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Editorial 
I found the following on the internet recently: 
 
‘POLKINGHORNE, Ruth Isobel. Peacefully in Ad-
denbrooke's Hopsital, Cambridge on March 29th 
2006. Greatly loved wife of John, mother of Pe-
ter, Isobel and Michael, and grandmother of 
Katherine, Edward, Rachel, William, Elizabeth, 
Adam, David, Thomas and George. Funeral ser-
vice  on 11 April. Family flowers only please but 
donations if desired made payable to Adden-
brooke's Charities (which will be used for the 
work of the Haematology Department) may be 
sent to c/o Cambridge Funeral Service, 617 
Newmarket Rd Cambridge CB5 8PA  
 
A delightful lady — may she rest in peace & rise 
in glory.’ 
 
Many ISCASTians know of and have had the 
pleasure to meet John Polkinghorne, and per-
haps have met Ruth as well. We all join John in 
mourning the passing of his wife, and look for-
ward with her and all the faithful, living and 
dead, to the rising in glory at the resurrection.  
 
There are many happenings about the place at 
the moment, with Darrel R. Falk, Professor of Bi-
ology, Point Loma Nazarene University, San 
Diego, CA, USA, who is (at the time of writing) 
giving ISCAST lectures in NSW. In addition, 
George Ellis will be passing through later in the 
year. What is happening in your part of the 
world? Why not drop me a line so it can be in-
cluded in the Bull? 
 
This edition has a book review of a novel—the 
pseudo-scientific novel, State of Fear , by Mi-
chael Crichton. There are a couple of pieces by 
Darrel Falk, as well as some reflection on the re-
cent forest excursion of Victorian based ISCAS-
Tians. Enjoy. Ed. 
 

Some Booklets Available from ISCAST 

The following booklets exploring issues arising 
out of the interface between science and faith 
are available for sale: 
 

□ A Seamless Web a collection of pieces by 

prominent scientists and thinkers on aspects 
of the interface between science and faith. 
Edited by Dr Graeme Findlay—$15. 

□ God Created the Heavens and the Earth 
by Donald Nield, Associate Professor of Engi-

neering Science at the University of Auck-
land, NZ where he presents ‘science from a 
Christian perspective’—$10. 

□ God’s Books: Genetics & Genesis by 

Graeme Findlay of University of Auckland in 
which he explores the compatibility of sci-
ence with the Christian faith—$10. 

□ Evolving Creation by Graeme Findlay of 

University of Auckland celebrating ‘the es-
sential compatibility between natural science 
and Christian theology’—$10. 

□ Genesis1–3: Science? History? Theol-
ogy? by Dr J A Thompson of Melbourne Uni-
versity. This classic Tyndale Lecture was 
given in 1966 and is still on ISCAST’s ‘best 
seller’ list. It is now available in booklet 
form—$3. 

□ Notes on Science and Christian Belief  
edited by Prof. Allan J Day. These are the 
notes Professor Day produced for his Ridley 
College course on science and faith and are 
available in hardcopy—$12.50. 

□ Collected Papers by Prof. Allan J Day.  Pro-

fessor Day has produced many papers on is-
sues relating to science and faith. These 
have been compiled into this collection—
$12.50. 

□ Also available is a printed version of Profes-

sor George Ellis’ lecture to the Friends of the 
Church of St John the Baptist, Canberra on 
Sunday 17 July 2005 on Science and Relig-
ion. This is available free of charge or make 
a donation to the work of ISCAST. 

Contact Details: 

Name: …………………………………………………. 

Address: ……………………………………………… 

Phone number: …………………………………………. 

Email address: …………………………………………. 

Please indicate the number of each booklet you 
require, provide your contact details and send 

this form (or a photocopy) to ISCAST, c/-
Stockdale ACS, 58 Koonawarra St, Clayton 

North, Victoria 3168 or email vic@iscast.org.au 
or phone 03 9562 6122.  
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Seeing the forest for the trees 
Jack Holland 

 
The 2006 ISCAST (Vic) excursion, held on 1st 
April, was a one-day silvi-theological tour of the 
Central Highlands. Thirty ISCASTers and friends 
met bright and early at the Toolangi Forest Dis-
covery Centre, 15 km north of Healesville (1.5 
hours north-east of Melbourne). Our guides for 
the day, Peter Fagg and Richard Gijsbers, gave 
an introductory session on the basics of forestry. 
They established that forests are dynamic, with 
different growth stages, from seedlings through 
to mature trees and beyond, existing side by 
side. Terms such as clearfelling, thinning and old 
growth were defined for us and with this back-
ground information we set off in convoy to see 
the trees (and the forest!). 
 
