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Chinese biophysicist He Jiankui (HEH JEE'-an-qway) remains in jail in 
China. And most of us would ask, “Who is He Jiankui, and why is he in 
prison?” In a word or two, he created the first “designer babies.” In China. 
In 2018. His motivation was to help HIV-infected parents have children 
that not only would not be born with HIV, but also would be resistant to 
HIV for the rest of their lives. As would their offspring and so on.  

He used a gene-editing process known as CRISPR, which has nothing to do 
with how we like our bacon. It stands for Clustered Regularly Interspaced 
Short Palindromic Repeats, which appear in DNA and facilitate gene-
editing. Scientists discovered CRISPR in bacteria, which are subject to 
attack by viruses, but develop resistance by editing the DNA of the 
attacking virus. Notably, it is the process utilized in what are known today 
as the mRNA vaccines for COVID-19. 

He Jiankui’s problem was the Chinese National Health Commission’s  
strict prohibition on human gene editing, which he blatantly violated. He 
also drew strenuous criticism from the international research community.  
Nonetheless, we live in a time when designer babies are more than 
theoretically possible. As observed in a recent article in Scientific American: 

The CRISPR-Cas system is incredibly effective…and easy to 
manipulate, letting us alter a cell’s genetic code however we 
want. 

**** 
If parents can one day pay scientists to edit their babies’ DNA, 
making them stronger and smarter, CRISPR could make the 
world even more unequal and prejudiced.1 

Thus, we find ourselves hovering on the brink of Aldus Huxley’s Brave 
New World.  
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How do we ever begin to sort out the moral and ethical questions and 
answers about altering human DNA? Where do we find that in the Bible? 
Not a lot of human gene-editing going on thousands of years ago.  

But when we have the power to alter human beings, to change the biology 
of being human, we know we are confronting some very profound 
questions that suggest no easy answers.  

Hard decisions about designing our offspring are more likely to confront 
our grandchildren. Tall, short. Blond, brunette, red head. Blue eyes. Brown 
eyes. Hazel eyes. Smart, muscular. All of the above. None of the above. 

But many of us still may face moral dilemmas that must be addressed, but 
find no ready insight in Scripture. The more likely dilemmas for us, for 
example, will involve end of life, rather than beginning of life issues. When 
do we withdraw life-support? When are we obligated, if ever, to endure 
painful, debilitating treatment in the hope of extending life?  

Let me suggest the easiest wrong answer: Go see your priest and they will 
tell you what to. Then all the responsibility is off your shoulders. But hard 
and fast answers are a luxury. And a rare commodity, as much as we 
would like to help. So where does that leave us?  

Because, months or years down the road, we will be the ones staring at 
ourselves in the mirror and asking ourselves for the hundredth time if we 
did the right thing. How do we find reassurance and comfort in our moral 
decisions and cast off the tenacious tentacles of guilt that can plague the 
best of us? 

The answer is deceptively simple…one word. But it also is demanding. 
Our conscience. In the quietness and solitude of our conscience, we make a 
moral judgment upon ourselves. And, inevitably, it is a self-judgment we 
take to the grave. 

In our Episcopal tradition, “A primary moral obligation is always to obey 
one's own conscience. Acting against conscience violates one's own self-
identity.”2 In our conscience, we are us in our purest sense. And we are 
alone with God. Which means we better be careful.  

We must nurture and form our consciences. Otherwise, we are left to self-
serving judgments, fueled by selfishness, ignorance, apathy, and indolence, 
and facilitated so easily by rationalization and convenience.  

So how do we develop the well-formed conscience that will properly guide 
our moral judgments? Happily, the necessary resources are readily 

                                                 
2 “Conscience,”  https://www.episcopalchurch.org/glossary/conscience/ (accessed October 25, 2021). 
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available to frame a durable and reliable conscience that squares with 
God’s vision for creation, humanity, and ourselves. 

