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Alister McGrath delivers another interesting lecture at COSAC 2007. 



Editorial 
This edition’s editorial will be my usual rambling con-
sciousness stream that will find a point in the end (I 
hope). COSAC 2007 was a resounding success. Those 
who were there, I am sure you were greatly stimulated 
by the talks and conversations and encouraged by the 
fellowship. Alister McGrath was excellent, both in the 
public lecture on the Thursday and the conference pres-
entations. These are all available on CD or DVD, and I 
highly recommend people buy these. The order form is 
found at the back of the Bull. There were also a number 
of excellent talks given (by those who, unlike me, didn’t 
run out of time!) and it was a shame three parallel ses-
sions meant that at most you could get to hear only four 
of these. Three cheers for the conference organising 
committee, especially for Richard and Glenys for a very 
professionally run conference. For those who could pull 
themselves away from the footy, there was a very inter-
esting excursion to examine the ages of rocks (thanks 
Jonathan Clarke) and a stroll along the foreshore con-
cluding with coffee (thanks Denise Cooper-Clarke).  
 
Before some more reflections on ISCAST and COSAC, I 
want to take a slight diversion. After conference I flew 
out for three weeks holiday in far north Queensland. 
Photos of mine from that region have graced covers of 
previous Bulls. It was on this holiday that a few thoughts 
crystallised for me. Most mornings I would be up at 6ish 
to look for birds. I’m not a twitcher in the classical sense 
of someone who isn’t satisfied unless they have seen a 
minimum number of birds. I’m more interested in behav-
iour, in getting a glimpse into the life of the bird. I spent 
two hours trying to get some interesting photos of the 
beautiful Golden Bowerbird (with some success) and 
faced frustration as the adult plumage Victoria’s Riflebird 
refused to display for me where I was staying (though 
the immature males were far more cooperative). 
 
Along Mission Beach (a lovely spot) I frustrated my wife 
by finding all of the nice looking shells (currently sitting at 
home waiting identification). I seem to have the better 
eye for this. It may also have something to do with the 
fact that I must have spent several hours out of a two 
day stay head down scouring the beach, picking up frag-
ments, patiently waiting for the ‘perfect’ specimen that 
wind, tide and sand had not eroded. Upon finding a par-
ticularly nice spiral shell with spines on it, I laughed out 
loud in sheer delight. 
I went on holiday with a 22 kg suitcase, overpacked with 
books, DVDs and clothes. After a couple of visits to a 

second hand bookshop in the small town of Yungaburra 
I cam back with 30 kgs and an extra $20 to payout as a 
result. My bookshelves at home already bulge with the-
ology, philosophy, politics, history, science and fiction, 
yet there is always one more interesting book to buy. 
 
As I write this I have computed codes running away 
identifying low pressure systems tracking over the trop-
ics from a 40 year analysis dataset. Five weeks in Dar-
win started me thinking about lows that track over inland 
Australia that develop when others do not. Lows in the 
tropics draw much of their energy from the warm surface 
waters, sometimes becoming tropical cyclones. What 
was meant to be a day or so has spread out into nearly 
a week as I chase down bugs in the code and look for 
patterns in the results. Patterns that don’t make sense 
have pointed me back to bugs. Frustration gives way to 
joy, and then more often than not, back again! 
 
I put it together on holidays – I am slightly obsessive! I 
hoard books, take 1000s of wildlife photos, stalk the 
beach for pretty shells and pursue scientific questions 
because of obsession. But why? Is it merely an accident 
of genetics, be it beneficial or defective? There is more 
to it than that. The joy at discovering the beautiful shell 
(why beautiful if it is merely the excreted exoskeleton of 
a dead mollusc?), of a bird in display, a book containing 
new ideas or a scientific result from an experiment all 
point to something outside ourselves. As McGrath 
pointed out, none of this is mere invention or human 
construct, it represents an encounter with an external 
reality, one which we have been created to encounter, 
explore and enjoy (alliterations pointing to the Anglican 
lay-preacher in me).  
 
