
Why not embryonic stem cell research?  

When I was teaching a college ethics course I used a fictitious story to make my point. I 

told the students that in a local hospital were two patients. One was a thirty-five year old man 

who was born deaf and blind, was unable to speak and had a brain tumor that would eventually 

cause him to die. Still, he had a healthy, strong heart. The other was a sixteen-year-old girl who 

was an athlete, an honors student and intended to become a medical doctor. She however, was 

born with a heart defect and was dying. I asked how many would approve of removing the deaf, 

blind man’s heart, causing his death, and implant it in the young woman. Half the students raised 

their hands indicating they approved of taking his heart and giving it to her.  

As surprising as the response might be, it reveals a belief about human life that has 

become rampant in secular culture. The term utilitarianism might be applied to this way of 

thinking. The nineteenth century philosophy maintained that what is useful is best; because it 

leads to the greatest happiness for the greatest number of people. My students supposed that the 

continuation of the girl’s life would be a source of greater happiness than that of the man’s life.  

This sort of reasoning is being used to support the use of embryonic stem cells for 

therapies that promise to relieve suffering and extend lives. The argument goes like this, “rather 

than just throw these useless embryos away, we should use them to help people.” This violates 

the very essence of human life and dignity: it is not what any person does or doesn’t do that 

makes them valuable. The Catechism states, "Human life is sacred because from its beginning it 

involves the creative action of God and it remains for ever in a special relationship with the 

Creator, who is its sole end. God alone is the Lord of life from its beginning until its end: no one 

can under any circumstance claim for himself the right directly to destroy an innocent human 

being.”  

The value of a human life is transcendent, and is not reliant on age, strength or 

dependency.  Whether embryonic or geriatric, healthy or infirm, “from the first moment of his 

existence, a human being must be recognized as having the rights of a person - among which is 

the inviolable right of every innocent [human] being to life.” (Catechism #2270) 

   

 

 