The first stop was at Sylvia Creek where, shortly 
after getting out of the cars, we were drenched 
in a heavy shower of rain. Unperturbed, we took 
a short walk through an area of mature to over-
mature trees. Opposite this coupe (harvested 
forestry area) was a young regrowth area. Fur-
ther along the road was a logged area and 
nearby was a small but beautiful rainforest gully, 
aptly named as it began to pour down very 
heavily as we walked through tree ferns. Our 
morning’s tour demonstrated how the forest was 
indeed comprised of areas at various stages of 
growth. 
 
Fortunately, we had enough umbrellas to shelter 
the fireplace at Mt Tanglefoot so that we could 
make some fresh billy tea during our lunch-stop. 
This was a good chance to briefly recharge be-
fore heading on to a site where there was strong 
evidence of forest management. This was, in 
fact, a site that Richard Gijsbers worked on over 
30 years ago. Not surprisingly, the forest had 
changed since then and there was evidence of 
recent thinning. Further change was also seen at 
the next coupe we visited. It had been clear-
felled three years ago and now consisted of re-
generating Mountain ash actively competing with 
Golden wattle. This coupe required a minimum 
of 3,000 trees per hectare for a healthy forest 
stand to develop. Within the regrowth area there 
was a remnant of trees left to provide habitat for 
the Leadbetter possum. This reminded us that 
humans were not the only stakeholders in the 
forest. A ‘rogue’ alpine ash spotted amongst the 
native mountain ash highlighted that it is difficult 
to achieve uniformity in forest management and 
that nature is always surprising us.  

 
The last stop of the day was at the former Gran-
ton Mill site. This mill operated about 60 years 
ago and must have been a very busy place as it 
supported a blacksmith, a school and a small 
township. Now, the forest has totally re-claimed 
the site except for an enormous (25m high) saw-
dust heap.  
 
The tour finished back at the Toolangi Forest 
Discovery Centre where barbeques were fired up 
for our evening meal. Well-fed, we were led in 
discussion by Richard Gijsbers and Peter Fagg. 
This provided an opportunity to reflect upon the 
day’s activities and to consider forestry from a 
theological perspective. We were encouraged to 
avoid taking an extreme position in our views on 
forestry which on one hand could lead to a pa-
gan worship of the forest and on the other hand 
to an over-utilisation of forest resources. Either 
of these positions would not be based on a bal-
anced theology of creation or salvation. We were 
encouraged to think about how to live right-
eously today so that we might live righteously 
tomorrow. Hence, we discussed what good stew-
ardship is and what sustainability of the environ-
ment means from a Christian’s point of view.  
 
There was some comment on the Uniting 
Church’s (and other’s) stance advocating a 
moratorium on the logging of old-growth forests. 
It was argued that this policy of locking up one 
growth-stage while ignoring the fact that Austra-
lian forests are rarely ‘static’ because of fire and 
other disturbances would lead to an imbalance at 
the cost of the optimum provision of forest val-
ues over the long term. Furthermore, this NIMBY 
attitude fails to consider the impacts of not har-
vesting timber in Australia on forests overseas.  
 
At times, the discussion broadened to related ar-
eas such as the stewardship of water, ethics and 
even politics. The merits of plantation forestry 
were also briefly discussed. In conclusion, the 
evening’s discussions enabled us to consider the 
Christian stewardship of our forest resources and 
issues related to the forestry of native trees in 
Australia. This was set against the background of 
our day of discovering the forests around 
Toolangi. The excursion was a worthwhile and 
thought-provoking experience and the glimpses 
of sunlight between the showers were particu-
larly enjoyable! 
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Excursion report 

THE ISCAST BULLETIN 

I was standing in the bush in Toolangi next to a 

stand of trees that I had been involved in regen-

erating some 30 years earlier. The ISCAST for-

ests excursion was a marvellous opportunity to 

reflect on the science behind forest management 

but to relate it to my Christian faith. The discus-

sions resulted in the following reflection: 

I’m sorry class, we don’t have time to waste 
(Jones, please put that pocket knife away) so I 
will get straight into today’s subject: Forest Man-
agement 101—An Introduction. It will be pretty 
basic so that those of you who missed ecology, 
geology, politics, ethics, law, economics, sociol-
ogy and theology will hopefully be able to catch 
on (Jones, I know what you are wanting to do 
with that elastic band and wad of paper and I 
would advise against it!). 

