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A children’s story I read some years ago may serve as an appropriate introduction and summation of my remarks today.  I don’t remember the author’s name, but the story still lingers in my memory.  It concerns a young caterpillar with a wish to go higher who goes out into the world to seek his fortune.  After crawling along for some time, the little fellow sees a peculiar monument rising into the sky a distance away.  Intrigued, he crawls toward it.  After some time he gets close enough to realize that the monument is actually a pillar composed entirely of caterpillars crawling all over each other, all seeking to go higher.  Our little hero joins the mass of crawling caterpillars and eventually, by persisting long enough in crawling over his fellows, he arrives at the top of the pillar.  Once he arrives, however, he finds that all that is at the top of the pillar is empty air.  Severely disappointed, he fights his way back down the pillar and continues on his journey.  Eventually, he crawls up a tree, positions himself on a branch, forms a cocoon, and emerges as a butterfly.  Then he can indeed go higher in a richly beautiful way.

Like this caterpillar, we too have urges for something more, and we may spend much time and energy seeking to go higher only to find emptiness at the top of the caterpillar pillar we’ve been climbing.  Where does fulfillment lie?  What truly benefits us as individuals and us as humankind?  Where are the butterflies, so to speak, for us?

Such questions may not seem especially relevant to clinical investigation, but I submit they are crucial.  If we ignore them, we may indeed waste a great deal of precious energy and time climbing caterpillar pillars as researchers, completely missing our chances for finding and sharing the butterflies.

We live in a culture that is obsessed with liberty, defined as the complete absence of restraint.  (In actual practice, we do acknowledge the need for some basic restraints, codified in laws.  But our cultural ideal is absence of restraint.)  We insist that no one’s values are any better than anyone else’s.  The ultimate expression of this position, as I see it, is that the only absolute is that there aren’t absolutes.  Focusing so single-mindedly on this one value has tended to strip significance or meaning from every other value.

Consider some of the chaotic results of this cultural ideal.  For example, teenage pregnancy and childbirth are at epidemic proportions.  Those statistics and the miserable conditions they reflect for these children having children are a perfect illustration of a central point of this presentation:  what is possible is not necessarily what is desirable or appropriate.  In the absence of restraining values, however, many may look at any imaginable possibility and ask “Why not?”  Again, in the absence of any restraining values, any individual or group of individuals may look at any imaginable possibility and attach some value or meaning to it.  In other words, teens are indeed attaching meaning to having children regardless of how destructive or completely disconnected from reality those meanings or expectations may be.  (That is, a teen mother may conclude that a child she bears is someone that will inevitably love her and that she can control.)

The meanings we attach to our lives, then, are not all equal.  They can be relatively enriching or relatively impoverishing— relatively constructive and encouraging or destructive and belittling.  They can focus our attention and energy in productive pursuits that benefit others as well as ourselves, or they can encourage almost unbelievably petty and self-centered acts that undermine our own potential as well as that of others.  They can also encourage us to focus on immediate gratification without regard for long-range consequences or to defer gratification for the sake of something meaningful to us.

Contrast those who sacrificed so much to defend America's very existence during World War II with such blights on humanity as the shootings at Columbine High School or the Nazis’ systematic extermination of Jews and others considered undesirable or the willful flying of jetliners into the World Trade Center Buildings on 9/11.  Is there doubt in anyone’s mind that sacrifices for freedom are morally superior to deliberately taking human life because it feels good or because someone has dehumanized or blamed someone else for their troubles?  Technically proficient moral pygmies do not make the world a better place.  What is possible does need to be restrained by what is appropriate.  Never mind that we may have difficulty agreeing on what is appropriate.  Our willingness to think and talk about and defend what is appropriate matters.

