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editorial


This issue of kategoria could be summarised as being 
entirely about books and scholarship—even more than 

most issues. As well as our book reviews, our two main arti
cles are about general studies people have done and the 
books they wrote about them. 

Our first article, by theologian Peter Bolt, reviews the 
range of studies that have been done on Jesus—the quests to 
find the ‘real’ historical Jesus, with the assumption that the 
Jesus described in the New Testament could not be the real 
one. His overview of the research is illuminating in several 
ways—not only pointing out the flaws in many of the ‘alter
nate’ studies of Jesus, but in demonstrating that the same 
old theories keep resurfacing, to be repackaged and pre
sented as a ‘new’ theory about Jesus. Peter challenges us to 
recognise that, in fact, the New Testament view of Jesus 
makes a lot more historical sense than all these other theo-
ries—but being old news, the New Testament rarely gets the 
television time that more sensational alternate theories do. 

This is particularly relevant in the light of our second 
article, on the work of John Ralston Saul. Saul is himself an 
overview, big-picture writer; he provides broad social cri
tiques in an effort to understand where Western culture is 
going, and why it is the way it is—which is why we have 
reviewed his work here. While the detailed analysis of spe
cialist studies is important and needs to continue, some
times we also need to step back and take a look at the wider 
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6 picture. Saul, a non-Christian Canadian writer, does that 
for us. In fact, part of his critique is that Western culture 
suffers from being too specialised; that we can easily be so 
caught up in the detail we miss what is going on in the 
wider world. 

Peter Bolt’s article has relevance to Saul’s work in its point 
about New Testament research. Peter’s conclusion is that far 
too much research on Jesus irrationally rejects the available 
data in the New Testament. There is no good reason for this, 
historically or as a point of scholarship. If we are to make 
sense of an historical figure like Jesus, we need to take into 
account all the evidence—which unfortunately a great deal of 
so-called academic scholarship on Jesus does not do. 

It is unfortunate that John Ralston Saul, for all his pro
found insights into our culture, falls precisely into this cate
gory. While he has taken pains to understand writers such as 
Voltaire and important cultural movements such as the 
Enlightenment, his understanding of Christianity is bizarrely 
uninformed. It appears he has relied on sensational scholarship 
which provides sceptical speculations about Jesus, instead of 
informing himself about actual biblical Christianity. This hap
pens all too often in discussions of Christianity, particularly 
dismissive ones. What is dismissed frequently bears almost no 
resemblance to what the Bible actually says. 

Good scholarship will use wisely a combination of syn
thesising overview and painstaking care over details. We 
must not let the specialist studies become so dominant that 
no one is allowed to put forward an opinion without mul
tiple degrees in one tiny area. At the same time, as we put 
forward the ‘big-picture’ statements, the general assessments 
of our culture, we must get our details right. If only this 
happened more often when the place of Christianity in our 
society is discussed. 

Misunderstanding of biblical Christianity is wide
spread; moreover, it leads to another problem which 

we might call ‘the problem of the missing Christianity’. “I 
found these pages emotionally painful”, says Lewis Jones in 
his review of Bryan Appleyard’s book, Understanding the 
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7 Present, “…because of his failure to see the way out”. “I 
wanted to throw my arms around them”, writes Jennifer 
McLellan of the feminist authors she reviews, “and cry at 
the tragedy of these women so obviously lost, yet unable to 
see it.” Phillip Jensen’s article picks up a similar point: John 
Ralston Saul can see so clearly on some matters, but entirely 
misses the significance of the Christian answer. 

The world has some very clever, strong and insightful 
people. We see the work of powerful cultural leaders of the 
world, the critics and writers, the social reformers, and 
realise that many people are trying very hard, with good 
ideas, to change the world for the better. How painful it is 
to see them then miss the answers in Christianity! The lack 
of publicity that biblical Christianity suffers is part of a 
vicious circle—because people don’t know about it, they 
don’t understand it, and so don’t consider it in their philoso
phies, and so it is further marginalised. The Bible holds 
some very useful truths; it is a shame so many clever people 
fail to realise that.� 
Kirsten Birkett 
Editor 
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Jesus and the woman of Samaria 
Gustave Doré 



kategoria 8-text  27/4/04  5:39 PM  Page 9

kategoria 1998 number 8 pp. 9-31 

Questing

for Jesus 

Peter Bolt 

Jesus is still big news. Almost two thousand years after his 
death, he still sells newspapers, magazines and books. A 

‘renaissance’ in Jesus studies has been proclaimed,1 as a vast 
number of publications investigating this famous first-cen-
tury man from Nazareth has flooded the market in the clos
ing decades of this century.2 By an interesting coincidence, 
the closing decades of the last century also saw a spate of 
books on Jesus come off the presses.3 At that time, New 
Testament scholarship had just about reached the end of the 
first ‘quest for the historical Jesus’. In our day, we are wit
nessing remnants of a second, and the rise of a third ‘quest 
for the historical Jesus’. Evidently, Jesus of Nazareth is still 
worth seeking. 