The first question: ‘What is a for-

est?’. The Oxford English Dictionary 
defines it as ‘An area covered chiefly 
with trees’. Presumably the OED also 
defines an ocean as an area covered 
chiefly with water or a city as cov-
ered chiefly with people! 

Like oceans and cities, forests are 
extremely complex, composed of all sorts of 
things both animate and inanimate (that’s ‘living 
and dead’, Jones, but not quite like as in the Ni-
cene Creed). In forests these are dominated by 
trees which respond essentially to the climate, 
and the parent rock material, as well as any of a 
number droughts, bushfires, insect plagues, and 
human activity. As such the forests have become 
homes for other plants and, of course, animals. 
These in turn influence the life of the trees 
themselves in a series of very complex interac-
tions which are fascinating to study.  

This brings me to my second point (are you with 
me so far, Jones?). While forests are not just the 
trees they are certainly the most obvious feature 
and they help determine what animals and 
plants live there. The most important feature of 
the trees is their growth stage. (This is about 
FORESTS, Jones. If you want to study trees, 
that’s Arboriculture 101 just down the corridor.)  

Like humans, trees grow through various stages. 
In Australian eucalypt forests the infant stage 
(regeneration) lasts only a few years. The 
teenage stage (regrowth), when the trees grow 
fastest, lasts possibly 60 or more years depend-
ing on the species. At maturity the tree growth 
flattens out until senescence (you might relate 

to the term ‘over-mature’ better, Jones, and I 
prefer to describe myself as ‘Early Mature’) when 
the trees start to lose limbs, the crowns die out 
and rot starts to work on the core of the trees. 
This last stage might last 100 years or so with 
the whole cycle taking about 350 or so years. 

The ideal is to have all growth stages repre-
sented. This is called a ‘Normal Forest’. If you 
think about it (OK Jones, then just take my word 
for it), any change that occurs bringing the for-
est closer to this ideal is good. Any change that 
takes it away from being Normal is bad.  

Therefore, if you have too much Old Growth for-
est, you won’t have much of the other stages. 
This means that species that prefer these other 

growth stages may be threatened 
and that, if something happens to 
the Old Growth (like a fire or sim-
ply old age), it will take maybe 
200 years or more to replace. In 
a Normal Forest it will only take 
as long as it takes for the nearest 
growth stage to grow on. 

The last point I want to make, 
class (yes, Jones, I am nearly fin-

ished so you can wait just a bit longer), is that 
we humans demand a heck of lot from the for-
est. This includes timber, water, biodiversity, 
scenery, recreation (yes, Jones, trail bike riding 
also happens in the forest). And, yes, trees do 
soak up carbon dioxide, at least the regrowth 
does but it also uses up lots of water as well 
(can you understand the idea of trade-offs 
Jones? Make an effort, behave yourself and I 
won’t give you detention. Aah! You are starting 
to understand). 

Forests are also places where we can get away 
from cities and recharge our batteries and they 
are good places to get close to God. One of the 
things that the environmentalists have done is 
reminded us that these can be just as important 
for us as the timber and water. However despite 
nearly fifty years of trying to get people to con-
sume less timber from the forest, we still each 
use about one tonne (or one cubic metre) of the 
stuff each year.  

We have tried using different products. In build-
ings we use steel, aluminium and brick. People 
have suggested we could use other material like 
marijuana for paper. But our efforts to replace, 
reuse, and recycle and so reduce that one cubic 
metre haven’t really succeeded. 

 
 

Like oceans and cities, for-

ests are extremely com-

plex, composed of all sorts 

of things both animate and 

inanimate  
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Forestry excursion 
This has caused a lot of arguments about which 
is most important (scenery or timber? jobs or old 
growth? Yes, Jones, or trail bike riding). In Aus-
tralia we have tackled this by reserving much of 
the native forests from logging, planting some 
plantations and buying the extra timber and pa-
per we need from overseas. 

But people are still not satisfied and the argu-
ments go on. Perhaps we are simply wanting too 
much of our forests and we can’t provide it all. 
Perhaps people do not understand the concept of 
the normal forest (yes, we can have too much 
old growth forest!). It is also too easy to ignore 
the environmental problems we are contributing 
to by thoughtlessly buying our timber from other 
countries. Maybe the prices are too cheap (our 
water certainly is!). 

And maybe some of the problem is theological 
and that our thinkers have not done their home-
work well enough. So many seem to be respond-
ing to the environmentalists’ agenda of raising 
the profile of the ‘higher’ forest values (no argu-
ment with that) but they have failed to put the 
whole moral/ethical picture together. 