Again, I emphasize that we live in a world of meaning as human beings whether we are comfortable with that reality or not.  We simply cannot avoid it.  Even the paradoxical position that the only absolute is that there aren’t absolutes belies itself.  That position attaches meaning to life’s experience, and it does have an impact on how we approach and interpret that experience.  When we do our best to ignore the issue of meaning publicly and even privately, the issue still profoundly affects our lives.  Those meanings become especially clear to us when something or someone threatens them.  For example, consider those who committed suicide as a result of the stock market crash that ushered in the Great Depression of the 1930s.  Clearly, much of the meaning of their lives centered around money and their ability to make it.  When that meaning was so completely undercut, without a readily available avenue for rescue, suicide became an option that made sense to them.  In turn, once we acknowledge that we live in a world of meaning, we have affirmed the significance of values and beliefs—the significance of faith.

Let me give you a practical demonstration of the power of faith or beliefs.  Warning, warning, warning, the floor underneath you will open up and swallow you if you do not move by the time I count to three:  one, two, three.  Why didn’t anyone move?  You didn’t believe that what I said was true, and you therefore didn’t act upon it.  Belief (or unbelief) really does directly affect how we act.

As an extension of the point that we live in a world of meaning, we cannot have science and technology without people attaching meaning to them.  Furthermore, we don’t engage in science and technology unless what we’re doing in those areas has meaning, in some sense, to us.  This is true, even if the only meaning it has is that it’s the way we keep food on the table.  Nonetheless, I submit there is a drive within each of us to make our lives mean something more than just a continuation of existence.  We’re concerned with the quality of our lives.  Again, addressing the question of quality inevitably raises questions about meaning and about faith.

All of the above is to establish three things:  first, the general social setting in which we live is largely geared to discourage or belittle our taking values into account in the way we handle practical matters like research and its consequences.  Second, we cannot legitimately avoid the issue of meaning and thus of values and faith or religion because meanings matter in our world whether we take them into account or not.  I’m suggesting they need to be consciously considered rather than allowed to function in the shadows.  We need to be as deliberately responsible for other values that provide a context for our research as we are for the scientific integrity of our work.  Third, whether or not we take values into account in the way we conduct research will have potentially enormous consequences for humanity.  The idea that we may satisfy our own selfish interests by proceeding posthaste with whatever we can possibly do without regard for long-range, unintended consequences is, frankly, scary to some of us at least.

Now let’s shift gears for a moment and look at the sort of questions science, technology, and faith are geared to address.  It’s important to raise this issue because we sometimes want to apply tools that are powerful in one area to another area where they are useless.  This tendency is akin to giving credence to the opinions of an individual about politics, for example, simply because of his success in business.

Science asks and answers how questions, like how to get from here to the Moon and back again.  It has obviously been a very powerful tool in helping us accomplish many things that would not otherwise have been possible.

Technology applies answers to how questions.  Technology, then, takes the answers science has developed to how questions and turns them into physical realities that work.

Values and beliefs, faith and religion address the why questions—the questions that deal with meaning and purpose. 

Now, the fact that science answers how questions and has done so very successfully has strongly encouraged many to expect it to answer why questions or to use scientific formulations to “explain” everything.  For example, Pierre Baldi states in a book published in 2001 entitled, The Shattered Self, “No new special concepts, beyond those of physics and chemistry, are necessary to explain the phenomena of living matter.” (p. 9)  The problem with this statement, in my view, is that explaining how something operates does not explain why it exists or what its purpose is in a larger sense.  Yet explaining something in this narrower, scientific sense is so readily presented and taken as an explanation of all that needs explaining.

Perhaps another reason we are so inclined to ascribe such power to science, beyond its success with how questions, is that answers to why questions are not so easily verifiable.  Because such answers are not subject to rigorous, scientific testing in any traditional sense, the cultural response to them is that they are inherently fuzzy, unreliable, and subject to question.  The end result, often, is that, while we might like to have definitive answers to why questions, we assume it is not worth expending emotional and mental energy in a fruitless effort to do so.  After all, we will never be able to really depend on whatever answers we come up with anyway.  This position often makes us intellectually uncomfortable with religion, even if we find a belief in God emotionally and spiritually satisfying.  Thus we may ultimately rely on science to provide or confirm meaning in our lives because it is safe and reliable even if it really can’t answer our deepest questions about life.  In turn, we may ignore our deepest questions in the belief that there are no reliable answers.  Ignoring those questions, however, robs us of a special richness that we might otherwise have.

