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FROM DNA

TO BIRTH DAY

The being that is now you or I
is the same being that was once an adolescent,

and before that a toddler,
and before that an infant,
and before that a fetus,

and before that an embryo.
To have destroyed the being that is you or me at any of these stages

would have been to destroy you or me.

ROBERT P. GEORGE
Princeton University’s McCormick professor of jurisprudence

and member of the President’s Council on Bioethics1

In the animated film A Bug’s Life, Flik the ant attempts to reas-
sure little ant Dot about his abilities and significance when
Dot complains that he feels useless.

“See that tree?” says Flik. “Everything that made that giant
tree is already contained in this little seed.” He elaborates, then
continues, “All it needs is some time, a little bit of sunshine,
and some rain, and voilà! . . .” 2
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Flik reassures Dot that, like the seed, he has enormous poten-

tial. I think it is significant that later in the film, when Flik is feel-

ing worthless because he has goofed (as he repeatedly does), he

is reminded by Dot that he too started off like a seed, full of po-

tential. Spurred on, Flik uses his creativity and determination to

save his entire ant community. Likewise, much that makes your

child unique—and praiseworthy—was developed long before

birth, even when he was no larger than a seed.

WHERE DID THAT COME FROM?

Even before I was pregnant with Tyler, he was destined to have

blue eyes like his grandma Jill. And since the time Aimee was a

baby, I’ve occasionally glimpsed in her face an expression my

grandma Gladys used to make. It catches me off guard and

makes me catch my breath. Your child may also have manner-

isms that uncannily remind you of yourself or someone else in

your family.

The recipe for your child’s nature—his or her DNA—was
decided upon long before you loosened the waist of your
jeans, then upgraded to maternity garb. Before your child
was born, it was determined whether her hair would be
black and curly or blonde and straight, whether her skin
would be reminiscent of porcelain or warm cocoa. It was
dictated how her nose would turn up or down, how her eye-
brows would arch, and perhaps even that she might be a
relentless foot tapper.

Within the little seed from which your child sprouted was
a combination of her physical attributes, abilities, and prefer-
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ences that already made her different from any other child: a
unique blend of inherited genetic traits.

At only nine weeks after conception, her fingerprints be-
gan to form: prints that the FBI could still use to distinguish
her from anyone else, including relatives, when she is ninety.
Even identical twins, who share the same DNA, have subtle
differences in their fingerprints. (As the child grows in her
mom’s womb, her developing fingers reach out and press
against her surroundings, affecting the height of the finger-
print ridges, although the predetermined pattern of the swirls
remains.)3

Fingerprinting used to be the primary method for identifica-
tion, but due to recent developments in forensic science, sus-
pects can now be convicted based on DNA found in a strand of
hair. Security doors can be opened to employees through ret-
ina recognition.

How can your retina be so different from mine or anyone
else’s? What causes one human cell to become part of the ret-
ina rather than a muscle cell? How does each cell know what
to do?

While leaving that last question unanswered, author Barry
Werth captures the marvel of this process well in the book
From Conception to Birth: A Life Unfolds. The book contains
spectacular photos by Alexander Tsiaras, using state-of-the-art
imaging technologies to reveal embryonic and fetal develop-
ment.

In the accompanying text—referring to the miraculous cell
division that begins at conception—Werth writes: “Imagine
yourself as the world’s tallest skyscraper, built in nine months
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and germinating from a single brick.” He invites the reader to
picture that single brick dividing into every other type of ma-
terial needed to manufacture that enormous building and its
contents: tons of steel, glass, and concrete; miles of cable and
electrical wiring; furniture; computer systems; and much
more. And what if that building had the “capacity to love, hate,
do calculus, compose symphonies”?4 It sounds ridiculous,
doesn’t it? Yet such a scenario is not all that different from the
indescribable development of a baby in the womb. How amaz-
ingly complex we are!

Many people believe that all this somehow happens sponta-
neously, with no grand architect or builder. Others with a deep
understanding of anatomy and physiology do see a grand ar-
chitect behind it all.

