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Vassilios Fanaras

Stem Cell Research: Aspects from the Orthodox
Christian Perspective'

Iepilnyn

‘Epevva ota fAactokvTTapa:
Amoyeig ano v OpBadoén Xpiotiaviki mpoomtiki

Ze autod To obvtopo dpBpo emyetpeitan va efetaoBel axpobiyws to Bépa
™G €pevvag ota PAacTokVTTApA VIO TO TIpiopa TG 0pBOSOENG XpLoTIaVIKNG
nOwng amoyng. Ooot eivar viép TG XProNG TV eUPpuikwv PAACTIKOV KLT-
Tapwv avayvwpilovv 0Tt tooppomody ato Niko SiAnupa avdueoa otny Kata-
oTpo@n Twv avlpwnivwy epPpdwv, amod TN pia, kat T Beparneio Twv acbevav
7ov Ndn {ovv, and v dAAn. Opwg, N kataotpoPn Twv avBpwmvwy eufpdwy
dev eivar amodektn o olodnmote eidog €pevvag kat Bepaneiag and deovrolo-
yikn anoyn. Avtifeta, n xpron twv cwpatikwv (evnAikwv) PraoTik@v KLT-
TApwV OTOV Topéa TNG €pevvag kat TG Bepameiag Ba frav pa evmpoodektn
evolakTikr emhoyrn kat NOikd amodekTn TPAKTIKT.

Aggeig-Kewdua: Epevva ota Practokvttapa. EBpvovika kat pun-guppuovikd
(evihka-owpatikd) PractokvTTapa. AvBpwmivo éuppvo. AvBpwmivo cwpa-
novog-Oepaneia-0avatog. OpBodo&n Xpiotiavikr nOikry. BionOuny (apnynua-
k). Kpvo-ovvtiipnon. Ivevpatikn Bepaneia.

1. This paper has been presented at the Scientific Meeting: “Stem Cells, existing practice
and future perspective”, on 29th October 2010 in Sarajevo, Bosnia-Herzegovina. I sincerely
thank the Cryo-Save Group for the invitation to participate in this event and the whole scien-
tific information provided regarding cryo-preservation of the umbilical cord blood and tissue
stem cells.
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Abstract

In this short paper I want to throw a little light on Stem Cell Research from
an Orthodox Christian ethical point of view. Those who are in favour of em-
bryonic stem cell research recognize that they balance in the moral dilemma
between the destruction of human embryos and the treatment of already living
patients. But, the destruction of human embryos is not acceptable in any kind
of research, treatment and therapy from an ethical point of view. In contrary
the use of somatic (adult) stem cells in research and therapies would be a wel-
come alternative choice and ethically acceptable practice.

Keywords: Stem cell research. Embryonic and non-embryonic (adult-somat-
ic) stem cells. Human embryo. Human body-pain-healing-death. Orthodox
Christian ethics. Bioethics (narrative). Cryo-preservation. Spiritual therapy.

Introduction

Many scientists, coming from human and law sciences mainly, ask often
why theologians are dealing with biological issues. An answer could be that
“these issues of Genetics and Biology and specifically the research in stem cells in-
terest each thinking member of society and no exclusively bio-scientists”.> More-
over, these issues are of great interest for the ecclesiastical leaders and theo-
logians because their decisions are extensively respectable and influence the
faithful. Thus, Orthodox Christians -as members of the Ecumenical body of
Christianity- are expected not only to present their aspects, but also to listen to
the scientists and theologians of other denominations and religions.

However, the Orthodox Church does not ‘speak’ only with Synodical or
Episcopical circulars. The official texts of the Special Synodical Commit-
tees do not constitute binding decisions for the faithful people. They are
more or less directives that have an advisory and not an obligatory charac-
ter. Recently, Archbishop of Athens Hieronymus stressed relatively that “we

2. K. Triantafyllidis - E., Kouvatsi, Human Genetics, Thessaloniki 1992.
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still do not need a new volume of decisions in our library, but our interest is
to incarnate into practice those usefully reported’.

An event (narrative bioethics) ?