Today’s readings provide the starting point and overarching instruction for 
the proper formation of our consciences: 

One of the scribes …asked [Jesus], “Which commandment is 
the first of all?” Jesus answered, “The first is, ‘Hear, O Israel: 
the Lord our God, the Lord is one; you shall love the Lord your 
God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all 
your mind, and with all your strength.’ The second is this, ‘You 
shall love your neighbor as yourself.’ There is no other 
commandment greater than these.”3 

Our conscience always must remind us to ask how our action will affect 
our relationship with God, with our neighbors, and with ourselves. 

The next waypoint on our journey to develop a well-formed conscience is 
the Ten Commandments. They add particulars to the general obligations to 
love God and love our neighbor. They enable us to see our sin more clearly. 
But as familiar as the Ten Commandments may be,  they rarely are fully 
understood.  

So we also need to look also to the tradition of the Church, by which we 
mean not customs like the number of candles on the altar, but the creeds 
and other historic documents, as well as the authentic teachings of the 
church and its councils.4  

One prominent element of our Episcopal tradition is our Book of Common 
Prayer (BCP) and, in particular, the “An Outline of the Faith, commonly 
called the Catechism.”5  Thus, for example, we are commanded not to steal. 
But stealing can take many less obvious forms, and here the catechism is 
instructive. 

Loving our neighbor means 

To be honest and fair in our dealings; to seek justice, freedom, 
and the necessities of life for all people; and to use our talents 
and possessions as ones who must answer for them to God….6 

Therefore,  if we were to be faced with a starving family and an employer 
who failed to pay us fairly, would our stealing a loaf of bread to feed our 
family really be considered sinful in that circumstance? By the same token, 

                                                 
3 Mark 12:28-31 (NRSV). 
4 “Tradition” https://www.episcopalchurch.org/glossary/tradition (accessed October 28, 2021). 
 
5 BCP at 845-862. 
6 BCP at 848. 
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price gouging or charging an extravagant fee for services may be 
considered stealing, even though the transaction is transparent and 
consistent with what the market will bear.  

Similarly, we are commanded not to kill. But the catechism elaborates. We 
are commanded 

To show respect for the life God has given us; to work and pray 
for peace; to bear no malice, prejudice, or hatred in our hearts; 
and to be kind to all the creatures of God…7 

Thus, for each commandment, the catechism takes us a step further into 
specifics and offers another sound building block for our well-formed 
conscience. 

Another basic tenet of Christian morality is essential to a well-formed 
conscience. And it is unequivocal. A good end never justifies an evil means. 
The means must be consistent with the ends. We always must hold our 
actions up to that standard. Do our designer babies in China come to mind? 

The tradition of our Church also suggests additional means of forming our 
consciences. First, significant decisions are aided by discernment in 
community. Not only in formal conventions and committee settings, but 
also in consultation with trusted friends and knowledgeable experts…even 
your clergy.  

We might consider, too, that few subjects in the world suffer a shortage of 
literature, hardbound, softbound, electronic, or otherwise. And facts, 
evidence, data, and opinions abound across a vast array of well-established 
disciplines and subject areas. The Internet places the world at our fingertips 
in ways we could not have dreamed of at the turn of the century. And it is 
an unimaginable and invaluable resource, properly used and kept in 
proper perspective.  

Finally, we must never forget that we have been blessed with memory, 
reason, and intellect. And that the Holy Spirit hovers over all our 
meditations and discernments, ready to contribute divine wisdom and 
insight.  

An informed conscience must, indeed, be informed. And in this day and 
age, we have no excuse on that score. It just takes intent and effort. It is a 
lifelong task. Every facet of our life experience must be mined for valuable 
insights not only into the world around us, but also into ourselves. As no 
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less than George Washington observed, “Labor to keep alive that little 
spark of celestial fire, called conscience.”8 

Which leaves us back where we started, alone with ourselves and our God, 
in the secret, sacrosanct core of our consciences. A conscience we are 
compelled to form and form well. And a conscience we are compelled to 
follow. No ifs, ands, or buts. 

                                                 

8 https://www.forbes.com/quotes/3606/.  

 