As a Christian as well as a scientist, I (and no doubt you 
as well) acknowledge that all of this comes from and 
points towards a creator, a God supremely revealed in 
the life of Jesus of Nazareth, but one also who can be 
apprehended in the things he has made. One of the re-
sults of the Reformation as McGrath described in his 
The Re-enchantment of Nature was that nature and life 
generally was evacuated of God. The pulpit became the 
only place where God could be known. Logocentricism 
(or biblicism – that God is known only through the bible) 
is alive and well in some parts of the Australian church. 
As both Christians and scientists, we must continue to 
stress the immanence of God in what he has made, as 
well as his transcendence over it. 
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From the President 
In his first lecture, Alister made a clear distinction be-
tween truth and reality. He suggested that there are 
truths that don’t move us to any action whereas being 
confronted by reality and meaning can be transformative. 
The second lecture examined the concept of critical real-
ism. McGrath rightly says that while scientists are real-
ists this is often a naïve realism. Critical realism is that 
perspective that takes the information presented by sci-
ence but views it critically and the tools for doing that are 
not found in science itself. The sciences have limits and 
cannot answer every kind of question.  

 

The third lecture was concerned with applying critical re-
alism in theology. This is in contrast to those who think 
that ‘we make our own truth’. Here McGrath picked up 
the theme from the first lecture by considering the ten-
sion between ‘truth’ and ‘meaning’ with a special empha-
sis on the Christian vision of reality having the capacity 
for our transformation. His final lecture considered the 
two aspects of apologetics – rebutting objections to faith 
on the one hand and communicating the faith with intel-
lectual rigour. He also spent some time considering An-
thropic Principles and their place in our apologetics. 
Throughout McGrath was careful to emphasise that 
when all is said and done, we are not able to produce 
‘knock-down’ proofs. In all of these lectures, while on the 
one hand we recognised the intellectual depth McGrath 
brought to the task, we also had the example of a genu-
ine and humble Christian scholar. Thanks are due to all 
of those who presented papers in the parallel sessions 
and to those who participated in the discussions. A fea-
ture of the weekend was the excellent level of informal 
conversation over meals and in the coffee breaks. 

 

ISCAST Website upgrade 

At the time of writing, the Stage 2 application for funding 
from the John Templeton Foundation to upgrade the 
Website is nearing completion and will be submitted 
shortly. This is being prepared by Richard Gijsbers. 

 

Future of ISCAST 

In my President’s Lecture at COSAC on ISCAST: To 
Whom Much is Given, Much will be Required, I at-
tempted to highlight some of the key issues raised in the 
Discussion Paper previously circulated to Fellows and 

 
I was recently made a Fellow, and in typical fashion was 
out of the room at the time it was announced. My natural 
thought is ‘now what?’. In being nominated I was asked 
for a CV. As I prepared it, it dawned on me that I had 
been moving slowly in this direction for some time. I 
have a broad scientific training, almost have a PhD in my 
chosen field, and have been thinking about science/faith 
issues for some time, most recently about weather and 
climate. This isn’t to say that I regard myself as any kind 
of expert. However, as part of my pilgrimage, I’ve found 
myself reading, reflecting, writing and speaking about 
these sorts of issues. Hence, the ‘now what’ question is 
answered with ‘more of the same’ – but with more of an 
emphasis on communication. Academia is said to be 
‘publish or perish’ but I think of it more as ‘publish and 
prosper’. What do people need to know? What can I tell 
them? How will they be encouraged or stimulated by 
what I have to say? 
 
This applies to us all in our church, personal or profes-
sional settings. Being made a Fellow is a step along that 
process for me, and may be already or yet to come for 
you. I hope you can think more about what it is you have 
to offer, for as John Pilbrow reminded us in his address 
at COSAC, to those who have been given much, much 
will be expected. That will involve more than a certain 
amount of obsessiveness. 
 
Professor Alister McGrath 

ISCAST Annual Lectures in Melbourne and Brisbane 

Last month’s visit by Professor Alister McGrath was 
judged to be a great success. The ISCAST Annual Lec-
tures in both Melbourne and Brisbane where his topic 
was The Bankruptcy of Scientific Atheism were most in-
formative and attracted large audiences. In Melbourne 
the attendance was approximately 550 and that included 
a number of members of the Victorian Humanist Society. 
I understand there was an overflow venue in Brisbane 
but I don’t have a firm attendance figure. 

 

COSAC2007 

Those of us privileged to attend COSAC2007 were in-
deed treated to four outstanding lectures by Alister:- 
What is Real?, What is Real in Science? What is Real in 
Theology? Natural Sciences and Christian Apologetics.  
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Associates. The Fellows’ Meeting held at the conclusion 
of COSAC indicated good support for the directions be-
ing proposed. Much remains to be done to turn the sug-
gestions into future reality. 