1 M. Borg, ‘A renaissance in Jesus studies’, in Jesus in Contemporary 
Scholarship, Trinity Press International, 1994, pp. 3-17. 
2 P. W. Barnett, Jesus and the Logic of History, IVP, Leicester, 1997, p. 15 
reports that there were no fewer than 260 books, articles and reviews 
between 1980 and 1992. The publications have not abated in the last five 
years. 
3 Noted in ibid., p. 17. 
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Finding the real Jesus 

10 

A post-Christian
exercise 

But, given that this flood of writings contains many dif
ferent portraits of Jesus, it is necessary to ask the question, 
Who is this Jesus being talked about? Which of the many 
portraits, if any, is dealing with the ‘real’ Jesus? Who was the 
historical figure who has proven so printworthy and what is 
his continued appeal for a Western world which likes to 
deem itself both post-modern and post-Christian? 

The quest for the historical Jesus began as a post-
Christian enterprise. In 1778 Lessing published the 

Fragments of the recently deceased Reimarus. The Fragments 
sought to destroy traditional Christianity. For Reimarus, if 
the real historical Jesus was discovered, then the view of Jesus 
proclaimed by the Gospels, the creeds and the Christian 
churches for centuries would be shown to be wrong. The 
Gospels were records of Christian faith, not of historical fact. 
The ‘Jesus of history’ was different from the ‘Christ of faith’ 
who was proclaimed by the Gospels as the Son of God, and 
later proclaimed by the creeds to be God made flesh, very 
God of very God. If the ‘mythological’ accretions of Gospel, 
creed and church are stripped away, Reimarus asked, what 
do we find? Jesus was evidently an impressive figure, but who 
was he really? Not God, but what kind of man? For 
Reimarus, he was a Jewish reformer who failed and whose 
disillusioned disciples then began the church. History had 
torpedoed theology, and the quest had begun. 

It ended in 1906 when Albert Schweitzer, the famous 
theologian, musician and medical missionary, published The 
Quest of the Historical Jesus: A Critical Study of its Progress 
from Reimarus to Wrede.4 In the meantime, it had become 
popular to regard Mark as the first Gospel to be written (still 
the majority position) and, therefore, the closest to what had 
actually happened. A succession of ‘Lives of Jesus’ were writ
ten in which those elements of Jesus’ life deemed historically 
authentic were extracted from Mark’s Gospel. The ultimate 
aim of this process was to find the abiding value of Jesus’ 

4 English translation, Black, London, 1910 and 1954; German, 1906. 

kategoria 1998 number 8 
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The face in the well 

11personality or teaching, the valuable ‘kernel’ left over when the 
‘husk’ of history was shed. However, to enlist the image used 
by Alfred Loisy about Adolf von Harnack’s lectures on ‘the 
essence of Christianity’,5 these ‘Lives’ suffered from the ‘face in 
the well’ syndrome. Just as when you look down a well, you 
are only gazing upon your own face, so too, when interpreters 
had gazed at Jesus down the well of history, they tended to dis
cover someone strangely like themselves. Or, as Martin Kähler 
put it, “[w]hat is usually happening is that the image of Jesus 
is being refracted through the spirit of these gentlemen”.6 

This was not just a danger for the first Quest. Don 
Cuppitt has implicated the more recent historical Jesus 
research in the same problem: “although they have tried to 
be rigorously objective and scientific, they have come upon 
interpretations of Jesus that are just as obviously myths for 
our own time as earlier interpretations were for theirs”.7 At 
various points in his Jesus and the Victory of God, Tom 
Wright8 has basically repeated the charge, showing that it is 
not difficult to point to the links between the political rev
olutionary Jesus and the mood of the 1960s, or to identify 
the influence of post-war holocaust philo-semitism on the 
insistence upon the Jewishness of Jesus; or to identify the 
mood of anti-Reganism behind the Jesus Seminar’s eager
ness to remove any trace of apocalyptic from Jesus, and 
so on. The tawdry ease in which we find ourselves in the 

