
April Exploring Ethics Henrietta Lacks Forum 

Is Henrietta Lacks Immortal? 

Scholars of three major world religions bridged science and spirituality when they joined forces on April 4 to 
answer an intriguing question:  Can a deceased woman be considered “alive” if cells taken from her body contin-
ue to proliferate? 

“Is Henrietta Lacks Really Immortal?” was the 8th forum in the “Exploring Ethics Henrietta Lacks” series at the 
Reuben H. Fleet Science Center, and it featured a panel of three speakers – a Muslim, a Buddhist, and a Chris-
tian – comparing issues of religious faith at the heart of the bestselling book by Rebecca Skloot. 

Moderator Mark Mann framed the discussion by underscoring the need for intellectual diversity in public dis-
course.  “Religion is a significant part of the con-
versation for much that deals with public policy,” 
said Mann, who is an Associate Professor of  
Theology and Director of the Wesleyan Center 
for Interdisciplinary Studies at Point Loma Naza-
rene University.  “A secular society should in-
clude religious voices.” 

Khaleel Mohammed, Associate Professor of Reli-
gion at San Diego State University, began by ob-
serving that Islamic law, like U.S. law, struggles 
with the need to balance individual rights with 
the greater good of society.  Because Henrietta’s 
cells have been used to conquer disease, he said, 
“From a religious point of view, some may con-
sider her as being specially blessed [and] having 
lived the life of a martyr.” 

Karma Lekshe Tsomo, Associate Professor of Theology and Religious Studies at the University of San Diego, 
pointed out that “there is nothing immortal in Buddhism,” and yet the tenet of reincarnation can mean that 
“those who have died are somewhere in some form of rebirth,” which raises “all kinds of identity issues.” 

Michael Lodahl, Professor of Theology and World Religions at Point Loma Nazarene University, reminded the 
audience that after Henrietta’s death, her family drew sustenance from their Christian belief in the immortality of 
the soul.  In the book’s Chapter 36, titled “Heavenly Bodies,” her daughter Debra was consoled by her cousin 
Gary with the words, “You can have eternal life.  Just look at Henrietta.” 

“Various family members assumed that Henrietta is alive as a spiritual being,” said Lodahl, “and not only alive, 
as Khaleel has mentioned, but considerably more powerful in her present state … that Henrietta’s spirit lived on 
in her cells, controlling the life of anyone who crossed its path.” 

Questions of identity, informed consent, and ownership were central to the discussion.  In terms of personal 
identity, “DNA changes the perspective,” said Mohammed, because a cell removed from a person’s  body still 
carries the person’s DNA. 

The panelists were in clear agreement that the core ethical issue in the Lacks story was the right of the individual 
to decide what happens with tissues from her or his body.  They also agreed that the Lacks family should have 
been treated more compassionately.  “The family wasn’t up to speed on all the science,” said Tsomo, “but how 
many of us are?” 

During the audience discussion, questioners asked how millennia-old sacred texts could shed light on the mod-
ern scientific complexities of DNA and stem cell technology.  Mohammed said that Islam’s “goal … to promote 
life” has led its followers to embrace advances in medical science, and he added, “If your religion goes against 
the obvious, then something is wrong somewhere, and you have to make a choice.”  
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