 

Board Meeting 

The Board held its first face-to-face meeting in a long 
while immediately before the start of COSAC. This al-
lowed for a wide-ranging discussion of a great many 
matters including relationships with other organisations. 

 

AGM 

The Annual General Meeting apart from completing the 
usual formal business, voted to introduce the category of 
Honorary Fellow. Further it was agreed that the initial 
Honorary Fellows would be our Founding President, 
Lawrie Lyons, John White, Robert Stening and Allan 
Day, all of whom in particular ways have promoted dis-
cussion of science-faith issues in Australia. In order to be 
ratified and to take effect, an Extraordinary General 
Meeting will be called at least a month after the pro-
posed resolutions have been circulated. This is yet to be 
arranged. Formal congratulations to our proposed Hon 
Fellows must await the ratification process. 

----------------------------------------------- 

In conclusion, I have to say that we were privileged to 
have Professor McGrath with us at the end of Septem-
ber. His analysis of the issues raised by Richard 
Dawkins’s The God Delusion provided us all with helpful 
strategies for our dialogue with those who think Dawkins 
has all the answers. Likewise, the clarity and insightful-
ness of his COSAC presentations provided much food 
for thought that we should all find of inestimable value. 
We are all in his debt. Those of you who were not able to 
attend may purchase DVD’s from Stockdale ACS here in 
Victoria [Details can be found elsewhere in this Bulletin]. 

 

The success of COSAC2007 owes a great deal to the 
work of Richard and Glenys Gijsbers and their staff at 
Stockdale ACS. We owe them a hearty vote of thanks. It 
was also good to have the Ridley College Bookshop 
bookstall available. We had a great time at COSAC! 

 

NEWS! 

Congratulations to Jonathon Holland who brings us this 
news item. 

The windswept summit of Benbulben, County Sligo, Ire-
land, 25th September 2007.  

Through showers and sunshine we climbed Benbulben. 
At the top, I proposed to Catherine, who joyfully ac-
cepted. This was romantically done with a beautiful dia-
mond ring!! 

 

Online Journal  

The Online Journal is introducing a new  section entitled 
Scientist at Prayer. Please email contributions to  
the editor of the Online Journal, Bruce Craven, at 
onlinejournal@iscast.org.au 
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Prof. Alister McGrath  

Lecture 1: What is Real?  

This lecture will begin to explore what we mean by“real”. 
It will develop the idea that scientists and theologians are 
under an obligation to respond to things as they actually 
are, rather than constructing worldviews and values that 
happen to resonate with our feelings and aspirations, or 
any prevailing social consensus. I will use Richard Rorty 
and Iris Murdoch as dialogue partners in making these 
points. This lecture lays the foundations for a more de-
tailed engagement with realism and its alternatives in 
both the natural sciences and Christian theology in the 
two following lectures. It is important to appreciate that 
the word“real” has a deeper connotation than merely 
“corresponding to the way things are”. The lecture will 
therefore move on to explore the critical distinction be-
tween “truth” and “meaning”, and its importance in any 
discussion of “what is real”.  

Lecture 2: What is Real in Science?  

This lecture will open with a defence of critical realism in 
the natural sciences, and a critique of various non-realist 
and anti-realist alternatives, particularly those advocated 
by postmodern critics of the sciences. It will engage with 
some of the more significant criticisms of realism, such 
as the underdetermination of theories by evidence, and 
radical theory change in the natural sciences. The more 
significant part of the lecture will deal with the tension 
between “truth” and “meaning”, introduced in the previ-
ous lecture. This leads into an exploration of the theme 
of the limits of the natural sciences, and the diffi  culties 
they encounter in dealing with “ultimate questions”, such 
as the meaning of life. The views of Richard Dawkins on 
the scope of the sciences will be examined to illustrate 
the importance of this point.  

Lecture 3: What is Real in Theology?  