5 1800-1900; English translation published as What Is Christianity, 
1901. Cited in C. Brown, ‘Historical Jesus, Quest of ’, in J. B. Green et. 
al (eds), Dictionary of Jesus and the Gospels, IVP, Downers Grove and 
Leicester, 1992. 
6 M. Kähler, The So-Called Historical Jesus and the Historical Biblical 
Christ, Fortress, Philadelphia, 1964, p. 57; German original 1896. 
7 ‘Who was Jesus’, Sunday Times, 24 December, 1988. 
8 In  Who Was Jesus?, SPCK, London, 1992, p. 18, Wright levels the 
same charge at popularizers Thiering, Wilson and Spong, who “have 
offered us a Jesus of their own imagination, which the church, and any
one else who may be interested, ought to resist in the name of serious his
tory”. Wright’s opponents can, of course, question to what degree his own 
portrait of Jesus suffers from the face-in-the-well syndrome. What he pro
poses is a revision of Christianity as it has been known (p. 123). 

Questing for Jesus 
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12 

Style over substance 

various makeovers of Jesus is perhaps epitomized by an arti
cle in The Bulletin which asked various marketing gurus 
how Jesus should be ‘packaged’ if he were to attempt a 
comeback today.9 Jesus is often re-created in the inter-
preter’s image. This still popular figure is someone in whom, 
it seems, everybody wants to see themselves. 

This has not always been seen as a weakness. Commenting 
upon the ‘soft radicalism’ of the English J. A. T. Robinson and 
the ‘hard radicalism’ of the American ‘Christian Atheists’ of 
the early 1960s, Kenneth Hamilton observed that: 

the Death-of-God theology has ended all that by 
making the modern ‘style’ supreme judge of what 
can and cannot be believed. When God is declared 
to be dead, there is little point in continuing to talk 
about the Word of God; and Christianity becomes 
‘what Jesus means to me as a modern man’.10 

The ‘Death-of-God’ theology of the 1960s gave the face-
down-the-well syndrome a theological underpinning. Jesus 
Christ the Word continues to meet us in history. What has 
happened for Christian faith is that the ever-present Word 
has “negated its former expression”.11 As the God who is 
Jesus becomes ever more deeply incarnate in the body of 

9 ‘He’s Back’, The Bulletin, 12 September, 1989. 
10 K. Hamilton, God is Dead. The Anatomy of a Slogan, Eerdmans, Grand 
Rapids, 1966, p. 82. Hamilton prophesied that the Death-of-God theol
ogy would be significant, not for the movement itself, but “in the part it is 
playing in easing the way for [the] broader movement of the return of lib
eralism” (pp. 81-82), having observed that in the movement, “unquestion
ably, the double accents of liberalism—the Gospel justified by social 
relevance and justified by philosophical relevance [i.e. the promotion of 
Christianity as a world view, see p. 64]—have been heard anew” (pp. 80
81). When many of the conclusions of the Third Quest are read in the light 
of this prophecy, it is interesting to wonder about the link between the 
scholars of the Third Quest and the radicalism of the 1960s, whether of the 
English ‘soft’ or the American ‘hard’ variety. T. J. J. Alitzer has recently 
commented upon the current Jesus research in The Contemporary Jesus, 
University of New York Press, Albany, NY, 1997. 
11 T. J. Alitzer and W. Hamilton, ‘Word and History’ in Radical Theology 
and the Death of God, Bobbs-Merril, Indianapolis, 1966, p. 137; cfp. 133. 

kategoria 1998 number 8 
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Gnosticism again 

13humanity, he loses every semblance of his former visage, 
until he appears wherever there is life and energy. 

Of course, as the Preacher knew long ago, there is noth
ing new under the sun, and this tendency to allow Jesus to 
find ever new incarnations more suitable for the current day 
is nothing less than the Gnosticism of earlier centuries.12 

Since the profile of Gnosticism has only increased in the 
years subsequent to the Death-of-God, both in New 
Testament scholarship and society at large, perhaps it is lit
tle wonder that so many ‘new’ views of Jesus are being pro
posed and finding ready acceptance. If this suggestion has 
anything going for it, it would be hugely ironic: for those 
seeking after the historical Jesus see the enterprise as a safe
guard against Docetism, the christological heresy that the 
divine Christ was not really involved in the human state— 
a feature of most forms of Gnosticism.13 

But we have jumped ahead of our story. Schweitzer (fol
lowing the lead of Johannes Weiss) pointed out that 

