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to moral decisions. Qualifications are offered in the following five
points.

1. Nature as a norm ought not to be confused with nature as
the object of man’s manipulation. On the one hand, one can look to
nature for the model, ideal and norm of action. But on the other
hand, there is a sense in which it is true that man cannot be satisfied
with nature. Far from being immoral, it is, in fact, his vocation to
frustrate nature. Man is so commissioned by God himself. “And God
blessed them saying, increase and multiply and fill the earth and
subdue it, and rule over the fishes of the sea and the fowl of the air
and all living creatures that move upon the earth” (Genesis 1, 28).
Man’s manipulation of the physical substructure of his own nature
is beyond the terms of this commission, but it does not seem out of
harmony with the spirit of the revealed role of man on this earth.

The conflict between nature as a norm and nature as the object
of manipulation may be more apparent than real. The two concepts
are not mutually exclusive. Nature in the former sense is understood
as human nature taken as a whole, something which concretely
reflects the essence of God, and thus is a proximate norm of morality,
Nature in the latter sense means whatever God has called into being,
creation in its present imperfect state, perfectible by the action of
men in the plan of divine providence.

2. The conflict between nature as a norm and nature as the
object of manipulation may be resolvable in theory, but it can be
quite troublesome in practice. There are those who reverence nature
as sacred in the plan of God, a thing to be left undisturbed as far
as possible. And there are those who are eager to manipulate nature
to exercise God-given talent. In the balancing of these opposite
tendencies, each individual will bring his own prejudices, depending
on his unique background. When cases of this sort have arisen in the
past, popular judgment (‘“the common consent of mankind”) has
been quite fickle. Often, what is natural is what one is used to; what
is unnatural is what is unusual, foreign and strange. Many routine
modern practices (immunization by injecting horse proteins or the
use of anesthetics, for example) once seemed strange and unnatural.
No doubt, in the future, some things now considered most strange or
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even shocking will appear quite “natural” when they have become
commonplace.

3. The question of what is natural to man should not be reduced
to mere biologism. A biological process has dignity in itself, but it is
in a special sense sacred when it takes place in a human person. To
know what is good for man, one must see him in the total context of
his place in divine providence. It would be most strange if our
moral horizon were limited by the contours of an individual organ.
Even in a biological sense, what is good for one limited functional
system in man may not be good for the total organism. The paradox
of galactosemia may apply here. There are few things more trans-
parently natural for man than mother’s milk. Yet, in the case of a
galactosemic infant, mother’s milk is a most lethal food. In fact, the
only requirement for infant health in this case is a diet free of lactose
and galactose, the nutrient sugars contained in mother’s milk.

4. The author of nature has made a creation which is in process.
Things change and man knows them in their changeableness. Change-
ableness is a constitutive element in the nature of things. Yet it is
completely compatible with God’s immutable design. There is no
reason to require of God’s providence that it leave things as they are.
The nature of things is a changing sign of the unchanging plan of
God.

Man’s understanding of nature in general and of his own human
nature is changing. More than this, his human nature itself is chang-
ing. Man, like the animals, is subject to a measurable rate of genetic
mutation. He has a growing consciousness of the universe in flux. The
will of God, it seems to me, can be seen not only in the static view of
the current framework of physical reality, but, even more reliably,
in man’s intelligent ambition for progressive change. The statement
of what is natural for man cannot neglect his natural ingenuity.
Man’s mind is not an unnatural talent. If man’s nature will change
willy-nilly, the question becomes: to what extent ought man adjust
the rate of change and the direction of change?

5. There are those who are not content to say that human
nature, even taken as whole, is the norm of morality. For them, man
is not merely the highest in the order of created nature, but he is a
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person. A person has conscious experience of himself and of others.
A personal being is a higher reality who cannot be explained in terms
simply of lower natures. In the person of man, and in his inter-
personal relationships, are to be found the norms of morality in-
tended by God.

The thrust of investigations in the sciences today seems to indi-
cate that conscious control of the genetic inheritance of mankind will
be possible in the future. Will human interference in this area be
justified? Three general answers may be given to the question.

1. An absolute yes. Man must actively manipulate his genetic
endowment in every way possible in order to achieve utopia. This
is the view espoused by some psychologists who believe that our
bodies and their emotions are out of date, still suited for survival in
the jungle. We must bring our bodies up to date by drastic genetic
changes, if necessary, so that we will win pleasure and reinforcement
from intellectual pursuits, rather than from food, sex and the desire
to hurt our neighbor.

2. An absolute no. Attempts to breed men are strictly off limits.
Man must not tinker with future generations. Any other approach
means taking a chance, with the risks too great to be tolerated. A
good number of experimental scientists are themselves of this persua-
sion.

3. A middle course. Genetic intervention is accepted in principle,
but each case is to be decided on its own merits. One must be reason-
ably certain that the proposed genetic change is good. Risk to the
species must be entirely excluded. Risk to the individual must be
minimal, that is, of the same order of magnitude as ordinary accept-
able risks. Trials on animals must have advanced to the stage where
there is solid scientific evidence that the experimenter can predict the
outcome.

The absolute “yes” brings with it the danger of genetic control
by an unscrupulous Hitler, or at least by a “committee on human
engineering.” Who will decide precisely what traits are a desired
improvement? The absolute “no” does not seem to be the answer
either. There may be cases when man would have no right to refuse
intervention. If a chemical “bullet” were available to go directly to
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the gene locus to affect inheritance in a predicted way, could one
refuse to correct a defective gene, to cure an inherited disease or to
provide a positive, planned genetic change needed for survival?

There is a temptation to put off such questions in the words of
the British colonial soldier who reported that ‘“‘the situation is
desperate . . . but not serious.” However, the near future may witness
a sharp increase in practical applications along these lines. For the
present, detailed and definitive judgments would still be premature.
All the facts are not yet in. Facile answers of today may not survive
the deeper insights of a future age. But it would seem to be advisable
now to establish categories in a tentative way, to search out guide-
lines which avoid the hasty reaction of prejudice against all things
new. We must be slow to accept anything so momentous as genetic
control, but open to future developments.
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