church.

Lutheran ethicists today continue to debate the truth and value of the two kingdoms teaching.’ This
teaching has often been interpreted, mistakenly, to encourage a compartmenta%ized thinking that identifies
God’s work with religious concerns and excludes God from the public realm. This clearly happened in
Nazi Germany where the two kingdoms doctrine was interpreted so as to create an impenetreﬁﬁe border
between the political activity of the state and spiritual activity. Sometimes even today the idea of the two

realms is wrongly identified with the idea that the church should not attempt to speak on public matters.

Other theologians suggest that the teaching should be understood as a kind of interpretive device. They
suﬁgest that tl%e twofold rule of God helps designate the important differences between the areas of life
where law dominates and the realm where the gospel is to rule. In this view the point of the doctrine is
that “On the basis of a vision of the ﬁood life Edgerived from Christ], the church must show how society
may be better. But it is not for the church to be a legislator for society: that is a task for politicians, for the
worldly kinEdom not the spiritual one. What is a relevant task for the church is to criticize laws and
politics.” The witness of the church in society is to flow from its identity as a community graced by the
gospel and empowered thereby to serve in love and to seek justice. In both realms, then, Christians as
Christians are called to be active, but in different ways. This understanding of the twofold rule creates a
foundation for entering into public debates about genetic developments, especially when genetic develop-

" ments threaten the poorest in our society or bulldoze principles of equality and tﬁe common good. On
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the other hand, the teaching reminds Christians that they too are still part of a fallen humanity. The
Christian and the institutional church should be modest when moving into the realm of politics, even

though that move is inherently part of Christian mission.

Three Convictions

The following three convictions, elaborated in the ELCA’s Social Statement on Church in Society, expand
on the idea of what the mwfold rule of God means for contemporary Christians.’

Baptismal 1Vocation

As mentioned above, Christ’s Body is active daily in society through its members as they serve their
neighbors. This includes being wise and active citizens who participate in voluntary associations and
movements, including prophetic groups that challenge particular immoral or unjust practices. Thus,
Christian efforts to serve the neighbor could lead to being a biotech scientist or to being a member of a
citizen watchdog organization. Either or both(!) should be a matter of prayerful discernment.

Community of Moral Deliberation

Christians will disagree, sometimes passionately, on
the kind of responses that should be made to genetic
questions. Yet, Christian unity is founded on Christ
and the common convictions of faith, not on moral
agreement. Christians are free to celebrate diversity
and are called to deliberate together on the chal-
lenges faced in the world. This will undoubtedly be
the case with genetic issues. In those deliberations,
though, scriptural convictions about God’s concern
for the powerless will emphasize special attention to
those harmed by practices related to genetics. In
these ways, the Church and its members will seek to
“discern what is the will of God—what is good and
acceptable and perfect.” (Romans 12.2)

Institutional Responsibility

The ELCA as an institution is to serve God and
neighbor also in the life and work of its institutions.
It is to do so, recognizing that God works through
everyday social structures like family and govern-
ment. In relation to governmental structures, the
church is to respect government’s God-given integ-
rity and the tasks given to governing authorities.
Yet, the church is expected likewise to hold govern-
ment accountable to God and must ever be on its
guard because sin is present and pervasive. The
relationship between church and state is often
expressed in the phrase institutional separation and
Junctional interaction. This view affirms the consti-
tutional separation of church and state without
abandoning institutional responsibility. The

church’s institutional responsibility includes the pioneerin
lems, while it supports institutions and policies that serve t

Several important characteristics of an effective public
theology for genetics’ issues include:®

Sustained Attention

Public theology initiatives should proceed from a clear
theological base and have a sense of priority within
the church in order to be taken seriously by the wider
society. Sustained attention implies a systematic
education and wide-ranging conversation that is
needed for credibility.

Timeliness

Public theology must ride with the crest of public at-
tention if it is to be effective. This is difficult, though
possible, to coordinate with sustained attention.
Informed and Comprehensible

The church must demonstrate a grasp of the science
and issues at stake. It is especially important that the
logical relation between theological beliefs and pub-
lic conclusions must be evident to non-believer. The
church’s position must demonstrate its relevance for
the common good.

Clarity and Focus

Any effective public theology must have a clear and
specific focus. It must state what it recommends and
why in specific ways that are clear about its justifica-
tion and reasoning.

%lof new ways to address emerging social prob-

e common good.

These affirmations mean that a faith-based involvement in public conversations about genetic questions
will include multiple activities. The means will include offering educational resources, fostering moral

deliberation in co.ngre%
attention to public po
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. [icy. This latter means is the most direct one on t
the ELCA’s social policy and its public advocacy ministry.

ations, providing theologillcal reflection, encouraﬁmlg citizenship, and giving formal
el

st and leads to a discussion of
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Institutional Voice

The most authoritative social policy of the ELCA is expressed in documents called social statements.
They are theological documents in which the church addresses the question: What ought Christians and
the church say and do about a social issue? Such statements are developed through extensive and inclusive
deliberation within the church. They become policy only by a majority vote of the churchwide assembly,
the church’s highest authority. Several current social statements bear indirectly on genetic issues; these
include the social statements on abortion, economic life, creation, race and ethnicity. The social statement
being developed on health care (to be considered at the 2003 assembly) also will touch upon a number of
issues related to medical genetics. A social statement dedicated to genetic developments would be an

additional means to present a public witness.