This lecture will provide a defence of critical realism in 
Christian theology, engaging in dialogue with two alter-
native positions that have had some influence recently – 
the Yale theologian George Lindbeck, who defends a 
purely intrasystemic notion of truth, and the Cambridge 
philosopher of religion Don Cupitt, who defends the view 
that “we make our own truth”. While this lecture will be 
critical of “postmodern” approaches to theology, it will 
challenge the influential idea that Christian theology 
should return to “modernity” in responding to postmodern 
excesses. Again, the second part of the lecture will deal 

with the tension between “truth” and “meaning”, intro-
duced in the first lecture, which allows us to explore 
some of the distinctive aspects of the Christian vision of 
reality and truth, including its capacity for personal and 
intellectual transformation.  

Lecture 4: Natural Sciences and Christian Apologet-
ics  

The final lecture will consider how Christian apologetics 
can engage with the natural sciences. Apologetics has 
two aspects: dealing with objections to faith, and com-
municating the excellence of faith. This lecture will ex-
plore how Christian apologetics can engage with the is-
sues raised in the last few years by the “scientifi c athe-
ism” of writers such as Richard Dawkins and Daniel Den-
nett. The main points of this atheist apologetic will be 
identified and criticised, and the excellence of the Chris-
tian vision of reality affirmed. Finally, the lecture will deal 
with the growing interest in the cognitive science of relig-
ion, and so-called “anthropic phenomena”, offering an 
assessment of their importance for Christian apologetics.  

 

Dr Denise Cooper-Clarke  

The Doctor as Moral Agent, with Reference to the 
Distinction Between ‘Killing’ and ‘Letting Die’  

Background Philosophical argument about the moral sig-
nificance, if any, between killing and “letting die” has 
raged for many years without any apparent prospect of 
resolution. The debate tends to be framed in abstract 
terms, but medical practice provides a number of con-
crete situations where the question of the meaning of the 
distinction is very real. There is a notable disparity be-
tween the dominant (consequentialist) view of philoso-
phical bioethicists, that there is no necessary moral sig-
nificance to the distinction, and the view of the medical 
profession. No previous studies have addressed the 
question of the meaning of the distinction for doctors. 
Methods The aim of this study was to explore the moral 
reasoning of clinicians about killing and “letting die” using 
focused ethnography. Thirty palliative care physicians, 
oncologists and intensive care physicians and two doc-
tors who had publicly reported “helping patients to die” 
were interviewed. Results Participants included 10 ag-
nostics, 5 atheists, 5 Roman Catholics, 3 non practicing 
Catholics, 3 Jews, 3 Protestants and one Greek Ortho-
dox. All but three distinguished morally between killing 
and “letting die”, and understood this distinction in a mul-



tifactorial way rather than attempting to reduce it to a sin-
gle critical factor. They give prominence to concepts 
which are generally dismissed by philosophers in this 
discussion, such as the difference between the natural 
and the artificial and the difference between certain and 
uncertain outcomes. Many participants (including those 
with no religious principles) believed that killing an inno-
cent person is morally wrong in itself. But some who did 
not believe this nevertheless thought that killing should 
not be part of the medical role as it is in opposition to the 
goals of medicine. Conclusion Doctors have a particular 
and significant, but until now neglected contribution to 
this debate.  

 

Dr Bruce Craven  

Explanation and Belief  

We look for explanations. How far should we believe 
them? Christians seek truth, and regard God as its 
source.  But explanations must use analogies with 
known or simpler things, and these depend greatly on 
the culture. Various scientific explanations are surveyed; 
no one pattern fits all.  A statement may be true and im-
portant, yet scarcely comprehensible in another culture.  
Some scientific theories give good predictors, but seem 
to explain little.  Other areas may be beyond prediction.  
Moreover, the world is not comprehensible without con-
sidering mind and ethics.  Are ethics and intelligence as 
basic in the universe as the “fi ne tuning” of physical con-
stants, without which chemical elements and life would 
not exist?  

 

Dr Brian Edgar  

A New Reality –Merging People and Machines 
The fantasies of the human imagination have always ex-
ceeded the realities of the present situation, and yet 
what has often appeared to be the most improbable 
speculation has frequently come to pass - albeit it a 
somewhat different form.  

Thousands of years ago the Greeks imagined Icarus fly-
ing, and today we can (though a Boeing 747 is a far less 
graceful and romantic way to fly than on feathered 
wings!).  

The alchemists dreamt of transmuting lead into gold and 
although that is still beyond us we can turn sand into 
glass, iron ore into steel and petrochemicals into plas-
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tics.   

