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When you hear that someone needs a transplant, you probably think about kidneys or 
lungs. People needing these organs can wait five years or more for an organ to become 
available. There is no question that the Catholic Church encourages organ donations 
and transplants. You may also be familiar with bone marrow or umbilical cord stem cell 
transplants. These can save the lives of people with leukemia, multiple myeloma and 
other cancers. They can also help people with illnesses like diabetes and Parkinson’s.  
 
The Catholic Church clearly opposes the use of embryonic stem cells in research. The 
embryo is to be treated as a person. No one has the right to experiment upon another 
person without his or her consent. No one has the right to use another person as an 
object to achieve some good result. No one has the right to take the life of an innocent 
person, even for a good purpose like curing a disease. Church teaching is found in the 
Catechism (22742275), in the Instructions from the Congregation for the Doctrine of the 
Faith Donum vitae (1987) and Dignitas Personae (2008).  
 
Stem cells are found in umbilical cord blood, bone marrow and in almost every other 
human tissue. In some cases the cells can come from the actual patient. There is a 
shortage of stem cells donated by people of color, so people of diverse communities are 
encouraged to join the registry. Stem cells are able to teach the body to make new, 
healthy and functioning cells.  
 
In 2005 the US Government mandated a Cord Blood Coordinating Center. Be the Match 
is the agency in charge of registering these donations. There are 44 banks for the 
storage of donated cord blood across the US.   
 
The decision to donate cord blood is made after the 28th week of pregnancy. To be 
eligible, the woman cannot have had cancer, hepatitis and some other medical 
problems. While having twins might sound like a chance for double the donation, a 
pregnancy of twins disqualifies a donation. Cord blood is collected at the time of a birth 
and can be kept frozen for 20 years. There is no charge for the cost of collecting, 
processing and storing cord blood units to a public cord bank. The donated unit is 
registered by number only. Names are not shared with the donor and the patient, so no 
exchange of information is made.  When a patient needs a transplant, their health care 
team will determine the source of cells that best meets their needs. Cord blood is one of 
three sources of blood forming cells used in transplant. The others are bone marrow 
and peripheral stem cells.  Deepest appreciation to Father Tom Knoblach for his 
collaboration in the development of this article. 
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