Whether or not we are intellectually comfortable with religion we cannot escape the question of meaning and the impact of meanings on the quality of our lives and on the quality of our research.  Stripped of any understandings beyond what science can provide from within itself, what becomes of our pursuit of knowledge?  “Philosopher Mary Midgley believes that at the heart of all knowledge must be an understanding of goodness, as it shows the point of all other knowledge.  She suggests that modern science has lost this contemplative stance, so now it is just concerned with new discoveries.”  (Deane-Drummond, Celia E., Creation Through Wisdom:  Theology and the New Biology, Edinburgh:  T&T Clark, 2000, p. 6)  Further, when you consider how rapidly new discoveries are developing, “Other philosophers [state] that our ingenuity has outstripped our wisdom.” (Deane-Drummond, p. 7)  Such knowledge without wisdom or contemplation can easily become a quest for something other than benefiting mankind.  Rather, this pursuit can be and likely has been swallowed up in large measure in our general, culturally promoted obsession with self.  We therefore pursue knowledge because getting there first means fame, fortune, and power.  At a deeper level, these results may be taken to mean that we have proven ourselves in the great “survival of the fittest” contest of life.  Only then can we pat ourselves on the back and tell ourselves that we have arrived.  Unfortunately, our arrival at such pinnacles of achievement may often turn out to be far less meaningful than we had thought they would be—much like the arrival of the caterpillar at the top of the caterpillar pillar.

I don’t mean to imply that the magnificent advances of science and technology are meaningless.  Our world would be much less comfortable and interesting without them.  I’m saying that such achievements are not an end in themselves—that they do not answer the great why questions of life.  As a result, they have meaning only within the context of broader perspectives and values that define who we are and why we’re here.  To put it another way, extending life through every scientific means possible does not increase the meaning of life; it only increases our opportunity to play out that meaning in the way we live.  In the end, I submit that the hows of our existence are not nearly so important to our sense of satisfaction or fulfillment in life as are the whys.  As Friedrich Nietzsche expressed it:  “He who has a why to live can bear almost any how.” (http://www.brainyquote.com/quote/quotes/f /q103819.html)
Scientists, then, should be willing to acknowledge that science can never be an end in itself.  That is, they should face and acknowledge the reality that there are legitimate aspects of life and issues surrounding those aspects that the scientific method was never geared to address and can never be made to adequately address.

Second, scientists need to recognize that wisdom about those aspects of life that science cannot adequately address should be taken into account, both in the way science is conducted and in the way scientific knowledge is utilized.  It is illegitimate to separate ability to do something from responsibility for the consequences of what is done.  The potential for disaster of doing otherwise should be crystal clear to us from the less than savory elements of history in medical research—from the Tuskegee syphilis study and the Nazi medical experiments to current lapses at Johns Hopkins University, for example.  (See “Trials and Tribulation: A Special Report,” Johns Hopkins Magazine, Feb 2002.)  Current regulations on ethics in research demonstrate that it is possible to reach near universal agreement about some non-scientific aspects of medical research and to curb that research appropriately.  Such regulations, designed to ensure that research subjects understand what they are getting into and that their rights are adequately protected, are a significant and needed step in the right direction.

More, however, is needed, and reaching a consensus or a series of consensuses that will stand the test of time will not be easy.  Issues loom in the near term that raise all kinds of thorny questions and tantalizing perplexities.  In the realm of genetic engineering and cloning, for example, potential consequences exist that demand more from us than simply protecting research subjects’ rights to be informed and give consent.  There are clearly larger issues at stake here than the rights of the individual to choose what he or she will do or not do.  We must carefully examine and give due consideration to the extensive potential impact of such capabilities on societies and on future generations.  The fact that such techniques are new and exciting and possible does not automatically make their results good or right or acceptable.