             The myth of the ‘fountain of youth’ is very an-
cient and its hopes have not yet been realised but there 
are researchers who are investigating and manipulating 
the most fundamental aging mechanisms of the human 
body and seeking an almost unlimited extension of hu-
man life.  

 

In these ways speculation often becomes science. In the 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries the fertile imagi-
nations of people like Mary Shelley (in the form of novel), 
Karel Capek (on stage) and Fritz Lang (in cinema) ex-
plored some of the most terrifying and yet also awe-
inspiring scenarios. These particular speculations create 
a higher level of existential angst because they relate not 
merely to altering the environment in which we live but 
fundamentally changing the very nature of the human 
person.  Without exaggerating the possibilities too much 
we must reflect on the fact that we are now much closer 
to the realisation of some of these speculations.  

Kevin Warwick (of the University of Reading, UK) claims 
to be the world’s first cyborg (ie. cybernetic organism – 
part human, part machine). He has implants which allow 
his nervous system, including his brain to be connected 
directly to a computer through which (via computer and 
internet) he can control a mechanical arm (etc) on an-
other continent. His wife also has an implant allowing 
direct communication between them.  

Nanotechnology and genetic engineering both have tre-
mendous potential for affecting the human person. Neu-
rological developments are affecting the brain/mind and 
trans-kingdom gene transfer involves the movement of 
genes – not merely between related species but be-
tween widely separated species (or ‘kingdoms’). This 
has implications for our understanding of the separate-
ness of species in plants, animals and humans. Trans-
humanism is the movement which anticipates a shift to a 
radically diff erent post-human future. What is the future 
reality for the human person?  Will real humanity be dif-
ferent in the future?  

What are the theological implications of all this? What is 
taking place now, or potentially in the not to distant future 
involves the re-creation of the self. The process of merg-
ing the mechanical with the biological has begun and the 
future holds even more changes in store  

The human person has traditionally been defined in 
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This involves overcoming their own fear and denial and 
coming to terms with the painful emotions invariably at-
tached to these memories.  More deeply they need to 
reframe their distorted view of themselves and see them-
selves in a truer light.  Recovery involves knowing the 
truth about themselves, for in the light of that truth there 
is freedom.   

 

Prof. David Goldney  

Is Restoration Ecology a Prophetic Calling?  

Restoration ecology is a relatively new sub-discipline 
that has developed within mainstream ecology.  The dis-
cipline is particularly well developed in Australia since 
both biodiversity losses and land degradation across our 
agricultural landscapes, coupled as they are through 
ecosystem processes, are predictably delivering dys-
functional landscapes.  That is, agricultural landscapes 
are falling through critical ecological thresholds, are los-
ing resilience, and require expensive restoration strate-
gies to repair them rather than being able to rely on natu-
ral regenerative processes.  

The development of disciplines such as restoration ecol-
ogy, with their precursors found in 19th Century natural 
history studies, owe their current status as ‘science’ to a 
complex interaction between the gradual maturing of a 
discipline area (ecology) and a revolution in public 
awareness.  This awareness exploded in the 1960s with 
the publication of Garret Hardin’s ‘Tragedy of the Com-
mons’ and Rachel Carson’s ‘Silent Spring’.  In between 
these two publications Lynn White’s now largely discred-
ited  (but misunderstood?) ‘The historical roots of our 
ecological crisis’ appeared, blaming the perceived 
Judeo-Christian trait of exploitive stewardship as the root 
cause of the developing environmental crisis.  His per-
ceived thesis may be discredited but the myth lives on.    

Mainstream Christian Churches in the 1960s, evangeli-
cal or liberal, weekly celebrated God as creator in creed 
(‘I believe in God the Father, maker of heaven and 
earth…) and yearly in their harvest festivals but for the 
most part allowed the burgeoning environmental move-
ment to bypass them since it did not represent their ‘core 
gospel mandate’ however impoverished the understand-
ing of that mandate was. The Eucharist was never a ve-
hicle for confessing the sins of environmental irresponsi-
bility! St Francis of Assisi was caricatured as Christen-
dom’s Dr Doolittle.  

terms of relationships with other (especially non-human) 
entities.  This means being defined partially in terms of a 
positive description of what humanity is – such as being 
rational, relational and religious -  but also (and perhaps 
most clearly at the boundaries of human existence)  in 
terms of what a person is not.  That is, a human person 
is –  

1           an individual being (ie. humanity is not one cor-
porate being)  

2           not plant or even merely animal (but a sentient, 
autonomous being)  

3           not machine (that is, animate rather than inani-
mate) and  

4           not God (being finite and mortal rather than infi-
nite or immortal)  

 

We now need to re-think our understanding of the hu-
man person in terms of these relationships – that is, with 
other persons, with other living beings, with the appar-
ently inanimate world and with God – because the 
boundaries are being conceptually blurred and, in some 
cases, actually being crossed.  