Jesus of the Gospels was actually very different from all of 
the nineteenth century ‘liberal’ (not a swear word then) por
traits of him. Jesus could be understood in the context of 
first century Judaism, which was highly charged with apoc
alyptic expectation. With Schweitzer the first quest had 
come to an end, and the recovery of the historical Jesus was 
deemed well-nigh impossible. Schweitzer’s remark that Jesus 
“comes to us as one unknown”14 was echoed in 1926 by 
Rudolph Bultmann: “we can know almost nothing con
cerning the life and personality of Jesus”.15 For this reason, 

12 K. Hamilton, op. cit. pp. 68-69. 
13 Cf. “It is the principal concern of modern revisionist christologies to 
avoid any form of docetism”, F. Young ‘Docetism’, New Dictionary of 
Christian Theology, SCM, London, 1983. The threat of docetism is felt by 
the New Quest (cf Käsemann, ‘Problem’, op. cit.) through to the Third 
Quest (cf. M. J. Borg, ‘Does the historical Jesus matter?’, in Jesus in 
Contemporary Scholarship, op.cit., pp. 182-200.) 
14 Schweitzer, op. cit., p. 401. 
15 Rudolph Bultmann, Jesus and the Word, Scribner’s, New York, 1926, 
1958, p. 8. 

Questing for Jesus 



kategoria 8-text  27/4/04  5:39 PM  Page 14

14 

No Quest/New Quest 

Tom Wright has labelled this the ‘No Quest’ era, for in the 
first half of this century New Testament scholarship had 
turned its attention elsewhere.16 This was the time in which 
the tools of Form criticism and then Redaction criticism 
examined the Gospels not so much to find out about Jesus, 
but to find out about the situation of the early churches 
which had bequeathed the Gospel material to subsequent 
generations. The Gospels were no longer primarily about 
Jesus, they were about his devotees. 

But on 23 October 1953, attention turned for a second 
time to the historical Jesus. The New Quest was launched 
when Ernst Käsemann delivered a lecture to his fellow for
mer students of Rudolph Bultmann entitled ‘The problem 
of the historical Jesus’.17 Regarding Jesus pre-eminently as a 
teacher, the New Quest focussed on the sayings of the 
Gospels, and endlessly discussed the criteria for discerning 
authentic material which can be used to reconstruct the life 
of Jesus.18 Although the New Quest apparently “ended 
scarcely two decades after it started”,19 its spirit is still with 
us in the midst of the Third Quest. In terms of approach, 
the New Quest lives on in many of those associated with 
‘The Jesus Seminar’,20 which, in some circles, is known as 
‘the revenge of the Neo-Bultmannians’. 

Founded in 1985, the Jesus Seminar is a group of 70 dis
tinctly North American scholars who meet to discuss the 
various sayings of Jesus found in the four Gospels and also 
the Gnostic Gospel of Thomas (discussed later in this 
essay). Adopting a system of voting with coloured beads, the 
Seminar decided the relative probability of these sayings 
being authentic, in order to form a data-base for determin
ing who Jesus was. The highly sceptical results of this voting 
system (85% of the Gospels’ sayings were voted as not 

16 N. T. Wright, Jesus and the Victory of God, pp. 21ff.

17 The lecture is published in Essays on New Testament Themes, SCM,

London, 1960, 1964, pp. 15-47.

18 Wright, Jesus and the Victory of God, op. cit., p. 24.

19 Brown, ‘Historical Jesus’, op. cit., p. 337.

20 Wright, Jesus and the Victory of God, op. cit., ch. 2.
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The boring Jesus 

15spoken by Jesus) have been published as The Five Gospels: 
The Search for the Authentic Words of Jesus.21 Their work is a 
continuation of the sceptical approach of a former age, hav
ing, as Archbishop Donald Robinson put it, “the flavour…of 
old-fashioned liberalism of a Teutonic variety”. Indeed, “the 
Seminar seems to be caught in a time-warp, still searching 
for the ‘historical Jesus’ in the manner of scholars of the 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries”. Their results, if 
true, hardly merit attention, for “if the Seminar’s allegedly 
authentic words of Jesus are all that remain of the historical 
Jesus, there is next to nothing to interest us in what Jesus 
actually said, much less which brings us words of eternal life. 
It is astonishing that anyone took notice of him, or troubled 
to crucify him”.22 

Tom Wright also detects the spirit of the New Quest liv
ing on in the writings of Burton Mack23 and those of 
J. Dominic Crossan24—although Crossan has objected to 
the pigeon-holing25—and F. G. Downing,26 who proposed 
(with marked differences) that Jesus was a Cynic sage whose 
aphorisms were designed to subvert his hearers’ social and 
cultural worlds. Wright also suggests that Marcus Borg, a 
member of the Jesus Seminar, straddles the New Quest and 
the Third Quest.27 

21 Polebridge, New York, 1993.

22 D. W. B. Robinson, review of R. W. Funk et al., The Five Gospels: The

Search for the Authentic Words of Jesus, Southern Cross Quarterly, Autumn,

1995, p. 38.