The late Dr. Paul Wilson Brand, who had been clinical pro-
fessor emeritus in orthopedics at the University of Washing-
ton, was a brilliant pioneer in the research of Hansen’s Disease
(leprosy). He performed thousands of surgeries and authored a
clinical manual of hand mechanics for surgeons and thera-
pists.

Brand revealed his understanding of God as designer in his
book Fearfully and Wonderfully Made, coauthored with Philip
Yancey. He compared people within the body of Christ (the
church) to cells within the human body in an intriguing way,
but he also included details about the complexity of the hu-
man body from a biological standpoint.

He posed the hypothetical question: “What ushers in the
higher specialized functions of movement, sight, and con-
sciousness through the coordination of a hundred trillion
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cells?” He noted that a nerve cell alone “branches out and unites
the body with a computer network of dazzling sophistication.”
(Brand studied nerve cells intently, because leprosy deformities
are caused by the lack of proper nerve cell function—sensation—
allowing frequent, permanent injury to limbs. In other words,
pain is our friend.)

Brand then described the complexity of DNA within each
cell: one hundred thousand genes containing instructions that
“if written out, would fill a thousand six-hundred-page
books.”5

AWE OR EXPLOITATION?
Modern advances in reproductive technology and genetic en-
gineering certainly affirm the wonders of the human body and
the human embryo. And since science now confirms that each
embryo contains its own genetic blueprint—as do the egg and
sperm that joined to form it—new ethical quagmires emerge.
We are offered fresh opportunities for exploitation as well as
awe.

Some parents—hopefully a rare few—see these advances as
opportunities to choose genetic characteristics they want in
their kids. In the article “Designer Babies,” author and lawyer
Lori B. Andrews writes about several bizarre court cases re-
lated to child choosing.

In one case, Harnicher v. University of Utah Medical Center, a
couple sued because when their triplets were born—as a result
of in vitro fertilization—one child had red hair instead of
brown. Apparently in the lab, sperm donor #183 had been
confused with #83. The couple claimed that the “disappoint-

41

FROM DNA TO BIRTH DAY



ment” in their children—preferring the looks of the other do-
nor—caused them “severe emotional distress to the point of
mental illness.” 6

The couple lost the case, although some lawmakers felt it
had merit (after all, the couple didn’t receive the product
they’d paid for, right?). I can only pray that those parents now
treasure their three precious children, who by now must be
funny and affectionate preschoolers. Despite their technologi-
cal beginnings, despite their hair color, each of those children
is a unique human being with the power to contribute immea-
surably to their parents’ life and the life of others.

ONE-OF-A-KIND WONDER
I’m actually quite relieved that I didn’t have to choose my own
kids’ characteristics. Good grief, I can’t even decide what color
to paint the living room. Friends who have built homes from
scratch—forced to make hundreds of small decisions about
every gadget in the kitchen and bath—tell me that in hind-
sight, living with some of those decisions is different from
what they imagined. I guess you just don’t know what it’s like
to use the toaster until you’ve moved in, then try to plug it into
an outlet that’s in the wrong place.

In my wildest dreams, I could never have imagined the in-
triguing variety of attributes my own children would have,
let alone have chosen between those possible features. After
all, I would have no idea what it would be like to actually live
with a child with those traits. Would I have chosen stubborn-
ness as a desired attribute? Not likely. But living with stub-
born kids has helped me appreciate and respect their positive
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persistence and determination. And my being forced to deal
with less-than-compliant people has grown my own charac-
ter as well.

I’m grateful that my only decision with each pregnancy was
simply to choose the child I’d been given and to accept each
one as a gift. In fact, by the time my third child was born, I
couldn’t wait to meet her. I knew she’d be a one-of-a-kind cre-
ation, just as my first two had been—full of sur-
prises.

A person’s individuality goes much deeper
even than what is ordained by his or her genetic
code, as Larry Burkett and Rick Osborne point
out in their book, Your Child Wonderfully Made.
The inner person—one’s thoughts, feelings,
moral sensitivity—is a gift from God as well.
Your child’s spirit, matched by God with his ge-
netic makeup, further distinguishes him from
everyone else.7

In the old novel The Stepford Wives (which
has spawned two movie adaptations), the main
character moves to a small town and is disturbed by the way
all the women in town act alike. She discovers with horror that
all the husbands in town, seeking “perfect” wives, have re-
placed their flesh-and-bone women with robots that have re-
tained their wives’ individual looks yet have been given
identical personalities.