 

Dr Alan Gijsbers  

Reality and Addiction: Neuroscientific and Psycho-
logical Perspectives  
Mind-altering drugs are purported to enhance reality.  
However, drug-affected patients describe  addiction as 
unreality, and recovery as a return to reality. Neurosci-
ence helps to clarify the diff erence between perception 
and reality.  Our perceptions are selective and colour 
particularly the way we view, recall and rework our own 
narrative.  This is partly due to the defence mechanisms 
we all employ. Their use need not be a sign of ill-health, 
but a sign of healthy coping.  However some of our dam-
aged patients have such a poor sense of themselves 
that they see their whole narrative very negatively.  In-
sight relates to understanding our fi lters and making 
them truer to reality.  It is now recognised that the emo-
tions shape our reasoning and our perceptions.  These 
defensive processes are well-narrated in John’s Gospel, 
which deals with human responses to the Light of the 
World.  

Part of addiction recovery is for patients to develop a 
truer understanding of the reality of their own history. 
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night, sun and moon, the transport of stars, the seasons, 
the weeks, the months and the years have been seen as 
emanating from the Divine. Zodiacs on the fl oors of re-
cently excavated ancient synagogues were clearly im-
portant in some expressions of early Formative Judaism. 
Some Jewish scholars attribute it to Christian contamina-
tion.  What is real in all of this? Where does careful sci-
entific observation inform healthy faith understanding 
about concepts such as the ‘kingdom of heaven’?  

 

Mr Ian Hore-Lacy  

Presentation and Misrepresentation: Seeking Integ-
rity in Communication 
Some articles from professing Christian sources for and 
against contentious issues contain nonsense, and even 
sanctimonious misrepresentation.  This is both unhelpful 
to any reader and a poor witness.  If Christian standards 
of handling facts and seeking truth are no different from 
those of the more disreputable fringe of the green move-
ment, then there is a problem.  

In an ISCAST context the main issue involving facts is 
how we understand God’s creation of the Earth and its 
living complement.  Here the primary issue is the limits of 
science, but when we come to the role of science in dis-
cerning how God did his creative work and when, we run 
into disagreements on hermeneutics and epistemology - 
whether we can entertain the notion of a conflict between 
science and revelation  

The second issue for ISCAST involving facts is the dis-
tinction between science and the way it is represented, 
currently topical in respect to global warming.  There are 
many facts, and also projections and opinions based on 
them. We need to consider the general scientific consen-
sus view and the dissenting views.  It is that general is-
sue I want to try and explore.  

Of course what is communicated necessarily relates to 
what needs to be understood by those with their hands 
on the levers of power, and in today’s context, those who 
would influence them.  Grappling with climate change 
needs bold economic policy in national governments.  
But details of energy policy and science policy related to 
genetic manipulation and stem cells are not far behind.  

In my professional role I am responsible for maintaining 
about 400,000 words of information on nuclear energy 
published on the web, which purports to be accurate, 
comprehensive and up to date - factual, rather than ad-

As a young evangelical Christian, and a recent biological 
science graduate from Adelaide University, I became in-
creasingly swept up in the environmental movement and 
sought to better understand a believer’s relationship with 
the created world, I was galvanized by the brilliant Jew-
ess philosopher Simone Weil’s use of the term ‘de-
creation’ (how humans reverse the created order) and 
Francis Schaeffer’s insight that the story of the human 
fall had a number of dimensions: spiritual, sociological, 
psychological and environmental.  It was disappointing to 
eventually discover that Schaeffer was less than forth-
coming in appropriately sourcing his ideas (e.g.
Moltmann’s ‘God in Creation’).  These insights neverthe-
less provided a basis for developing a theology of ap-
plied creation, enabled Scripture to be read with a more 
discerning eye, to understand that ‘the whole creation is 
groaning’ and to view a beginning career in the environ-
mental sciences as a legitimate Christian calling.  