But I get ahead of myself. That is Advanced En-
vironmental Theology in the shelter shed out the 
back. You won’t need to hurry; there will be 
plenty of room as they are all studying Political 
Botany at the moment. 

Richard was trained as a forester and has 

worked in Victoria, Nepal, India and Cambodia. 

He is currently working as a consultant in infor-

mation management. He is a Fellow of ISCAST, a 

think tank exploring the interface between sci-

ence, technology and the Christian faith. 

 

Science and Christian Belief 
Is an academic journal concerned with the inter-
actions of science and religion, with particular 
reference to Christianity  
(www.scienceandchristianbelief.org). It is avail-
able at a special price through ISCAST as fol-
lows: 
 
                                       ISCAST         Non-ISCAST  
                               members       members 
Printed version          $45               $55 
Online version           $45               $55 
Printed and online  
version                     $51               $61 
 
These prices apply to 2006. 

If you wish to subscribe, send a note to ISCAST, 
c/- Stockdale ACS, 58 Koonawarra St, CLAYTON 
NORTH, VIC 3168 with a cheque for the appro-
priate amount. Payment by EFT can be arranged 
by emailing vic@iscast.org.au.  
 

Jack Holland at The Cascades, ISCAST Victoria 

forestry outing 

 

CALL FOR SUBMISSIONS 
 
COSAC 2007 is he weekend of 28 - 30 September 
2007. Alister McGrath is coming from the UK. Remem-
ber to put this in your diary now! Progressively other 
details will be posted on the web as they are confirmed. 
 
The organising committee are calling for papers for this 
conference. If you are interested in presenting a paper 
(or a poster session) on the theme of What is Real? 
Conversations in Science & Theology’ then please send 
this in to ISCAST Administration, 58 Koonawarra St, 
Nth Clayton 3168 or email vic@iscast.org.au so that we 
can forward it to the selection committee. 

ISSUE 50 
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Darrel Falk 

THE ISCAST BULLETIN 

The growth of the Intelligent Design movement 
has been fueled in part by the belief that this ap-
proach works, that scientific data already-in-
hand provides strong scientific evidence for the 
existence of an intelligent designer. How strong 
is that evidence? If it is strong, should that be a 
surprise, theologically, to the Christian? If the 
evidence is scientifically weak, should that sur-
prise or disappoint those who choose to believe 
in the God of the Judeo-Christian tradition? As 
the Movement continues to gain momentum, is it 
a passing fad, or is it something that will re-
shape the face of biology in a manner that will 
leave the discipline changed forever? 
 

On Bridge-Building: Coming to 
Peace with Biology in an Age of In-
telligent Design and Young Earth 
Creationism 

 

Darrel R. Falk, Professor of Biology, Point Loma 

Nazarene University,San Diego, CA, USA 
 

A Google search turns up 1.31 million web page 
references to ‘creation science’ and 1.33 million 
references to its counterpart, ‘biological evolu-
tion’. Similarly, there are 21.8 million references 
to ‘intelligent design’ compared to 18.3 million 
for ‘natural selection’. In America, according to 
Gallup polls, approximately 45 percent of the 
population believes that humans were ‘created 
pretty much in their present form at one time 
within the past 10,000 years or so’. Thus, most 
of the 50 American states have been under pres-
sure to include discussion of intelligent design in 
public school science curricula. Indeed, teaching 
of intelligent design has been endorsed by the 
President, the Senate majority leader, and the 
leading Republican presidential candidate to suc-
ceed George Bush. Clearly, in at least one seg-
ment of the world, there is a cultural battle tak-
ing place between science and religion. In fact, 
looking back into history, the only match for the 
current battle may well be the famous struggle 
of 400 years ago. Then the question was 
whether the sun revolved around the earth as 
the Bible seemed to declare, or alternatively did 
science have it right by placing the sun, not the 
earth, at the center? Today the great question 
is, who has the correct interpretation of origins—
biology or religion? 
 
Although it might be tempting to believe that 

Intelligent Design: Can We Use 
the Tools of Science to Explore the 
Realm of Faith?  

