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Rabbi David Krishef   
ethicsandreligiontalk@gmail.com

If a couple is considering having children, 
should they be ethically obligated to undergo 
genetic testing, even for conditions that can-
not be currently treated?

Doug Van Doren, the pastor of Plymouth United 
Church of Christ, responds:

“I think this is strictly a matter of choice by the couple. 
Here, the important ethic for me is one of choice on the 
part of the couple. They, and the child, are the ones most 
impacted by bringing a child into the world. I trust them to 
make the decision they feel is right about genetic testing, 
and if they undergo it, what to do with the results.

“What ethic would be served by the obligation to 
undergo genetic testing? For many couples it is important 
to know if there is a major genetic disorder with the devel-
oping fetus. This allows them to prepare themselves and 
take whatever actions they feel are most appropriate. But 
I have trouble with ‘obligated.’ I am haunted by the sense 
that underlying it is the idea that a child with some genetic 
issues is not as valuable or wanted. From my Christian per-
spective, that simply is not the case. Their care may require 
much more from their parents, and perhaps somewhat for 
society, but they are equally valuable. This I know on a per-
sonal level. Let us trust couples to thoughtfully make the 
choices appropriate for them and their life situation. And 
support them in their choices.”

The Rev. Ray Lanning, a retired minister of the 
Reformed Presbyterian Church of North America, 
responds:

“Genetic testing is only in its infancy. There is no ethical 
obligation to undergo such testing. If I understand it cor-
rectly, such testing only indicates possibility or probability 
of a future development, but not a certainty. Such testing 
may be advisable, but not obligatory. But in any case, no 
one can know what the future holds, much less deliver him-
self from all possible  evils.

“For Christians, marriage and child-bearing are enter-
prises of faith. We marry ‘in the Lord,’ trusting that He has 
brought us together, and looking to Him to make our union 
fruitful. The Christian trusts God to ‘provide me with all 
things necessary for body and soul; and further, that what-
ever evil he sends upon me in this vale of tears, he will turn 
to my good’ (Heidelberg Catechism, Q. 26). ‘I had fainted, 
unless I had believed to see the goodness of the LORD in 
the land of the living’ (Psalm 27:13).”

R. Scot Miller, who writes from an Anabaptist and 
Quaker Christian perspective, responds: 

“I see no ethical necessity for genetic testing. The reli-
gious narratives of the Judeo-Christian faith indicate that 
God uses birth, even in terrible circumstances, as a step 
toward some other potential outcomes unforeseen by 
those attempting to account for circumstances of the pres-
ent. Whether it be the child known as Moab, to the rather 
questionable divine ethics of God in the story of Hosea, it 
is clear that faith in regard to outcomes of high-risk births 
are details best left to faith communities rather than med-
ical ethics. Christian ethics are signifi cantly diff erent than 
medical ethics, and though they may have much in com-
mon, the two ethics speak to entirely different assump-
tions, and therefore medical or scientific assumptions 
regarding birth and future care should not be coerced onto 
persons of faith.”

The Rev. Colleen Squires, minister at All Souls Com-
munity Church of West Michigan, a Unitarian 
Universalist Congregation, responds:

“I think there are many ethical questions to consider 
before deciding on having children. First and foremost, are 
you as a parent able to provide a safe and healthy home for 
your child. Are you willing to make a lifelong commitment 
to being a positive presence in your child’s life? Are you able 
to off er your child unconditional love? Have you considered 
the global impact of bringing another life into this world? 
I wish these questions were considered before a person 
becomes a parent. I think the best quote about parenting 
comes from Elizabeth Stone, ‘Making the decision to have a 
child — it is momentous. It is to decide forever to have your 
heart go walking around outside your body.

“As for the ethical question regarding genetic testing, this 
I believe is a better question discussed between patient and 
doctor. Having worked in a medical research laboratory for 
20 years at Massachusetts General Hospital, I can unequiv-
ocally say the landscape of medicine is changing on a daily 
basis. Each day off ers new levels of genetic testing, new dis-
coveries of diseases, cutting edge developments of diagnos-
tic tools and new breakthrough forms of treatment.”