Do we really want an army of bland Stepford children in a
quest for that “perfect” child? Or are we willing to accept the
potluck of personalities that God offers us?
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THE NURTURE BEGINS: IN THE WOMB
Your child’s nature, his genetic traits coupled with his spirit,
begins to be affected by nurture even before birth. One fasci-
nating article in Psychology Today describes what a fetus most
likely hears, sees, feels, and tastes when in the womb.

Take hearing, for example. Since newborns usually hear
perfectly well at birth, researchers wondered, What exactly do
they hear within the womb?

A hydrophone placed inside the uterus of a pregnant
woman revealed that, besides the rush of fluids and her heart-
beat, the fetus can hear noises outside of the womb. The
sound level is compared to what we might overhear in an up-
stairs apartment: yelling, slamming doors, loud music, and
voices.8

In another study, newborns were tested to see if they could
recognize their mother’s voice as well as the rhythm of The Cat
in The Hat, which had been read aloud to them while they
were still in the womb. Sure enough, accelerated sucking pat-
terns revealed preferences for the familiar, from Mom’s voice
to the cadence of Dr. Seuss rhymes.

I find it exciting to know that my children were uniquely de-
signed from the start, but also to realize that before I even held
them in my arms for the first time they likely knew my voice!

WHEN THINGS GO WRONG
Sadly, sometimes things go awry in the womb or cause trauma
as a child exits from it. Such a setback can prevent a child from
reaching the capabilities his genetic blueprint would other-
wise have dictated.
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Sometimes babies are simply born too early and their tiny
bodies are not yet ready to face the world. Sometimes heroic
efforts are required to save them, though in this new century,
the age of viability is becoming younger and younger, as de-
scribed in the fascinating book Before Their Time: Lessons in
Living from Those Born Too Soon. This book profiles five fami-
lies whose babies were born at between twenty-four and
twenty-eight weeks gestation. (Many premature infants, even
ones born this early, not only live but go on to lead normal
lives.) Even those babies who struggled or lost their lives dis-
played unique features and personalities. One baby boy in
particular, whom the nurses did not expect to live, not only
survived but amazed the medical staff with his tenacity.9

It’s critical to realize that every child born with physical or
mental impairments is a unique person.

Rosalie Icenhower describes the joy her developmentally
delayed daughter, Becky, brings her family in Rosalie’s book
Don’t Sing Any Sad Songs: A Down Syndrome Daughter’s Joyful
Journey.10 Becky lives in a group home, has a job, and has trav-
eled to Europe.

Individuals with disabilities sometimes impact the world
in ways most fully abled people never will. Bill Porter, a man
born with cerebral palsy, has a severe speech impediment
and multiple other physical struggles. The exact cause of
Bill’s handicaps are unknown, but cerebral palsy can be
caused by a lack of oxygen to the brain during pregnancy or
delivery (sometimes caused by use of forceps) or other un-
known factors.

Bill’s mother was told at his birth to institutionalize him—
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apparently a too-common suggestion in the 1940s. She chose
instead to devote her life to her child.

The combination of Bill’s innate personality and his
mother’s support led him—despite his physical limitations—to
grow up to become a top Watkins products salesman and the
inspiration behind the movie Door to Door.11 Bill’s mother gave
him the courage to use his inborn talents and personality traits
in ways that helped him succeed, even while dealing with an
uncooperative body.

But even more important than his achievement of personal
success is the impact Bill has had on thousands of other peo-
ple’s lives, especially after the movie about his life was tele-
vised. Many perfectly able-bodied individuals have written
him to thank him for the courage he’s given them.

For many years Bill, who is unable to drive, got up every
morning at 4:30. That gave him time to dress impeccably, take a
bus to his assigned district, then trudge (even in nasty weather)
for more than eight hours a day to achieve his personal sales
goals. Even when eight out of ten doors were shut in his face, he
remained optimistic, ever hopeful that “the next person will say
yes.” He doggedly returned to those who initially had said no
until many became dedicated, lifelong customers.

