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Begotten Not Made 
A molecular biologist and 
priest on designer babies 

Nicanor Austriaco 

The human genome consists of twenty-three pairs of chromosomes. These forty-six chromo-
somes in turn are made up of six billion chemical DNA units called DNA base pairs. Thus, one can 
visualize a human genome as an encyclopedia of forty-six volumes written with six billion letters. 

Thanks to the discovery of CRISPR (Clustered Regularly Interspaced Short Palindromic Repeats), 
we will conceivably be able to open this genetic encyclopaedia to any page and edit any single 
letter. Shortly after CRISPR’s discovery, a cover story in the Economist imagined a society where 
children are designed so that they are born with perfect pitch, 20/20 vision, no baldness, and 

decreased risk of 
Alzheimer’s, breast 
cancer, and stroke, 

to name just a few editable features. 

What are we to think about the possibility of genetically engineering future generations? As a 
Catholic priest who is also an MIT-trained molecular biologist and a moral theologian, I have 
been privy to many conversations among professional ethicists, biologists, and others that have 
convinced me that the ethical landscape for CRISPR-based technologies can be summarized best 
by considering three distinctions. 

First, there is the distinction between therapeutic and non-therapeutic gene editing. Therapeutic 
interventions delay, prevent, or treat disease and disability. Non-therapeutic interventions, on 
the other hand, seek to promote some good of the individual other than his or her health and 
well-being, often seeking to enhance the person’s access to opportunity, privilege, and power. 
Think here of proposals to design children who are taller, smarter, or more attractive, specifically 
because it will give them an advantage in life over their non-designed peers. 

Secondly, there is the distinction between somatic cell and germline cell gene editing. The for-
mer refers to gene editing of any cells in our body other than our egg or sperm cells, while the 
latter refers to gene editing of these reproductive cells. Significantly, any changes made to the 
genomes of somatic cells would not be heritable, while changes made to eggs and to sperm 
would be handed down to future generations. 

An example of somatic cell gene editing: Sickle cell disease is caused by a single genetic mutation 
in the patient’s genome, actually a single alphabet change from an “A” to a “T,” which causes red 
blood cells to form an abnormal, sickle shape. These sickle cells can clog a patient’s blood ves-
sels, depriving her cells of oxygen, which damages organs, causes severe pain, and often leads to 
premature death. By correcting the mutation in the blood stem cells back to an “A” and reintro-
ducing these corrected blood stem cells into the patient’s bone marrow, physicians could replace 
her diseased sickle cells with normal round blood cells, curing her of this debilitating ailment. 
Notably, however, the patient could still bear children who would suffer from sickle cell disease if 
they inherit her mutated disease gene, precisely because the genome of her germ cells was not 
edited. 

And finally, there is the concept of dignity. I am often asked what it’s like to debate bioethics in a 
pluralistic, post-Christian society. I respond by proposing that most disagreements between faith
-based bioethicists and their secular counterparts stem from a fundamental disagreement about 

the nature of human dignity. 

Secular ethicists tend to believe 
that human dignity is only ex-
trinsic, and can therefore be 

diminished or lost through pain, suffering, or disability. If human dignity can be lost, it follows 
that we should be able to modify ourselves in ways that we believe would either advance or pre-
serve our dignity. This conception of dignity is the ethical justification given by those who believe 

Think here of proposals to design children who are taller, 
smarter, or more attractive. 

 

Secular ethicists tend to believe that human dignity 
is only extrinsic. 
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Masses and Confession 

Sundays: Vigil, 6pm (Saturday), 9.30am, 11am, 5pm  

Croatian Community Mass 6.30pm 

Daily masses 10am and 12.40pm, Saturday 10am only 

-Rosary daily after 10am mass 

Adoration  Blessed Sacrament, Weds 10.30-12.40 

Church Collections Last Week 
1st Collection: €1,135 

2nd Collection: €1,461 (Accord) 
Weekday collections: €216 

THANK YOU 

In Memoriam 
Masses this Weekend 

11am: Cathal and Kathleen Mc Ivor (Anniv)  