My view:
More and more, we are given opportunities to learn 

about our genetic predispositions with the promise of 
potential health benefi ts for doing so. However, an obliga-
tion to submit one’s genome to an authority before having 
children smacks of Nazi-style eugenics. Which government 
or insurance company is going to decide whether this cou-
ple is “fi t enough” to bear children?
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Doug Kindschi   Director, Kaufman Interfaith Institute

Who are the “People of God?”  This is 
the question discussed by Father Etienne 
Veto, director of the Cardinal Bea Centre 
for Judaic Studies, at a recent lecture at the 
Woolf Institute here in Cambridge. The Cen-

ter is a part of Pontifi cal Gregorian University in Rome and 
takes its name from the Jesuit Augustin Bea, who greatly 
infl uenced Christian-Jewish relations during the Second 
Vatican Council.  

In the Hebrew Scriptures, the “people of God” is a term 
used frequently to describe the Israelites.  In the book 
of Exodus, God speaks to Moses with a promise to take 
his people out of Egypt. “I will redeem you with an out-
stretched arm and with mighty acts of judgment.  I will take 
you as my people, and I will be your God.” (Exodus 6:6-7)  

Veto notes that, by contrast, others are referred to as “the 
nations.”  Of particular interest is the Genesis narrative 
where God makes a covenant with Abram and changes his 
name to Abraham, meaning the father of many nations.  
God says, “Your name shall be Abraham; for I have made 
you the ancestor of a multitude of nations.” (Genesis 17:5)  
Furthermore, “All the nations of the earth shall be blessed 
in him.”  (Genesis 18:18)

The prophet Isaiah has the vision that Israel will be a 
witness to the nations who will come “to the house of the 
God of Jacob; that he may teach us his ways and that we 
may walk in his paths.” The result will be peace when “they 
shall beat their swords into plowshares, and their spears 
into pruning hooks; nation shall not lift up sword against 
nation, neither shall they learn war any more.”  (Isaiah 2:3-
4)

In the New Testament, the Apostle Paul refers to the 
church as the “new Israel” as he proclaims that the cove-
nant with God and has now been extended to the Gentiles. 
Does this replace the covenant with the Jews? Not accord-
ing to Paul who declares, “the gifts and the calling of God 
are irrevocable.” (Romans 11:29)  Gentiles are adopted as 
children of God, and he refers to the Gentiles as a “wild 
olive tree” being grafted into the original rich root of the 
cultivated olive tree.  

Father Veto described three ways one can be seen as 
belonging to the people of God: those by birth (Jews), those 
by adoption (Gentile Christians), and those by calling 
(others who have received God’s call). Here it is helpful to 
remember that Abraham himself was not a Jew or a Chris-
tian, since his calling was 500 years before Moses received 
the law and 2,000 years before the Christian community 
was formed. Genesis describes his calling “because he was 
righteous and just.” (Genesis 18)

An important question in this context is what is the role 
of mission? The Woolf Institute published a 60-page doc-
ument titled, “Jews and Christians: Perspectives on Mis-
sion.” It begins with reference to the 1988 Anglican Com-
munion Conference that addressed the role of mission in 
relationship to the Jewish people in the following words:

“There are a variety of attitudes towards Judaism within 
Christianity today. … All these approaches, however, share 
a common concern to be sensitive to Judaism, to reject 
all proselytizing, that is, aggressive and manipulative 
attempts to convert, and of course, any hint of antisemi-

tism.  Further, Jews, Muslims and Christians have a com-
mon mission. They share a mission to the world that God’s 
name be honored.”

The document includes both Jewish and Christian dis-
cussion on the role of mission. From the Jewish perspective, 
mission is described in terms of promoting justice as the 
prophet proclaimed, “What does the Lord require of you but 
to do justice, and to love kindness, and to walk humbly with 
your God?” (Micah 6:8) This includes the Jewish principle of 
“Tikkun Olam” (Repair of the World). The report described 
it as a “Renewal of that covenant to tackle world problems of 
poverty, hunger, disease, hate and environmental catastro-
phe together in the 21st century.” It includes the duty to 
engage in greater interfaith understanding.  

Christian mission has traditionally been seen in terms of 
“proclaiming the Good News of the Kingdom, teaching and 
baptizing new believers.” In this context, it has often been 
assumed that Judaism is simply one of the non-Christian 
religions, forgetting the very close relationship especially in 
the early years of the Christian era. The report affi  rms that 
because of the bonds between the two faiths, special con-
sideration is required in light of God’s covenant not having 
been revoked.  

The Catholic Church addressed this issue in the docu-
ment, “Nostra Aetate” from the Second Vatican Council, pro-
mulgated in 1965 by Pope Paul II. It speaks specifi cally of the 
relationship with the Jewish people as follows:

“The Church, therefore, cannot forget that she received 
the revelation of the Old Testament through the people with 
whom God in his inexpressible mercy concluded the Ancient 
Covenant. Nor can she forget that she draws sustenance 
from the root of that well-cultivated olive tree onto which 
have been grafted the wild shoots, the Gentiles.”