Bill’s unique determination and optimism helped him pur-
sue a job he was gifted at and loved. Don’t we want that for our
kids as well? Many people born with all body parts in complete
working order never find a job they eagerly jump out of bed at
4:30 a.m. to do!

Another inspiration to me is a fourteen-year-old young man
named Gabe Murfitt, whose disability is reminiscent of many
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of those babies whose mothers took the drug thalidomide to
combat morning sickness in the late 1950s and early 1960s.

Two of the major bones in Gabe’s legs are fused together so
that he cannot uncross them. His arms are only two inches long,
so his hands are where elbows should be. Yet his personality
shines so brightly that he caught the attention of television pro-
ducers for Good Morning America and The Oprah Winfrey Show.
Why? For starters, he was seen climbing out of his wheelchair to
join his junior high basketball team on the court. He did the
same at a junior high dance: he rocked on the floor as his date
danced on her knees with him.

The show producers marveled at Gabe’s self-confidence and
determination. But they did not seem to inquire deeply
enough about what I think is most critical: What makes Gabe
that way? How do family and faith impact who Gabe is?

In a later chapter I’ll introduce you to the Murfitt family and
reveal how their appreciation of personality differences, cou-
pled with their faith in God, is triumphing over adversity that
comes with disability.

WHAT’S SO SPECIAL ABOUT YOUR CHILD?
Bill and Gabe have different life stories and have impacted
people in different ways. What makes their stories similar is
that they were both born with a severe disability to parents
who refused to allow that diagnosis to prevent their son from
accomplishing all that he could.

As it turns out, Bill’s and Gabe’s physical struggles are being
used by God as a way to showcase their personalities. There’s a
mystery there that the movie and television show producers
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sensed: How can a person facing so many physical challenges
have such self-confidence and determination? Yet to me it’s less
a mystery than a rich lesson to embrace; the example set by
their families can encourage us to instill similar optimism in our
own children.

You see, the reality is that many bright, ath-
letic, young people never reach their potential,
due to lack of encouragement from a mother or
father. Gabe Murfitt’s lot in life is far better than
that of a child or teen who goes through life
never hearing “How was your day?” “Don’t stay
out too late or I’ll worry,” or more important,
“You’re a terrific kid. I love you!” Some children
grow into adulthood never being told of their
value and significance.

I believe you love and want the best for your
child. But do you truly embrace her on a day-to-
day basis? Do you marvel at her complex design

and recognize the privilege you have to care for her and help
her reach her potential?

UNWRAPPING THE GIFT
On my wedding day years ago, I received a beautiful crystal
vase. Since then, I’ve kept it in my china cabinet and reserved
it for special occasions, like holding a birthday rose.

Recently I realized that I’ve probably spent more time and
energy over the years protecting it or cleaning it than I have
enjoying it. “Kids!” I’ve cried out many times, “no cartwheels
by the china cabinet! Something will get broken.”
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I’ve forgotten who gave me that vase and have no idea how
it was created. It wasn’t until recently that I actually stopped to
examine it closely. I was amazed to see patterns in the cut glass
that I had never noticed in twenty-five years!

Your child was designed in a complex and marvelous way from
the start. The closer you look at him and listen to him, the more
unique details you will see. Yet unlike a factory-made crystal vase,
your child is a one-of-a-kind creation.

To get a better sense of your child’s uniqueness and signifi-
cance from the moment of conception, you might try person-
alizing Psalm 139:13-16. You might even retype it, inserting
your child’s name, and then post it on your refrigerator:

For you created [my child’s] inmost being; you knit [him/
her] together in my . . . womb. I praise you because [my
child is] fearfully and wonderfully made; your works are
wonderful, I know that full well. [My child’s] frame was
not hidden from you when [he/she] was made in the
secret place. When [he/she] was woven together in the
depths of the earth, your eyes saw [his/her] unformed
body. All the days ordained for [my child] were written in
your book before one of them came to be.

In the next chapter, you will be challenged to find new and
creative ways to get to know your child’s personality. How can
you become or remain sensitive to the differences between
you and your child? How do personality differences impact
and enrich you and your family?
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