                Masses on 23rd /24th February 2019 
6pm: Gerry Walsh                    

11am: Miriam Mc Mahon (Anniv)  

DIG  FOR A DAY 
Love flies, runs, leaps for joy; it is free and unrestrained. Love 

gives all for all, resting in One who is highest above all things, 

from whom every good flows and proceeds. Love does not re-

gard the gifts, but turns to the Giver of all good gifts. Love knows 

no limits, but ardently transcends all bounds. Love feels no bur-

den, takes no account of toil, attempts things beyond its 

strength; love sees nothing as impossible, for it feels able to 

achieve all things. Love therefore does great things; it is strange 

and effective; while he who lacks love faints and fails. 

      -Thomas à Kempis 

Only the obedient believe. If we are to believe, we must obey a 

concrete command. Without this preliminary step of obedience, 

our faith will only be pious humbug, and lead us to the grace 

which is not costly. Everything depends on the first step. It has a 

unique quality of its own. The first step of obedience makes Pe-

ter leave his nets, and later get out of the ship; it calls upon the 

young man to leave his riches. Only this new existence, created 

through obedience, can make faith possible. 

      -  Dietrich Bonhoeffer 

that we should be free to design our children so that our species 
becomes stronger, smarter, more healthy, more attractive, and 
therefore more dignified. In contrast, faith-based ethicists believe 
that human beings have dignity that can never be diminished or 
lost. The Judeo-Christian tradition holds that humans have intrin-
sic dignity, based on the belief that we are made in the image and 
likeness of God. This dignity thus cannot be lost, from conception 
until death, no matter the apparent indignities a person suffers. 

It is on this that I base my opposition to non-therapeutic gene 
editing. Children should be welcomed and not designed.. 

Recently I summarized the technological advances, especially 
CRISPR, that make designer babies possible. Then I asked: “Would 
it change things if you discovered that you had been designed by 
your parents?” One student said that she would always wonder if 
her parents would still have loved her if she had been the way 
that she was supposed to have been. Another student added that 
he would forever worry about falling short of the expectations 
that his parents had when they designed him, and admitted that 
he would have resented his parents for this. A third student wor-
ried that he would hate his parents for making him something 
that he did not want to be. 

My many conversations have convinced me that the debate over 
designer babies is not really a debate over the use of CRISPR tech-
nology. Rather, it is a debate over how we should understand 
ourselves and our relationships with others. Designing a child 
makes his sense of self subject to the whims and fancies of anoth-
er, and undermines his conviction that he is irreplaceably and 
individually unique, a gift to be cherished and loved by others. For 
these reasons – and there are many more – children should be 
begotten and not made. 

The Patrick Finn Lectures 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
For the past fifteen years or so our Autumn and winter lec-
tures have been an important features of the pastoral activi-
ties of or parish.  The series was initiated by our former parish 
priest Mgr Patrick Finn, or Fr Paddy as he was more affection-
ately known, along with an interested and committed group of 
lay people who have continued with the project, with several 
new people coming in along the way. 
Paddy had a great interest in the interface between faith and 
other areas of life, notably science and culture.  Short before 
his death, and on the occasion of the 50th anniversary of his 
ordination, the lectures were renamed in his honour as the 
Patrick Finn lectures. 
The focus of the lectures has remained largely the same and 
they have attracted a wide variety of speakers. Recent  speak-
ers were the Archbishop of Dublin, Dr. Diarmuid Martin, Ed-
mond Grace S.J., Rev. Dr. Ruth Patterson and Ambassador Phil-
ip McDonagh  
On March 7  we will be addressed by Professor John FitzGer-
ald, who is the head of the government’s national expert advi-
sory body on climate change, and will be speaking about Pope 
Francis’s Encyclical on “Our Common Home”.  
Our final lecture for 2018-19 on 25 April is of real parish in-
tersst with the title  “St. Mary’s and the Art and Craft of 
Stained Glass.”April will be given by Mr. William Earley, who 
is an expert on stained glass and whose family, in previous 
decades, conducted a stained glass workshop or studio in Dub-
lin and supplied two beautiful windows to St. Mary’s Church. 
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