Being Christian and ‘green’ is now fashionable, and 
backed by a theology that is facilitating a belated but 
welcome correction in our understanding of Biblical stew-
ardship, perhaps more informed by ‘prophetic’ voices 
outside of the Christian tradition than from within it. But 
responding to Australian’s 200 year penchant for con-
tinuing to subsidise food and fibre production through 
species loss and land degradation, requires innovative 
Prophetic voices to help chart a redemptive resurrection 
process. Is the Church, and the evangelical tradition in 
particular really interested and for that matter, are they 
up to the task?  

The author illustrates his thesis by drawing from recently 
completed research in the Central West of NSW, Austra-
lia’s oldest inland agricultural landscapes that predict a 
likely dismal outcome for regional species, their habitats 
and the health of their associated underlying ecosys-
tems.  

 

Rev. Merrill Kitchen  

Seeking Realities in Understanding Faith: Astron-
omy, Astrology and the Kingdom of Heaven 
Theological reflection and scientific understanding have 
been partners in the journey that searches for transcen-
dental meaning in the context of human life experience. 
In the midst of earthly uncertainties, the observed conti-
nuity of cosmic realities has provided religious and phi-
losophical frameworks of understanding from ancient 
times to the present day. Light and darkness, day and 
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used to illustrate how in science (i) the dialectic element 
should lead to a critical dimension to realism, and (ii) one 
is forced to engage with reality on its own terms.  

This presentation is based on a paper that has been ac-
cepted for publication in Science and Christian Belief.  

 

Mr Chris Mulherin  

Polanyian Perspectives on the Post and Modern 
Muddle: Knowledge never was what we thought it 
was 
Michael Polanyi turned to philosophy of science from a 
distinguished career as a physical chemist during which 
he published over 200 scientific papers. At the University 
of Manchester he vacated the Chair of Physical Chemis-
try in 1946 to take up that of Professor of Social Studies, 
created for him so that he could continue his theoretical 
work.  

Of his magnum opus, Personal Knowledge Polanyi says: 
“The principal purpose of this book is to achieve a frame 
of mind in which I may hold firmly to what I believe to be 
true, even though I know that it might conceivably be 
false.” According to Polanyi, there is no purely objective 
knowledge and the ideal of objective detachment, so 
prominent in common understandings of science, is in-
compatible with this recognition.  Objective knowledge, 
understood as impersonally detached and foolproof, is a 
contradiction in terms and as human agents we are ines-
capably committed to acting in faith upon sincere beliefs 
that we hold to be universally true.  This we can do with 
confidence only when we have seen the error of equat-
ing knowledge with impersonal objectivism.  

In this paper I will briefly outline Polanyi’s view of knowl-
edge and reality and suggest that such a view bridges 
the perceived gap between “faith” and “science”. While 
science and theology study different aspects of the real, 
they follow similar paths summed up in Polanyi’s phrase 
‘personal knowledge’.  

 

Mr Mick Pope  

Is Purpose Real? A review of the Dysteleological In-
terpretation of Science,and Theological Responses 
Teleology is the philosophical study of purpose.  Chris-
tians have traditionally affirmed that God is the creator of 
all that is seen and unseen. The purpose of creation is to 

vocacy and at one remove from advocacy.  It carries an 
intellectual warranty: the organisation “can vouch for and 
support anything it publishes, and unreservedly offers to 
correct promptly anything that might be shown as wrong 
or misleading in what it publishes.” This warranty is there 
as much because of my Christian concern for integrity in 
publishing such information in a contentious area as be-
cause of any requirement of my role.  

This stance has led me to reflect on why the standards 
of discourse from avowedly Christian sources on this 
subject can be so different.  It is not simply a question of 
different opinions.  

Of course any advocacy involves selective use of facts.  
And that can easily slide into spin and misrepresentation.  
It is a question of what the facts are made to say or sup-
port, perhaps as a half-truth, or as trivia invested with 
undue weight so that their significance is stretched un-
duly.  These are the two main devices used to misrepre-
sent issues.  A related way of spinning a matter is pre-
senting it out of context, without the perspective that it 
might fairly have.  This may sometimes be innocent.  A 
further aspect is folklore and irrelevance, but a charitable 
view would allow me to say that these seem to arise 
more from ignorance than intent to mislead.  