Part of our problem is that we are operating in an area of investigation where our level of ignorance far exceeds our level of knowledge and where the conceivable impact for good or bad is enormous.  We would have concerns about our children playing with matches, but our concerns about our children playing with an atomic bomb would no doubt be multiplied many times over.  Jean Bethke Elshtain expressed the following concern about cloning: “We humans should be haunted by Dolly [the first cloned lamb] and all the Dollies to come and by the prospect that others are to appear on this earth as the progeny of our omnipotent striving, our yearning to create without pausing to reflect on what we are simultaneously destroying.” (Miles, Rebekah, “Cloning, Theology, and Ethics after Dolly:  An Overview,” Quarterly Review:  A Journal of Theological Resources for Ministry, Winter 2001, p. 375) 

Ms. Elshtain’s comment captures the crux of our difficulty: We are constantly pushing the envelope of our knowledge without pausing to reflect on what we may simultaneously destroy.  We need to pause in our pell-mell rush for more of anything that is newer, faster, stronger, etc., to reflect on that concern.  Particularly given our level of ignorance, time is needed to build consensus about what is appropriate.  Shoving such potentially enormous change down humanity’s collective throats because someone can and wants to make it happen sooner than someone else hardly seems just or sensible.  Nonetheless, Advanced Cell Technology (ACT), Inc., of Worcester, Massachusetts, announced on 25 November 2001, that they have successfully created human embryos through human cloning.  (See “Human Embryo Created Through Cloning," CNN, November 26, 2001. www.cnn.com/2001/tech/science/11/25/human.embryo.clone/index/html)  To that extent, at least, the cat is already out of the bag, and who knows where it will end despite government efforts to make cloning illegal?
The potential impact of cloning on family relationships and the legal status of cloned human beings are of particular concern to me, personally.  We already live in a world where many, many individuals struggle with profound feelings of isolation—of not belonging.  Doing anything that might further weaken family ties or create “throw-away” children without established legal standing in the community or in a family is clearly destructive of meaningful living, as I see it.  We do not need any greater social confusion than already exists.  Nor do we need more relationships in which the best that can be expected is manipulation rather than love.  Further, merely increasing options that force people to make decisions about increasingly complex issues within a social context that emphasizes doing whatever feels good at the moment, does not encourage confidence that decisions will be well thought out and appropriate.  Increasing options does not necessarily increase meaningful living.

Post-mortem sperm donation is another technique that raises similar kinds of questions.  Do we really want to deliberately increase the number of single-parent children in the world?  Surely the tasks of parenting are sufficiently demanding and crucial to suggest otherwise.

Going back to genetic engineering—besides the potential for enhancing health that such techniques promise, what is the potential that our tinkering with genes may produce diseases or other hitherto unknown negative conditions?  What is to prevent those who have been so engineered from passing on such diseases and conditions to posterity, perhaps before we are even aware of what we have done?

In conclusion, I suggest again that merely extending the length of life does not, by itself, increase the meaning of life.  In that context, consider C. S. Lewis’s comment, “Take care.  It is so easy to break eggs without making omelettes.”  (Evans, Richard L., Richard Evans’ Quote Book, Salt Lake City, Utah:  Publishers Press, copyright 1971, p. 169.)    We cannot legitimately maintain that questions about the meaning of life are entirely separate from our efforts to prolong life and improve health because how we go about those efforts has meaning. 

Ultimately, I believe that we need to proceed with science without ignoring the larger context of values that are also part of the world in which we live.  For example, believing that death is a change of life rather than the end of life adds immeasurably to the richness of the meaning of life. That understanding also casts our efforts to extend mortal life and improve health in a far different context than would otherwise be possible.  Will we make the tough assessments and acknowledge that some ways of looking at life and at the meaning of life are better than others?  Will we let those tough assessments place appropriate limits on what is possible in science?  We have, as it were, a choice between the emptiness to be found after reaching the top of the caterpillar pillar or the rich beauty of butterflies.   What will our choice be?
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