               

Darrel R. Falk, Professor of Biology, Point Loma 

Nazarene University, San Diego, CA, USA 

            
Scientific research programs depend upon the 
regularity of that which they are studying. They 
seek to understand the rules that govern the 
processes that are being investigated. Christians 
believe that God, the Creator, set those rules in 
place to begin with, so when studying nature, 
scientists are studying God’s rules. Ironically, 
however, so long as the laws of the natural 
world are operating with complete regularity, it 
is impossible to prove scientifically that they do 
so because of the activity of God. By definition, 
the detection of the supernatural depends upon 
suspension of the natural rules for a time, so 
that the God of the supernatural can work in 
whatever way and for whatever reason that God 
chooses to work. For example, the reason why 
many people of faith believe that Peter was able 
to walk on water was because the Law of Gravity 
was suspended as long as Peter kept his eyes on 
Jesus. And the reason that Moses staff turned 
into a snake was because the supernatural God 
of Scripture wanted to make a point to the skep-
tical Hebrew nation.  
 
If scientific research depends upon the regularity 
of the rules by which nature operates, should 
one expect it will be possible to use these tools 
to study that which may work without decipher-
able rules? Should one expect that it will be pos-
sible to detect the activity of a Creator about 
whom it is written: ‘How unsearchable his judg-
ments, and his paths beyond tracing out! Who 
has known the mind of the Lord?’ (Rom 11:33b, 
34).  
 
The biblical account of creation begins by point-
ing to God’s Spirit ‘hovering over the waters’ and 
the Psalmist poses the great rhetorical question, 
‘Where can I go from your Spirit, where can I 
flee from your presence?’. If the supernatural 
action of God were to work so frequently and in 
such all-pervasive ways, should one expect it 
would be possible to measure this supernatural 
intervention, or to distinguish its manifestation 
in some manner from the absence of that inter-
vention?  
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Daryl Falk 
Australia has been somewhat immune to the lat-
est religion/science battle, it is probably informa-
tive to note that the world’s leading spokesper-
son for creation science today, Ken Ham, is from 
Australia. Furthermore, the Intelligent Design 
movement can trace its routes back to a 1986 
book written by another Australian, Michael 
Denton. Although the numbers may be smaller 
in Australia (for example, by one estimate, about 
5 percent believe in a young earth), the influ-
ence has been great. 
 
In his book about Genesis written over 1600 
years ago, Augustine expressed a concern about 
what would happen if Christians tried to draw 
scientific conclusions out of Scripture, the pur-
pose of which, he believed, was to lead people to 
God and not to tell about scientific truths. In this 
book Augustine made it clear that it was very 
appropriate to use reasoning and experience as 
a way to learn about the physical world. Indeed, 
he believed, Christians could ascertain through 
the reasoning and experience of non-Christians, 
some of the great truths about the physical 
world. He goes on to warn people about the dan-
ger of foolishly trying to draw scientific conclu-
sions from a Book not written for that purpose. 
‘It was not the intention of the Spirit of God…to 
teach men anything that would not be useful to 
them for salvation’, he stated. 
 
Over 1,200 years later, John Calvin wrote, ‘The 
whole point of scripture is to bring us to a knowl-
edge of Jesus Christ—and having come to know 
him (and all that this implies) we should come to 
a halt and not expect to learn more’. So where 
does that leave us? ‘The natural sciences are ef-
fectively emancipated [from] theological restric-
tions’, Calvin declares.  
 
About 150 years after this, the great revivalist, 
John Wesley stated that the author of Genesis 
was writing, in essence, for a people who were 
naïve about the universe and hence, it ‘leaves us 
by further discoveries of the divine light to be 
led into the discoveries of the mysteries couched 
under them’. 
 
So what do the ‘further discoveries’ to which 
Augustine, Calvin, and Wesley all referred, have 
to say about the details of God’s creation? How 
certain can we be about these discoveries? Do 
they lead to any inconsistencies with Scripture if 
we follow the way that Augustine, Calvin, and 
Wesley admonished us to read and understand 

the Sacred Writ? 
 
Could it be that the current cultural war between 
science and religion is based upon an attempt to 
draw from Scripture something that it was never 
meant to say? Could it be that the bridge that 
finally would enable us to walk freely from sci-
ence to religion and back again, is Scripture it-
self, read and understood through the lens advo-
cated by some of the greatest Christian thinkers 
of the past 1600 years? 

Can we use the tools of science to explore the 
realm of faith? 

 
ISCAST(Vic) Annual Lecture (followed by supper)  

Saturday, 3rd June 2006,  
8 pm  

Ashburton Baptist Church  
Y Street, Ashburton 

Cost: $15 ($12 for ISCAST Fellows, Associates, Corporate 
members, students, pensioners) 

 

Intelligent Design: Can We Use the Tools of 
Science to Explore the Realm of Faith? 

