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Religious Culture and the Value of Life

Susumu Shimazono

Breakthroughs in biotechnology are changing modern medicine. Great
expectations are being voiced with respect to generative medical technology,
stimulated by the development of cloning technology and stem cell research,
which have materialized in the last decades of the twentieth century. Many
illnesses may become curable in the near future and diseased or damaged body
tissues may be reparable by replacement of the affected organs. Not only that,
but conception and birth may become possible at advanced stages of the aging
process as well as the fabrication of replacement organs. Again, based on
genetic diagnosis, selection of embryos becomes possible and even
improvement in genes can be envisioned. There are scientists who stake their
careers on research aimed at increasing intelligence and physical strength
beyond the limits of humankind thus far. Apart from the question whether
governments are positively supporting these projects, many countries are
competing fiercely in the development of science and technology and are
investing huge amounts of money in related endeavors.

The question arises whether these advances in biotechnology will improve
the happiness of humankind. The possibility comes to mind that under the
impact of present day capitalistic forms of competition, human bodies are being
assaulted as development resources in order to procure greater profits. Given
this uneasy apprehension and related concerns, it appears necessary carefully
to investigate whether biotechnology and advanced medical science are not
threatening the value of life as humankind has sustained it thus far.

In anticipation, as for the early embryonic stage of human life, the Catholic
Church, for example, has raised a loud voice against the artificial termination of
pregnancy. As a matter of fact, various religious cultures have showed and
underpinned to a considerable extent the value of life and the direction that
science and technology should take in this respect. But, it is further fact that, in
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the present stage of growing globalization, one can no longer depend solely on
views concerning the value of life propagated by particular religious cultures.
We need to transcend them. That is, it appears to be imperative to formulate a
view of the value of life that includes but also transcends religious culture. How
can we embark on this task?
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