One of the early theologians in America to call for this 
reappraisal of Christian mission was Paul van Buren, who 
taught at Temple University. He wrote, “The church, called 
to be a witness to Christ among all the nations, and having a 
special relationship to Israel, has the specifi c mission to the 
Jewish people of serving them in their task of being a light 
for the nations.”  

It should be noted that van Buren was one of the early 
speakers in 1988 at the Jewish-Christian Dialogue in Mus-
kegon, which was established by Sylvia Kaufman and other 
Jewish and Christian leaders of that community.  That eff ort 
then came to Grand Rapids as the Kaufman Interfaith Insti-
tute and continued as the triennial Jewish-Christian-Mus-
lim Dialogue, scheduled for Nov. 15 this year.  

This special connection provides an important princi-
ple for all interfaith eff orts.  We must always guard against 
the temptation to see the other as the enemy.  Just as God 
called Abraham to be a blessing to all nations, so we must 
seek those areas where we can work together to do justice, 
love kindness, and walk humbly in our eff orts to seek peace.

interfaith@gvsu.edu 
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Jews, Christians share mission 
to honor God, seek peace

Father Etienne Veto, director of the Cardinal 
Bea Centre for Judaic Studies, posed the 
question of who comprises the “People of 
God.”

An obligation to submit one’s 
genome to an authority before 
having children smacks of Nazi-
style eugenics. Which government 
or insurance company is going to 
decide whether this couple is ‘fit 
enough’ to bear children?

Nicole Winfi eld   
Associated Press

Pope Francis began purg-
ing Chile’s Catholic hierar-
chy Monday over an ava-
lanche of sex abuse and 
cover-up cases, starting 
with accepting the resig-
nations of the bishop at the 
center of the scandal and 
two others.

M o r e  h e a d s  w e r e 
expected to roll, given that 
the scandal has only grown 
in the weeks since all of 
Chile’s 30-plus active bish-
ops off ered to quit over their 
collective guilt in failing 
to protect Chile’s children 
from priests who raped, 
groped and molested them.

A Vatican statement said 
Francis had accepted the 
resignations of Bishop Juan 
Barros, of Osorno; Bishop 
Gonzalo Duarte, of Valpara-
iso; and Bishop Cristian 
Caro, of Puerto Montt. He 
named a temporary leader 
for each diocese.

Barros, 61, has been at 
the center of Chile’s grow-
ing scandal ever since Fran-
cis appointed him bishop 
of Osorno in 2015 over the 
objections of the local faith-
ful, his own sex abuse pre-
vention advisers and some 
of Chile’s other bishops.

They questioned Barros’ 
suitability to lead given he 
had been a top lieutenant of 
Chile’s most notorious pred-
ator priest and had been 
accused by victims of wit-
nessing and ignoring their 
abuse by that priest.

Barros denied the charge, 

but he twice off ered to resign 
in the ensuing years. Last 
month, he joined the rest 
of Chile’s bishops in offer-
ing to step down during an 

extraordinary Vatican sum-
mit. Francis had summoned 
Chile’s church leaders to 
Rome after realizing he had 
made “grave errors in judg-
ment” about Barros, whom he 
had defended strongly during 
a visit to Chile in January.

In a statement Monday, 
Barros asked forgiveness “for 
my limitations and what I 
couldn’t handle.” He thanked 
the pope for his concern for 
the common good and said 
he prayed “that one day all 
the truth will shine.”

Barros’ removal, which 
had been expected, was 
praised by abuse survivors 
and Catholics in Osorno. 

Some said more houseclean-
ing now is needed to heal the 
devastation wrought by the 
scandal.

“A new day has begun in 
Chile’s Catholic Church!” 
tweeted Juan Carlos Cruz, 
the abuse survivor who had 
denounced Barros for years 
and pressed the Vatican to 
take action. 

The other two bishops 
whose resignations were 
accepted had submitted 
them prior to the pope’s sum-
mit after having reached the 
mandatory retirement age of 
75. But victims had accused 
both of having botched cases 
in the past. 

VATICAN CITY

Pope begins purge in Chilean 
church over sex abuse scandal

Pope Francis, shown Satur-
day, accepted the resignation 
of three Chilean bishops 
Monday.   Associated Press
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