 
Wednesday, 14 June 2006 

7:30 pm 
New College, UNSW 

330 Anzac Parade, Kensington 
 

On Bridge-Building: Coming to Peace with 
Biology in an Age of Intelligent Design 

and Young Earth Creationism 

Thursday, 15 June 2006 
7:30 pm 

Christ Church, St. Ives 
1 Cowan Road, St. Ives 

ISSUE 50 
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Book Reviews 
Michael Crichton 2004, State of Fear, 
Avon Books, New York 

Reviewed by Ian Hore-lacy 

Having heard much about this novel, from 
friends who thought it was a wonderful put-down 
of global warming concerns (exposing them as a 
green conspiracy pumped up by self-interested 
academics) and from other friends who thought 
it a tawdry attack on reputable science, I had 
avoided it. But another friend loaned it to me 
and asked what I thought. 

The first thing to emphasise is that it is a novel, 
and it would be almost as strange to get one's 
science from a novel like this as it would be to 
get one's theology and NT history from Dan 
Brown's excellent Da Vinci Code. 

But having said that, it does set out to present 
some science, and if one takes it at face value 
then it leads to a more skeptical position on 
global warming than the author 
himself evidently holds—going on 
Author's Message at end. The very 
good aspect of it though, and why 
I am writing this review, is that 
there are some excellent vignettes 
about science and beliefs. 

We are all familiar with the fact 
that people nurture some wacky 
beliefs on account of what they have been fed 
through popular media, and not had time or in-
clination to check carefully. Most of us would be 
prone to such in some areas of our lives. The 
problem comes when we base important deci-
sions, or even aspects of our lives, on them. 

The fate of one of the characters, an opinionated 
actor, is the high point in Crichton's treatment of 
that theme, and makes it clear why many greens 
hate the book. But in a more measured way, a 
conversation en route to Antarctica rang a lot of 
bells for me. The main science guru character 
says to the lawyer with well-formed views: we 
‘gave you a careful, peer-reviewed interpretation 
of data. Made by several groups of scientists 
from several different countries. And your re-
sponse was first to ignore it, and then to make 
an ad hominem attack. You didn’t answer the 
data. You didn’t provide counter evidence. You 
just smeared with innuendo’. Sounds familiar. 

Another section which while over the top has 
some nuggets in it is the lawyer's discussion with 
(or earbashing by) an eccentric professor re-
garding what he calls the politico-legal-media 

complex. This is where the title come from, re-
ferring to media beat-ups about a succession of 
things that someone says we need to fear, or 
new-age nostrums we need to adopt out of con-
cern for health. Being familiar with the fearmon-
gering about radiation and nuclear power, I feel 
he has a point, though I have never perceived 
any grand conspiracy about it. 

Apart from the climate science, I find much in 
the Author's Message at the end to agree with, 
and it is a great novel! Don’t be put off as I was. 
 
 

James Lovelock and Gaia’s revenge 
 
Review by Camilla Toulmin, 30 March 2006 This 

review is republished from www.
openDemocracy.net 
 
Camilla Toulmin is the director of the Interna-

tional Institute for Environment & Development 

(IIED), a policy research NGO based 

in London. An economist by train-

ing, Camilla has worked in the dry-

lands of Africa on land, agriculture 

and livelihood systems. 
 
James Lovelock's passionate and 
provocative book The Revenge of 
Gaia (Penguin, 2005) takes us on a 
beautifully written journey through 

the dangers that beset our planet. The language 
is crafted to inspire a sense of urgent pragma-
tism. As such, it provides an excellent further 
twist to the hurricane of opinion whirling around 
energy policy, climate change, and globalisation 
today. 
 
At the beginning and the end of Lovelock's jour-
ney is Gaia, the Greek goddess, metaphor for 
our living planet. In practice, Gaia represents the 
thin shell of matter making up the Earth's crust 
and the layers extending for 160 kilometres or 
so above the surface, which together make up 
the living and inanimate elements on which we 
all depend. Lovelock describes how the Earth is a 
living planet, able to adjust and rebalance 
changes in chemistry and temperature through 
multiple mechanisms, in contrast to Mars and 
Venus, both inert and lifeless. Gaia acts as a 
powerful metaphor for a divinity upon whose 
health and good humour we rely. Lovelock ar-
gues that Gaia's fever today has been brought 
on by a plague of people, making her angry and 
damaging her powers of self renewal. 
 

THE ISCAST BULLETIN 

 

We are all familiar with the 

fact that people nurture 

some wacky beliefs on ac-

count of what they have 

been fed through popular 

media 
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Book Reviews 
rising temperature but extreme and unpredict-
able events, fierce storms, floods, heat and 
drought. The Earth may then settle into a new 
steady state, but at temperatures 6-8 degrees 
hotter than today, with all the consequences this 
implies, for water shortages, crop harvests, and 
forest cover. 
 