23 Burton Mack, A Myth of Innocence: Mark and Christian Origins,

Fortress, Philadelphia, 1988; The Lost Gospel: The Book of Q and Christian

Origins, Harper Collins, San Francisco, 1993; see Wright, Jesus and the

Victory of God, op. cit., pp. 33-44.

24 J. Dominic Crossan, The Historical Jesus: The Life of a Mediterranean

Jewish Peasant, Harper Collins, San Francisco, 1991; Jesus: A Revolutionary

Biography, Harper Collins, San Francisco, 1994; see Wright, Jesus and the

Victory of God, op. cit., pp. 44-65.

25 J. D. Crossan, ‘What victory? What God? A review debate with N. T.

Wright on Jesus and the Victory of God, Scottish Journal of Theology, 1997,

50, pp. 345-379.

26 Wright, Jesus and the Victory of God, op. cit., pp. 66-74.

27 Ibid., pp. 75-78.
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Third Quest 

16 

From scepticism 
to confidence 

From sayings
to actions 

…to an interest 
in social context 

Whereas the final decades of last century witnessed the 
close of the first Quest, the interest in Jesus witnessed by the 
final decades of this century has been labelled the “Third 
Quest for the historical Jesus”.28 Some have objected to the 
label, arguing that there is not enough unity in the writers 
to suggest a coherent movement. Nevertheless, Wright detects 
some similarities in approach. 

Whereas the first quest yielded a mood of scepticism 
about whether anything can be known abut Jesus, 

the Third Quest is far more confident: “we can know as 
much about Jesus as any figure in the ancient world”.29 This 
basic confidence is also reflected in several other factors of 
the current approaches. 

To a large degree, historical reconstruction depends upon 
what will be allowed to count as valid evidence. The 

Third Quest is no longer content to examine only the sayings 
of Jesus. This may have seemed appropriate when the domi
nant philosophical paradigm was idealism, because ideas 
under those circumstances may be deemed more important 
than events. But in a day and age when life is recognised as 
far more complex, the previous obsession with sayings now 
looks to be a rather odd strategy to recover knowledge of a 
person from the ancient world. More recent approaches have 
also taken into account Jesus’ actions, sometimes majoring 
upon these as the starting point towards understanding his 
sayings: why did he gather 12 disciples? why did he cast out 
the moneychangers? and, most importantly, why (historically 
speaking) was he crucified? 

The Third Quest also recognises that whatever Jesus said 
or did occurred in a particular social context. He was a 

first-century Galilean Jew who died in Roman-occupied 

28 Wright lists the twenty scholars of the Third Quest in ibid., p. 84. 
29 Borg, A New Vision: Spirit, Culture and the Life of Discipleship, Harper 
and Row, San Francisco, 1987, p. 15. 

kategoria 1998 number 8 
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Archaeological approaches 

Judea. A great deal of effort continues to be expended on 
the task of reconstructing this social context. To do so, 
many more things now count as evidence in the quest for 
the historical Jesus, which is certainly welcome, if for no 
other reason than the sake of good history.30 

Archaeological evidence is part of the discussion.31 For 
example, information about the Galilean city of 

Sepphoris is gradually being accumulated. Although it is 
not mentioned in the Gospels, this thriving commercial 
centre was just over the hill from Nazareth. It contains evi
dence that it had been fairly well Hellenised (penetrated by 
Greek culture) but at the same time the site has yielded evi
dence of the practice of Judaism (such as ritual baths). 
Analysis of this evidence then leads to historical specula
tions: Jesus must have visited the city, but just how much 
influence would it have had on him? What was the rela
tionship between this major centre and the peasant culture 
of Nazareth where he practised carpentry: mutually helpful, 
or did the city exploit the country? How would this have 
shaped his own personal agenda? 