Social policy resolutions represent a second means of
teachmés and social statement policies of the ELCA.

the EL

blic address, but these rely upon already established
) he most common form is a message, usually adopted by
A Church Council. Recent messages have addressed immigration, suicide prevention, community

violence, and sexuality. Social messages are intended primarily to encourage further discussion and action on
specific current social issues. Thus, they provide a timely and more focused means to address social or political

The ELCA’s Ministry of Advocacy

The Constitution of the ELCA, in proscribing the ways
in which the church will carry out its mission, directs
that it shall “. .. develop programs of ministry and
advocacy to further human dignity, freedom, justice,
and peace in the world.” [4.03.1]

To carry out these mission directions there is estab-
lished within the Division for Church in Society a De-
partment for Advocacy, consisting of the following:
the Lutheran Office for Governmental Affairs which
interacts with Congress, the federal Administration,
and the governments of other nations; the Lutheran
Office for World Community which interacts with the
United Nations; the office for Corporate Social Re-
sponsibility which relates the church’s positions to
the corporate sector; and a number of State Public
Policy Offices which advocate with the various state
legislative and executive branches of government.
These entities work in two directions: 1) Equipping
the grass roots of the church for an advocacy minis-
try; and 2) Speaking the policies and positions of the
ELCA directly to public and private decision makers.

developments. At this writing, there have been no
social policy resolutions related to genetic issues.

The most direct activity in which social statements
are voiced in the political arena occur through the of
the ELCA’s advocacy ministry. The ELCA’s advo-
cacy staff are not typical lobbyists, but rather are
advocates who carry out a range of activities in
addition to speaking with legislators. These activi-
ties include monitoring political developments,
providing education, enabling dialog between
contending parties, and others. Advocacy is con-
cerned especially with speaking out, often in tan-
dem with other faith-based voices, on behalf of the
voiceless. It is important to note that since all advo-
cacy grows out of ELCA teachings and social state-
ments, little advocacy on genetic concerns has
occurred as of this writing.

The question of how faith-based voices could join a
Fublic debate on genetics has required a broader
ook at an understanding of the Christian’s and the
church’s role in society. At this writing, no official
policy on any genetic questions has been adopted by
the ELCA and no advocacy entailed. Yet, being the
church in an age of biological control will require
well-informed church members who have given
careful thought to the kind of issues represented in
this study guide. It may also require the church to raise
its voice about genetic developments. Careful thought
given now to these concerns by individuals, congrega-
tions, and the institutional church will provide invalu-

able preparation when that time comes. Only in this way will the church’s voice be credible. Only in this way
will the church’s faithful participation be possible in the age of biological control.

Deliberation

As an exercise in theological and moral imagination, sketch a social policy message of your own on a
genetic issue. You might select one of the topics explored in other chapters of this study guide. Obvious
topics include genetic testing, glgnetlcqlly engineered foods, or genetic (f'atents. Be imaginative. Don’t

: erstandi

_ worry about perfect wording

:;:ET‘,' £ about this topic.
Foe -J.
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Taking the Conversation with You

The brief exercise above could be developed into a The following suggestions will facilitate this exercise.
more Carefully Worded statement as a means Of They are draWn from the Structure Of ELCA SOCIa|
furthering conversation. Even in simple form, it policy messages.

could then be used in several ways. Use it to start a

conversation by asking others, in your congregation 1) Choose an issue in genetics that you believe Chris-
or at work, to review it and provide feedback. Send tians ought to address at a public policy level.

a copy to the Department for Studies of the Divi-
sion for Church in Society of the ELCA as a means

of letting the institution know the results of your 2) Create alist of key points to address in the resolu-

study. Use it to talk to an ELCA advocate if there s tion, including a statement of the problem.

one in your state. A last possibility is to develop the

ideas into materials for submission as a resolution to 3) List the key theological affirmations that will pro-

asynod assembly. vide the foundation for the message to society. Write

an explanatory sentence or two for each of these

For Further Investigation affirmations.

Chapman, Audrey. Unprecedented Choices: Religions . , .

Ez‘/yz'cpx at the Frmz‘z'e;; of éeﬂem Science. (Fortres% © BEECE @i Wil W, BT [ESRiEne e {2

Press, Minneapolis, 1999). this topic. Specify how_ these recommendations
o ) ) should be pursued. For instance, should these rec-

Elv/;smn Igor Church gl/ﬂs.omft . Lz'w';fg z‘/yle Ilfgz‘f/}ﬂl-' A ommendations become a matter of law or should they
utheran Lerspective on I=1hics. vangelical Lutheran i ive?

Church in Azr)n erica, Chicago, 1999)‘5. simply be argued as morally persuasive?

Evangelical Lutheran Church in America, The 5) Specify the commitments ELCA members and it

Church in Society: A Lutheran Perspective. (1991) congregations should make on this topic. Explain

briefly.
Stumme, John and Robert Tuttle. On Being Chris- el
tians and Citizens: New Lutheran Perspectives on

Church and State (tentative title). (Fortress Press, £ e ST T LiEEE MEEE e e ients £ie fer

Minneapolis, 2001) the sake of the common good. Remember to
’ ' argue in ways that can be understood by a plu-
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