Lovelock sees people in big cities as alienated 
from the natural world. Their hubris leads them 
to see themselves as owners or stewards of this 
Earth. People do not know or understand where 
food comes from. We are farming far too much 
land, since preservation of natural ecosystems is 
essential to maintain Earth's climate and chemis-
try. Given that so much of the Earth's surface is 
now cultivated, there is much less capacity to 
regulate essential bio-physical processes. Love-
lock argues strongly in favour of nuclear energy, 
on the grounds that electrical power is absolutely 

vital for civilization. How rapid our 
descent into chaos would be, if the 
power system fails. He presents 
data which shows that, on the basis 
of past experience, nuclear energy 
is forty times safer in terms of num-
bers of people killed per unit of 
power generated, than coal, oil, and 
hydropower. He is probably right 

that the aversion to nuclear power is partly 
based on association with the devastation 
wrought by the atomic bombs, and many years 
of campaigning against 
nuclear weapons. For Lovelock, nuclear-waste 
problems are ‘a nightmare fantasy wholly with-
out substance’. We have far more to worry about 
from the huge volumes of carbon dioxide which, 
though invisible and intangible when compared 
to nuclear waste, will bring far more catastrophic 
consequences. 
 
Alarmist, but true 

So what to make of this diatribe—a potion of sci-
ence and passion, with much stirring born of 
frustration at the slowness with which we are ac-
knowledging the urgent problems we face? As 
Crispin Tickell notes in his thoughtful introduc-
tion to The Revenge of Gaia, the key question is 
how to achieve a symbiosis between people and 
the planet—currently much out of alignment, 
given our carefree and extravagant use of fossil 
fuels, and the inertia inherent in our economic 
and politic systems. Will this orchestration of ar-
gument into a planetary Götterdämmerung cre-
ate the purpose and energy needed to spur us to 
action? Or might we not feel happier curling up 

The war of the world 

James Lovelock and the idea of Gaia have ex-
isted in close symbiosis since Lovelock's first 
Gaia book, Gaia:A New Look at Life on Earth 
(1979). His argument and conclusions are fil-
tered through this personification of our planet, 
a strategy aimed at engaging with people on 
another level than the purely scientific. His ap-
proach throws up unexpected and counter-
intuitive findings, and ensures that he enrages 
and enthuses in equal measure. Scourge of 
many greens, he is scathing about 
‘sustainable development’, and its feeble 
prescriptions, in the face of massive changes to 
our planetary systems. It's too late now for a 
concept based on such reasoned humanism, he 
thinks. Rather, the tightening environmental 
constraints make more rapid changes to the way 
we live essential. Thus we should follow the lead 
of wise generals, and opt for a sustainable re-
treat, not sustainable development. 
He lambasts those who think that re-
newable energy can provide a clean 
solution to our energy needs, while 
lashing out at organic agriculture as 
a useless strategy given the scale of 
the challenges faced. Putting more 
land under agriculture will merely re-
duce our ability to benefit from the 
Earth's self-regulating processes. The Kyoto 
agreement is just playing for time, like the Mu-
nich peace agreement that failed to prevent the 
second world war, since ‘we have unknowingly 
declared war on Gaia’. 
 
Lovelock says that DDT was a good thing, and it 
was selfish, ill-informed western liberals who 
have caused millions of people in poor tropical 
countries to pay a high price in death and illness 
from malaria, with the ban on use of DDT. By 
the end of the book, all sacred cows have been 
slaughtered and false idols have crashed to the 
ground. 
 
Iconoclastic and idiosyncratic, he argues that all 
human civilization is in imminent danger. The 
language is apocalyptic, even violent. He makes 
frequent reference to war, the need for defence 
against the coming attack, proposes the ration-
ing of goods and fuel, and urgent plans made to 
ward off the chaos ahead. He thinks we cannot 
rely on international agreements to solve climate 
change—instead individual nations must start, 
here and now, to find ways of protecting them-
selves from the risks ahead, regardless of inter-
national agreement. There will not be a gentle 

 

By the end of the book, 

all sacred cows have 

been slaughtered and 

false idols have crashed 

to the ground. 
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with our iPods, and wait for the end of the 
world? How far are we along the ‘rocky path to a 
stone-age existence’ or is there still time for us 
to build a much more ambitious set of targets 
into Kyoto after 2012? I am hoping for a bit 
more time than Lovelock allows us, but his strat-
egy is probably right—to kick us into action 
sooner rather than later. There is a lot to irritate 
in this book. He castigates those who don't listen 
to scientists, yet indulges in the language of 
myth and theatre. He argues the need for an ur-
gent shift to a militaristic, imposed set of solu-
tions, which our systems of democracy cannot 
generate. But can we really assume a benevo-
lent dictator able to play this role? While he criti-
cises us for thinking of ourselves as stewards of 
this earth, this is indeed what he then counsels 
us to become. 
 