As well as the archaeological remains, the breadth of lit
erature from the ancient world contains much potential 
material for the Quest, such as the literature of the Graeco-
Roman world, the writings of later Rabbis and the 
Apocryphal Gospels, which have been available for a long 
time. This trend towards a broader look at sources is also 
aided by the fact that this century has seen some significant 
discoveries. There was a parallel last century, when the 

30 Cf. Ibid., pp. 24-25. 
31 For archaeological evidence, see J. F. Strange, ‘First-century Galilee 
from archeology and from the texts’, in E. H. Lovering, Jr. (ed.), Society of 
Biblical Literature 1994 Seminar Papers, Scholars, Atlanta, 1994; see also 
in this volume R. A. Horsley, ‘The historical Jesus and archaeology of 
Galilee: questions from historical Jesus research to archaeologists’, pp. 91
135; J. L. Reed, ‘Population numbers, urbanization and economics: 
Galilean archaeology and the historical Jesus’, pp. 203-219; and D. E. 
Oakman, ‘The archaeology of first-century Galilee and the social inter
pretation of the historical Jesus’, pp. 220-251. 

Questing for Jesus 

17 

…a use of more 
sources 
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18 

The Qumran discoveries 

approach known as the ‘History of Religions’ was fuelled 
largely through new discoveries: in 1896 A. H. Sayce won
dered “what further discoveries of the lost documents of 
early Christianity still await us in Egypt it is impossible to 
say”.32 The Third Quest is well situated to take advantage of 
some major discoveries only hoped for by Sayce and his gen
eration. Although the Dead Sea Scrolls were discovered at 
Qumran in 1947, their publication has been a long and 
laborious process. There have been several attempts to use 
the scrolls to explain the origins of Christianity, the most 
famous of which in Australia would be that of Barbara 
Thiering. The discovery of a cave full of Greek manuscript 
fragments (cave 7) has also led to suggestions that these were 
remnants of New Testament portions, including one from 
the Gospel of Mark (asserted by a Spanish papyrologist, José 
O’Callaghan, in 197233). Needless to say, the suggestion has 
been hotly contested and has not found wide support.34 

Although scholarly consensus is that the attempt to propose 
a direct relationship between Jesus (or Christianity) and 
Qumran is misguided,35 the Qumran material is extremely 
useful for, amongst other things, a better understanding of 
the Jewish context in which Jesus was situated. Previously 
comment on Qumran was restricted to the handful of 
scrolls which were published early, but events of the last few 
years have resulted in the complete scrolls being made acces
sible (since 1991). 

A parallel story can be told about the less well-known 
Nag Hammadi library which was discovered in 1945, but 

32 Quoted in C. P. Thiede and M. D’Ancona, The Jesus Papyrus, 
Weidenfeld and Nicholson, London, 1996, p. 9. 
33 An English translation of O’Callaghan’s argument is available in 
Journal of Biblical Literature, 1972, 91, Supplement, pp. 1-14. 
34 Thiede and D’Ancona, op. cit., pp. 54-69 agree with O’Callaghan; for 
the arguments against him, see S. R. Pickering and R. R. E. Cook in Has 
a fragment of the Gospel of Mark been found at Qumran?, Maquarie 
University Press, Sydney, 1989 and G. N. Stanton, Gospel Truth: New 
Light on Jesus and the Gospels, HarperCollins, London, 1995, pp. 20-32. 
35 For a discussion of this point see Wright, Who was Jesus?, op. cit., ch. 2. 
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The Secret Gospel of Mark 

19only published in 1977.36 Whereas previous knowledge of 
Gnostic teachings had to be derived from the writings of 
their opponents, this collection of Coptic manuscripts has 
provided direct access to the writings of Gnostic 
Christianity. One of the more important of its books was 
the Gospel of Thomas, portions of which had been known 
in Greek since the turn of the century and which becomes 
the fifth Gospel of the Jesus Seminar’s The Five Gospels. 

Another source which has taken on great significance in 
some quarters is The Secret Gospel of Mark, which was dis
covered and brought to the attention of the world by 
Morton Smith under something of a cloud—was it genuine, 
or was it a fake?37 In some quarters it has taken on the role 
of a very important and early source in the trajectory from 
Jesus to the canonical Gospels. Morton Smith is also known 
for his use of magical sources in the attempt to recover the 
historical Jesus.38 Although this theory was not widely 
accepted in detail, the continued discovery and publication 
of magical materials which has brought about a renaissance 
in studies of ancient magic, and which is only just beginning 
to make its impact on New Testament Studies, may suggest 
that he was ahead of his time. In fact, unlike many of the 
proposed models for who Jesus really was, the suggestion 
that he was perceived to be a magician has some fairly firm 
historical support, both in the Gospels themselves and in 
external sources. His healings and exorcisms brought him 
into the arena occupied by the practitioners of magic. 