I will narrate a real event that I experienced in one of my classes and deeply
affected my opinion and my approach on the treatment with stem cells.

During a television broadcast in a local channel in 2001, I spoke for the ther-
apeutic cloning and I condemned any use of human embryonic stem cells. The
next day in school, I received the congratulations of my students on my “glori-
ous” presentation; even if they had not understood a word of what I would have
said. Then, unhopefully, I had the first reaction from a foreigner student who
was born in Russia. He raised his hand and he expressed his disagreement with
my opinion. To be honest, I was surprised; while he could not speak Greek well
enough; he had the audacity to disagree with my views.

He explained to us that he had been an athlete of judo that was removed
from the national team of the 2004 Olympic Games in Athens, because he was
diagnosed to suffer from a type of hepatitis. He had caught the disease from
unprotected sexual intercourse in Russia. His aspect on stem cells was the fol-
lowing: “I don’t care how much foetuses, - if they are foetuses- will be destroyed,
it is enough for me to find a cure and gain my life again”. It was precisely at that
moment that I came face to face with a patient in my class, who explained to
me -in his way- the ethical dilemma about the destruction of embryonic stem
cells and the right of the adult patient to be cured with the new achievements
of genetics.*

Body and healing

3. See about narrative bioethics: Hilde Lindemann Nelson, «Stories and their limits:
Narrative approaches to bioethics», Routledge, 1997 kat T. Greenhagh, B. Hurwitz, «Narrative
based medicine: Dialogue and discourse in clinical practice», 1998, Hille Haker, “Narrative Bio-
ethics” ch.23 in Christoph Rehmann-Sutter, Dietmar Mieth, Marcus Duwell, Bioethics in Cul-
tural Contexts, Reflections on Methods and Finitude, ed. Springer, The Netherlands 2006, p. 353.

4. Christoph Rehmann-Sutter, «Why care about the ethics of therapeutic cloning’, Dif-
ferentiation (2002), 69:179-181.
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The discussion on the stem cells contains words as “treatment” and “cure”.
These terms refer to the body and they do not seem to have any spiritual and
eschatological character or dimension. Human pain and illness play an impor-
tant role in our ethical teaching. Jesus Christ focused on healing the sick, and
he was very sensitive to human pain. His miracles teach us that healing should
not only be considered in a spiritual way for our salvation, but also as merely
serving the human body.

Any research that intends to heal the human bodies is ethically acceptable.
But, those who are in favour of (embryonic) stem cell research recognize that
they balance in the moral dilemma between the destruction of human embryos
and the treatment of already living patients. Consequently, some of those who
support the acceptance of therapeutic stem cell research put forward arguments
centring on the moral status of human embryos at the blastocyst stage. For
them, the issue is not simply the balance between the dignity of embryos and
the problems of future patients, but the idea that the blastocyst has an absolute
right to live. Importantly, however, this can be overcome in the context of the
need for the treatment of other humans. Patients are persons with defective
bodies who desperately seek treatment. Human foetuses have moral dignity,
but their dignity is not equal to the moral right of a patient who is already alive.

Death

The excessive reactions of persons toward such questions, as illness, are con-
nected with the fear of death. When we hear a diagnosis from a doctor about
a serious illness, we try with anxiety to verify if we are told the bare truth or
there is something more that is hidden. We face the prospective of death with
horror. The fear of death can be interpreted sociologically. The accumulation
of material goods, the health insurances, the pension, the deposits etc, in their
depth conceal the confrontation of becoming old and the uncertain conditions
towards our death. Furthermore, even the spirit of capitalism and socialism
are not independent from the fear of death. Thus, apart from the healing of
the illness, there is an urgent need for existential and spiritual therapies, which
would overcome the psychological, existential and social problems created by
the fear of death. The importance of human life demands a “spiritual therapy”
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that is necessary for each illness.’

Orthodox Christian perspective

Orthodox Christian theology teaches that human life begins from the very
moment of conception. The respect on human life from this point does not al-
low us to accept: a. the manipulation on human embryos, b. the destruction of
supernumerary embryos from In-Vitro Fertilization (I.V.E), c. the destruction
of blastocyst.