Moreover, while it is certainly true that much ur-
ban life is separated from the wider world, there 
is a powerful hunger from many an urbanite for 
knowledge about where food comes from, and 
willingness to pay for more socially just and en-
vironmentally sustainable patterns of production. 
 
Equally, if the Planet Earth series produced by 
BBC is any guide, urbanites (in Britain at least) 
are transfixed each week by the astonishing and 
bizarre nature of the world around us. And as 
Lovelock himself acknowledges at the end of his 
book, a concentration of people and activity 
within high-density urban centres is a sensible 
way to reduce transport costs and spur greater 
investment in combined heat and power and 
other forms of energy. Meanwhile, it's hard to 
reconcile his views on nuclear energy with those 
who argue the need for major energy efficiency 
measures, decentralised supply and cheaper re-
newable sources now being developed. 
 
But as a loud and insistent wake-up call that 
helps us understand (as the book's subtitle has 
it) ‘why the earth is fighting back—and how we 
can still save humanity’, there is nothing to beat 
The Revenge of Gaia. 

 
Richard Gijsbers gets emotional at the ISCAST Victoria 

forestry excursion. 
 

 
Rugged up in the rain.  Who says experiencing nature 

has to be uncomfortable? 
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Name:  
Patsy Robertson 
 
Church:  
St Jude’s Anglican Church, Carlton 
 
Where and how you became a Christian:  
I was born into a Christian family of mixed Pres-
byterian and Salvation Army heritage in a farm-
ing community. My parents began a local Assem-
blies of God church when I was in my early 
teens. I made a commitment to follow Jesus at a 
young age but struggled with that decision after 
I began work and was thrown into the ‘work 
hard, play hard’ regimen of a junior medical resi-
dent in a small country town. Although I recom-
mitted my life to God as an adult around that 
time many of the questions work, life and study 
has raised for me were not answered for many 
years. 
 
 
Occupation/interest in sci-

ence:  
As a radiologist, the sciences I 
know best are anatomy and pa-
thology (particularly with respect 
to the skeleton and its support-
ing structures) with some under-
standing of physics.  
 
 
What do you do in your job:  
I supervise and interpret radiology imaging stud-
ies including plain X-rays, CT, ultrasound, and 
MRI with a special interest in the musculoskele-
tal system and also perform related interven-
tional procedures. My current research is in MRI 
of bone marrow in Gaucher disease. Working at 
a university hospital involves teaching and ad-
ministration (I manage the day to day rosters 
and leave arrangements for 30 medical staff). 
 
 
How faith affects how you are at work:  
I try to relate to each of my patients as whole 
person rather than a body part. Each has anxie-
ties, fears and hopes as well as family, a story 
and sometimes a faith. My intention is to always 
treat other staff fairly and with respect although 
in the stresses of a particular day or situation 
this can be a constant struggle and a reminder 
of my fallenness. I have been trained to have a 
strong belief in the importance of good science, 
in having evidence for everything. This often 

comes with strong reductionist views that 
overtly challenge Christianity. I am still learn-
ing to recognize when that is happening so that 
I can question back. 
 
 
How faith affects what you think about:  
I do think about the challenges science poses 
to Christianity. At times these challenges have 
shaken my faith but I remind myself that God 
is not afraid of being questioned. If he is real 
and true, there is no need for me to fear the 
questioning either. 
 
I debate with myself whether being a Christian 
makes any difference at work. I struggle 
against worrying unnecessarily about what 
people think of me so that instead I serve God 
and others better. I struggle with the fact that 
as Christians it is normal for us to be criticized 

because of our faith (John 
15). 
 
 
How has ISCAST helped 

you:  
ISCAST first helped me to 
work out how to think about 
creation and evolution. It has 

been a great relief to find Christians working as 
scientists, using scientific methods, yet ex-
pressing a vital faith and actively seeking an 
open dialogue between science and faith.  
 

 

 

At times these challenges have 
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self that God is not afraid of being 

questioned.  
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