The advent of new material no doubt encourages re
evaluations of older discoveries. On Christmas Eve 1994, 

36 J. M. Robinson (ed.), The Nag Hammadi Library in English, Brill,

Leiden, 1996.

37 Morton Smith, Clement of Alexandria and the Secret Gospel of Mark,

Harvard University Press, Cambridge, Mass., 1973; The Secret Gospel: The

Discovery and Interpretation of the Secret Gospel According to Mark, Harper

and Row, New York, 1973. For some discussion of Smith see Bruce

Russell, ‘An experiment in imagination’, kategoria, 1996, number 2, pp.

54-63, pp. 60-61.

38 Morton Smith, Jesus the Magician, Victor Gollancz, London, 1978.
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Old text/new text 

The London Times announced that the German papyrologist, 
C. P. Thiede, had made an important ‘discovery’ in the 
library of Magdalen College, Oxford.39 He claimed that a 
papyrus fragment of a section in Matthew’s Gospel which 
had previously been dated to the second century or later 
ought to be dated to the middle of the first—that is, in the 
lifetime of many of those contemporary to the events of 
which it spoke.40 Not only would it mean that the manu
script was the earliest known codex (leaved book, rather than 
a scroll), but it would mean that the Gospel itself was writ
ten far earlier than usually thought.41 This would have 
important implications for any Quest for the historical Jesus: 
“[a]t the centre of the debate [the Quest for the historical 
Jesus] has been the New Testament itself and the question of 
its origins. When were the Gospels written, and in what 
order?”42 The science of papyrology had played too small a 
part in the answering of such questions, but now Thiede’s 
suggestion placed it firmly on the table, even if it has created 
a storm of protest and not persuaded many other scholars. 

The discovery of any new text is to be welcomed. Any 
new text relating to the period is useful in increasing our 
understanding of the world in which Jesus lived. Such texts 
must be given the weight they deserve—but no more. All 
relevant sources, of all kinds, should be sifted in order to 
understand the context in which Jesus lived. They may tell 
us about his world, about what some of his contemporaries 
said and did, and what they thought.43 But they also have 
limitations: unless they have some demonstrable connection 
with Jesus, they can reveal nothing more than the context in 
which he lived. 

39 ‘Oxford papyrus “is eyewitness record of the life of Christ”’, The

London Times, 24 December, 1994; also editorial in this issue.

40 See Theide and D’Ancona, op. cit., p. 64.

41 Ibid., ch. 4.

42 Ibid., p. 5.

43 Cf. Wright’s desire to enter the mindset of the first century Jews and

to understand their fears, expectations and world view. Jesus and the

Victory of God, op. cit., p. 26.
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A complex Jesus? 

If Jesus can be studied like “any other figure of the ancient 
past”, then, according to Wright, 

the task before the serious historian of Jesus is…the 
advancement of serious historical hypotheses—that 
is, the telling of large-scale narratives—about Jesus 
himself, and the examination of the prima facie rele
vant data to see how they fit.44 

The present inquiries certainly operate more on ‘big picture’ 
explanations than the reductionistic approach of the First 
Quest. Many in the Third Quest have enlisted sociological 
or cultural models in their endeavours to do this. Rather 
than simply describing the broad context derived from, say, 
archaeological information, this approach seeks other peo
ple from the same/similar period whom Jesus may have 
been like. If there were charismatic leaders, eschatalogical or 
social prophets, wandering teachers, healers, exorcists and 
magicians, wise men and Cynics, social reformers and revo
lutionaries (violent and non-violent), apocalyptic visionar
ies, or even would-be Messiahs, this approach asks, which of 
them would be comfortable having Jesus in their club? 

But perhaps the Third Quest has still not managed to 
expunge completely the legacy of the idealistic reductionism 
of the First Quest. Why is there a tendency to attempt an 
explanation of Jesus in terms of just one social model? Why 
must we choose between a charismatic healer or a teacher of 
wisdom, a magician or an eschatalogical prophet, or…? 
Today’s philosophical mood copes well with complexity, rec
ognizing that life is complex and real human beings are mul-
tifaceted—even the very ordinary ones, let alone the great! 
Each of the Third Quest portraits draws selectively upon var
ious pieces or evidence in the Gospel material, but is this not 
a strategy of reductionism, even in different form? Instead of 
isolating the features of Jesus which add up to a neat mono
faceted portrait, is it not just possible that these elements 
may add up to something else far more complex, but, by 

44 Ibid., p. 88. 
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Marks of greatness 

virtue of that fact, perhaps far closer to the truth? Couldn’t an 
eschatalogical prophet use wisdom in his teaching, and so 
sound like a sage? Couldn’t a prophet be a healer (witness 
Elijah and Elisha, for example) and an exorcist, and so display 
similarities to the magicians? Against the many ‘silhouettes’ of 
Jesus that have been drawn, Tom Wright argues that “full
faced portraits are now commonplace”,45 but perhaps the 
Third Quest portraits are not as full-faced as they ought to be. 

