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SPECIAL

possible. What is more, the tradition affirms from
the beginning that humans have the added grace
of being created in the image and likeness of
God." This is a rich metaphor, thick with multiple
meanings (creator, servant, sufterer, redeemer),
pointing us toward that which we are called to be.

The fact that humans are created in the image
of God points to the essence of God’s nature,
captured in the mystery of the Trinity. The Trinity
is certainly a complex metaphor (not to mention a
mystery), but also one that has been richly
explored in the tradition. In the early church,
Augustine’s De Trinitate was the most influential
explanation of the doctrine of the Trinity.
Augustine, who interpreted the Trinity through
the theological claim that God is love, described it
as the dynamic interchange that exists between a
lover, the beloved, and the love they share.

This image points to one fundamental signifi-
cance of the doctrine of the Trinity, namely, the rev-
elation that God’s nature, the very essence of God is
relational. God is not monolithic. God’s essential
reality is a community of persons, who, as love, live
in perpetual self-giving and self-receiving."” A consti-
tutive member of the Trnity is, moreover, the Son,
the subject not only of the Incarnation and
Resurrection but also of the Passion. The Son suf-
fered. The experience of suftering is intrinsic to the
very identity and being of the Trinity.

How might such a vision of the Trinity speak
to genetic testing as a technology practiced upon
persons created in a Trinitarian image and like-
ness? It would celebrate genetic testing insofar as
it contributes to human flourishing, especially by
preventing discase and promoting healing. In
fact, the vision would remind practitioners that
people flourish most fully when rheyv are liberated
from medical care—when they are well. By the
same token, the vision would critique those
genetic testing practices that decrease human
frecedom by increasing dependence on medicine.
(When, for example, genetic testing confuses dis-
case with identity, or multiplies interventions for
trivial conditions, or increases medical surveil-
lance of the body, it puts human beings into a
kind of bondage to medicine.) And the vision of
the Trinity would critique genetic testing that, on
one hand, manipulates patients’ desires in the
interest of profit or social control, while, on the
other hand, it promotes the myth that those
patients are making autonomous choices.

Bur threats to freedom are not the only ways in
which genetic testing may undercut human digni-
ty and flourishing. Eugenic applications of prena-
tal genetic testing directly deny the goodness of
God’s creation and contribute in no way to the
development of persons. Persons flourish most
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fully, the trinitarian tradition affirms, as their con-
nectedness in community and their network of
relationships increases. That being the case, uses
of genetic tests that handicap persons socially by
stigmatizing them as intrinsically “abnormal™ will
obstruct their full development. Finally, the tradi-
tion affirms that suffering, though not to be
sought out, is both a part of the human condition
and theologically charged. As the Ethical and
Relygions Directives note:

For the Christian, our encounter with suf-
fering and death can take on a positive and
distinctive meaning through the redemp-
tive power of Jesus’ suffering and death. As
St. Paul says, we are “always carrying about
in the body the dying of Jesus, so that the
life of Jesus may also be manifested in our
body™ (2 Cor 4:10). This truth does not
lessen the pain and fear, but gives confi-
dence and grace for bearing suffering rather
than being overwhelmed by it. Catholic
health care ministry bears witness to the
truth that, for those who are in Christ, suf-
fering and death are the pangs of a new cre-
ation. “God himself will alwavs be with
331035 (L

An Alternative Eschatology This refusal to shy away
from the reality of suffering and abandon those
who sufter from genetic conditions brings us to
our last point. Genetic technologies, as noted
above, presume an eschatological vision. A differ-
ent eschatological vision underpins the whole of
the Christian tradition. The Catholic author
Flannery O’Connor captures this vision in her
characteristically startling fashion in her short
story “Revelation,” a story that, interestingly
enough, begins in a physician’s office. Near the
end of the story, the major character, Mrs.
Turpin, experiences a vision:

There was only a purple streak in the sky,
cutting through a field of crimson and lead-
ing, like an extension of the highway, into
the descending dusk. She raised her hands
from the side of the [pig] pen in a gesture
hieratic and profound. A visionary light sct-
tled in her eyes. She saw the streak as a vast
swinging bridge extending upward from
the earth through a field of living fire.
Upon it a vast horde of souls were rum-
bling toward heaven. There were whole
companies of white-trash, clean for the first
time in their lives, and bands of black[s] in
white robes . . . and battalions of freaks and
Junatics. . . . And bringing up the end of
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the procession was a tribe of people whom
she recognized at once as those who, like
herself and Claud, had always had a little of
everything and the God-given wit to use it
right. She leaned forward to observe them
closer. They were marching behind the
others with great dignity, accountable as
they had always been for good order and
common sense and respectable behavior.
They alone were on key. Yet she could see
by their shocked and altered faces that even
their virtues were being burned away. "

O’Connor, herself a victim of the debilitating
disease lupus, is here echoing the biblical vision of
the Eucharistic and eschatological banquet found,
among other places, in the Gospel of Luke." (This
banquet is also invoked in the conclusion of the
Ethical and Religions Direcrives.) Note the ditter-
ence between Christian eschatology and secular
eschatology. Unlike the secular vision, the
Christian vision includes impaired people in its
number: freaks, lunatics, the maimed, the blind,
and the lame. In fact, as O’Connor shows, in the
Christian vision these figures become central. In
the Gospel, those who are healthy, prosperous,
and socially successful—by all standards “perfect™—
refuse to come to the banquet. They exclude
themselves, O’Connor’s vision adds an interesting
twist: Here the healthy and socially secure are in
the procession, but their perfections—*“even their
virtues,” as she puts it—are being “burned away.”
O’Connor’s immersion in the Catholic tradition
informs her understanding that our pretensions to
perfection, especially our “natural™ virtues, are, in
escharological terms, vices.

A practice of genetic testing that promotes
healing and the dignity of the human person
should be celebrated as a ministry of discipleship
and a creation of God’s goodness. Insofar as such
a practice sees itself as promoting a secular escha-
tology, however, it will find itself at odds with the
meaning and purpose of Catholic health care.
Practitioners and patients grounded in Christian
eschatology will remember that the agent of
human perfection is God, not genetics, and will
recognize the genetically impaired as the privi-
leged guests at the banquet. The Christian escha-
tological vision is a political vision—a vision of the
Kingdom. We, confronted by the genetic revolu-
tion, must decide which of the two regimes will
have dominion over our lives. o

I would like to thank Ron Hamel and the planning com-
mittee of CHA's 14th Annnal Invitational Theology and
Ethies Colloguinm for providing me with the opportunity
to prepare these remarks,
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. “When one of those who sat at table with him heard

this, he said to him, ‘Blessed is he who shall eat
bread in the Kingdom of God!' But he said to him, ‘A
man once gave a great banquet, and invited many;
and at the time for the banquet he sent his servant to
say to those who had been invited, ‘Come; for all is
now ready.’ But they all alike began to make excuses.
The first said to him, ‘I have bought a field, and | must
go out and see it; | pray you, have me excused." And
another said, ‘| have bought five yoke of oxen, and |
go to examine them; | pray you, have me excused.’
And another said, 'l have married a wife, and there-
fore | cannot come.’ So the servant came and report-
ed this to his master. Then the householder in anger
said to his servant, ‘Go out quickly to the streets and
lanes of this city, and bring in the poor and maimed
and blind and lame.' And the servant said, 'Sir, what
you commanded has been done, and still there is
room.” And the master said to the servant, ‘Go out to
the highways and hedges, and compel people to
come in, that my house may be filled. For | tell you,
none of those men who were invited shall taste my
banquet” (Lk 14:15-24).
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