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High in the Sierra Madre Mountains of Oaxaca, Mexico, is the “hearth of 
domestication” of corn (maize). Here, teocinte, the wild ancestor of corn, grows 
alongside the many varieties of domesticated corn cultivated by indigenous farmers. 
Corn is the basis of life and security for these farmers, and their communities and 
cultures have been shaped over a long period of time by the annual cycle of corn 
production. It was a shock when scientists discovered signs that genetically engineered 
corn was growing in this remote part of the planet… 
 
(MOGC Reflection Paper on Genetically Modified Organisms)  

 
For the past two years the Advisory Committee on the Integrity of Creation of the Maryknoll Office for 
Global Concerns has been studying the moral and ethical issues related to the impact of genetically 
modified organisms on human beings and the rest of creation. We have been trying to discern an 
appropriate position for MOGC to take as this highly complex issue surfaces in debate over trade 
agreements and environmental policy. We have consulted with Maryknollers, received some feedback 
and reworked our draft document.  
 
The results of this work are available to Maryknollers for reflection. Excerpts follow, but the whole 
working document is posted for comment on the MOGC “working web site” (www.maryknollogc.org). 
Please let us know (ogc@maryknoll.org) if you would like us to send you an electronic copy or a paper 
copy by regular mail. 
 
Additionally, Kathy McNeely, staff member of MOGC has participated in the Ecumenical Consultative 
Working Group on Genetic Engineering in Agriculture to prepare an ethical framework for evaluating 
genetic engineering and its impact on food security. This paper is also posted on the web site and is 
available upon request by email or surface mail. 
 
Excerpts from MOGC Reflection Paper on Genetically Modified Organisms
 
What are genetically modified organisms and why are they so controversial? What are the implications of 
these new technologies for planet Earth and the full community of life that shares this planet? What 
concerns do Maryknollers and the people they serve have about these new technologies? What position 
should Maryknoll take in regard to genetically engineered organisms? Because food is a basic human 
right and because GMOs have immense implications for the world’s food supply, extremely important 
ethical and moral issues surface. Owning exclusive patents on life and leaving basic human needs to be 
met by markets alone can leave marginalized people without the means to sustain life itself…  
 
At recent major conferences of the United Nations, such as the 2002 World Food Summit + Five and the 
World Summit on Sustainable Development, United States government officials, often accompanied by 
agro-business company representatives, pushed a model of biotechnology which has been intensely 
questioned by farmers and others around the world. This model involves the use of genetically modified 
(GM) seeds. Even as questions about the production of genetically modified organisms (GMOs) continue 
to be raised, the U.S. has included GM seed in USAID programs and food relief donations. GM seed is 
farmed in such scale in North America that the risks of contamination to non-genetically modified crops 
are a concern to many involved in international food, agriculture and trade issues…  
 



Too often U.S. policy is set without knowledge of the livelihoods of small scale farmers in rural areas. 
Maryknollers living among such farmers have for years shared the joys and hardships of their lives. The 
life of subsistence farmers can be extremely harsh, but as new technologies (including GM technologies) 
emerge on the scale that the U.S. is promoting, small scale farmers who cannot compete find themselves 
forced to look for new work, often in urban areas, thus forfeiting their connection to the land and the 
traditions their families have carried on for years. Cultures and languages are being lost at an alarming 
rate. 
 
There may be appropriate ways to use new technologies if they address some of the key issues raised by 
people in the global South — widespread hunger, drought, water shortages, poor soil, limited access to 
land. Yet we believe that serious questions must be asked about whether the present technological 
direction addresses these problems, whether it creates new problems, and whether it is appropriate to the 
continuing evolution of the full community of life on Earth.  
 
Many faith-based communities and organizations are studying GMOs; some have already formulated 
statements. The National Catholic Rural Life Conference and African Faith and Justice Network have 
called for a freeze on the proliferation of genetically engineered foods while the many questions around 
GMOs are studied. A powerful statement by the National Conference of Brazilian Bishops, accompanied 
by their Pastoral Land Commission, supports the international effort to have seeds declared the 
“common heritage of humanity” with the understanding that they would be preserved in their genetic 
integrity by farming communities. 
 
Resources for further information: 
 

• Africa Faith and Justice Network, Washington, D.C. http://afjn.cua.edu 
• Bread for the World, Washington, D.C. http://www.bread.org 
• Catholic Relief Services, Baltimore, Maryland http://www.catholicrelief.org 
• Institute for Agriculture and Trade Policy, Minneapolis, Minnesota http://www.iatp.org 
• National Catholic Rural Life Conference, Des Moines, Iowa http://www.ncrlc.com 
• Union of Concerned Scientists, Cambridge, Massachusetts http://www.ucsusa.org 
• Vandana Shiva, Director, Research Foundation for Science, Technology, & Ecology, New Delhi, 

India http://www.vshiva.net 
 

 