The acceptance of the use of embryonic stem cells for research and therapeutic
purposes is obviously in contrast with the teaching of Christian ethics, which re-
spect the human foetus from the very moment of conception.® The medical opin-
ion that the use of foetuses up to the 14th day after insemination or conception,
for research and experimental purposes is permitted and it is not immoral, is also
in opposition to Christian ethics. This approach does not regard human foetus as
an entity with immortal and eternal prospects, thus having the full rights of a hu-
man being. “Today the human body is approached by medical staff in a mechanistic
way. Attention given only to the human body, ignoring the soul and body union,
suggests an anthropology that is different to Christian. Christian ethics is focused on
the human person. Respect for the human person presupposes respect for the free-
dom of human existence and the absence of utilitarian practice”” The same argu-
ment is presented when the foetus is treated only, as a “potential human person’”.

The scepticism, therefore, is not based on a permanently conservative or
negative attitude, but on the respect of the human person and the sanctity of
human existence. The basic rule of moral behaviour is “that the human is not
the cause of his existence, but he has it on loan™. Thus, humans by manipulating
the foetus go beyond the limits and play the role of God, any kind of God.

An acceptable Christian ethical confrontation is to respect embryos as hu-
man beings and to find other ways to heal the human pain and suffering.
On September 2005, I suggested with my paper in a European Conference

5. Bishop of Naupactus Hierotheos “The illness as an existential event” http://www.tovi-
ma.gr default.asp?pid= 46&ct=122&artld=270732&dt=30/08/2009

6. Holy Synod of Church of Greece, “About Cloning”, 17th August 2000.

7. George Mantzaridis, «Bioethics — the ethics of globalization», Indiktos, vol. 14, p. 30.

8. Maximus the Confessor, Patrologia Graeca 90, 893C.
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in Holland that: “Another concept is the cryo-preservation for 20 years of the
umbilical cord of the newborn or blood from the placenta in order that, should
a problem arise, the person could receive cells from there for treatment.”’

We respect the fact that as human beings, we have bodies. Therefore, we
seek for healing in a case of illness, but we often tend to forget that these bod-
ies are part of the main Body of Christ, the Church.” Thus, we should see the
salvation in this eschatological and spiritual perspective. Our bodies are finite
with respect to flesh, but eternal in the Body of Christ. The following aspects
are significant and acceptable perspectives for our issue: «Our church honours
the value of life as holy mystery even through infirmities, imperfections or seri-
ous illnesses, and embraces our suffering fellowmen as brothers and prompts our
societies in expedition of love, kindness, sympathy, growth of centres and units of
charity. The pain causes the love.... The infirmity reveals the culture of ethics and

not the theories of modern bioethical rationalism”."!

Conclusively:

1. The Orthodox Church blesses and encourages the medical research for the
healing of humans.

2. The destruction of human embryos is not acceptable in any kind of research,
treatment and therapy.

3. The treatment of patients through the programmed death of another human
existence, as human embryos in stem cell research, does not have the potential to
become officially acceptable from an Orthodox Christian ethical point of view.

4. The use of somatic (adult) stem cells in research and therapies would be a
welcome alternative choice and ethically acceptable practice.

5. The importance of human life demands a “spiritual therapy” that is neces-
sary for each illness.

9. Vassilios G. Fanaras, Dr. theol., “Therapeutic Cloning: A dilemma between ethics and
healing’, Bioethica Forum, No. 46, Sept. 2005, p.15.

10. 1 Cor.12:27, “Now you are together the body of Christ, and individually you are members
of him.”

11. 15.5.2007, Bulletin Press of Holy Synod of Church of Greece “Relatively to the Opinion
of National Committee of Bioethics for the Prenatal and pre-implantation diagnosis and the ma-
nipulation of foetus” http://www.ecclesia.gr/greek/ holysynod/ holysynod.asp?id=907&what_
sub=d_typou
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6. Our bodies are part of the main Body of Christ, the Church. We should
accept that our bodies are finite with respect to flesh, but eternal in the Body
of Christ.
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