The paper explores a couple of areas of contention that I 
am familiar with, and tries to illustrate the interaction of 
facts, context, perspective and meaning.  

 

Prof. Ross H McKenzie (co written with Dr Benjamin 
Myers)  

Dialectical Critical Realism in Science and Theology:  
Quantum Physics and Karl Barth 
In order to illuminate the similarities and differences be-
tween science and theology, we consider an epistemol-
ogy and methodology for each that can be character-
izeised as a dialectical critical realism. Our approach is 
deeply indebted to the work of the great Swiss theolo-
gian, Karl Barth. Key points are (i) that the object under 
study determines the method to be used, the community 
of investigators, and the nature of the possible knowl-
edge to be gained; (ii) the necessity of a posteriori, 
rather than a priori reasoning; and (iii) that the dialogue 
between theology and science should account for both 
the similarities and differences between the two disci-
plines. The counter-intuitive nature of quantum physics is 
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us think? which explores where and how science and 
philosophy meet. This notion of narrative develops from 
an attempt to formulate a “third discourse” which may 
bridge science and philosophy and to clarify the contem-
porary role of religion in talking about “real” human ex-
perience. This notion also considers applying the critical 
realism in Alister McGrath’s Scientific Theology to such 
formulation.  

While it shares the optimism of Jean-Pierre Changeux 
that advances in neuroscience will help us understand 
and describe human experience and behaviour better, it 
also shares with Paul Ricoeur’s caution that there are 
limits in the scientific method and one should not con-
fuse correlation with identity in our interpretation of the 
scientific data.  

It addresses the problem of dualism (the theological no-
tion of soul and the philosophical notion of mind) but at-
tempts to see that as semantic rather than ontological. It 
accepts the contribution of science and uses its material-
ist language but in a way that is methodological and non-
reductionist rather than ontological and eliminative (the 
notion of “nothing but the brain”). It considers the issues 
of postmodernism and deconstruction but approaches 
that via the dialectic between the hermeneutics of re-
newal and the hermeneutics of suspicion as promoted by 
Ricoeur and sees human experience as not just con-
structed and relative but is reality based.  

It agrees with Changeux that religion has caused ethical 
problems (violence and evil) in history and the contem-
porary world when it ignores facts and reasons but it also 
follows Ricoeur’s suggestion to “dig deep” to find the 
“religious” in religions in order to enrich the discourse of 
human experience rather than to do without religions, as 
suggested by Changeux, impoverishing the narrative of 
human experience.  

 

bring glory to its creator.  Human beings are included in 
this telos (Gk telos) in that we are to live as Imago Dei 
(image of God) and rule as vice regents.  Biblical teleol-
ogy naturally leads to eschatology, when creation as a 
whole reaches its telos.  

The philosophical naturalism underpinning many peo-
ple’s interpretations of modern science is dysteleogical 
(anti-teleological).  Four dysteleogical areas may be 
identified: anthropological/evolutionary, ontological/ cos-
mological, eschatological, and theodicean.  Such inter-
pretations are based on the assumption that science can 
make metaphysical claims, yet disallows metaphysical 
assumptions to infl uence scientifi c theorising. However, 
the history of science demonstrates that metaphysical 
ideas can be usefully employed to produce new theories.  
Science and theology represent partially overlapping 
magesteria, where teleology is a valid metaphysical as-
sumption.   

 

Assoc. Prof. Robert Stening  

Indeterminacy and Faith  

We examine some of the scientific and theological con-
sequences of statistical processes and uncertainty in our 
world and conclude than an uncertain world is necessary 
for the exercise of faith.  

Various responses to this are suggested but we are left 
with God’s call to us to trust him.  

 

Dr Michael Wong  

How Do We Talk About “Real” Human Experience in 
the 21st Century?  

In contrast to the  

1           Pre-modern notion of soul (theological)  

2           Early modern notion of mind (philosophical)  

3           Late modern notion of brain (scientific)  

4.          Post  modern notion of self (deconstructed)  

There is the notion of  

5           Multi-layered personal narrative.  

 

This notion of multi-layered narrative originates from the 
reading of the Changeux-Ricoeur Dialogue, What makes 
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