Such comparative analogies may bring the researcher a 
little closer to dealing with Jesus as a real person than do the 
general descriptions of the first-century environment. But 
they are still speaking in general, whereas, since it is about 
events and changes of states, history is about particulars. 
First century historian Paul Barnett writes: 

The reconstructed context in itself tells us little of 
particular individuals, whether Herod [the Great] or 
Jesus. Great and significant figures leave their mark on 
account of their greatness and significance. And it is 
the marks of their greatness left in the sources which 
are to be the particular interest of historical enquiry.46 

Although social studies are of some value, it is a limited 
value. If the studies of context are to illuminate Jesus for us, 
his connection with that context must be demonstrated. 
Common sense shows that the sources which make the con
nection most strongly are of particular importance. 

So, for example, Jesus had a definite connection with 
John the Baptist, whose impact in first century Israel was suf
ficient to leave its mark in Josephus;47 and with the Roman 
prefect Pontius Pilate, and the Jewish high priests Annas and 
Caiaphas, all of whom are known from elsewhere.48 The 

45 Ibid., p. 11.

46 P. W. Barnett, Jesus and the Logic of History, op. cit., p. 22; see discus

sion pp. 18-28.

47 Antiquities of the Jews, 18:116-119.

48 See, for example, Barnett’s observations on how the New Testament

establishes Jesus’ connection to other prominent figures of the period.

Jesus and the Logic of History, op, cit., pp. 60, 75, 81, 82f., 164.
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Jewish origins 

Third Quest is, of course, well aware of this need for estab
lishing connections, but the question is whether or not the 
connections between their particular model of Jesus and his 
context are a better fit than those between the Gospels’ por
trait and the context. 

One of the main unifying features of the Third Quest is 
the attempt to understand Jesus against his Jewish 

roots. The exact kind of Jew he was depends upon which 
feature is emphasized.49 If the miracles are emphasized, then 
he was a healer and exorcist (Geza Vermes); if the sayings are 
emphasized, then he was a teacher, whether a sage (F. Gerald 
Downing; Ben Witherington III), or a subversive sage 
(Marcus Borg). If his prophetic actions are emphasized, he 
is an eschatalogical (Ed Sanders, James Charlesworth), or a 
social (Richard Horsley) prophet. If the rabbinic context is 
emphasized, Jesus was a rabbi (Bruce Chilton); if the con
text of apocalyptic Judaism is stressed, he is a humane apoc
alyptic (Charlesworth) or a reasonable visionary (Sanders). 

As a measure of how important the Jewishness of Jesus is 
to the Third Quest, Wright declares that Jesus’ relation to his 
Jewish context is the first question in any attempt to under
stand him historically. This markedly contrasts with the 
attempts by many last century to ignore or dismiss Jesus’ 
Jewishness as irrelevant. Although Wright declares Wrede 
and Schweitzer to be the beginning of the new focus—which 
may well be true for the last two hundred years—it is rather 
ironic (since part of the current mood is to be dismissive of 
the Reformers and their theology) that in fact Martin 
Luther was amongst the first to stress the Jewishness of 
Jesus,50 the New Testament itself notwithstanding. 

49 Most of these thumbnail sketches are drawn from ibid., pp. 16-17. 
50 See his early treatise: ‘That Jesus was born a Jew’. This is acknowledged 
by G. Wigoder, ‘The reaction of the Jews to Luther’, Immanuel, 1986, 20, 
p. 102. who, for the record, also points out that “the Jews saw in the advent 
of Luther the removal of certain antisemitic elements that had been preva
lent at that time and of some of the causes for attacks on Jews”. 
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Pincer movement 

What about 
the birth of 

Christianity? 

The parasitical
popularizers 

But it is not enough to understand Jesus as a Jew. For it 
is obvious that, as with other great figures of the past, 

there was something about Jesus that made him exceptional. 
He was such an impressive figure that a movement sprang 
up behind him which took the ancient world by storm and, 
although beginning on Jewish soil, rapidly grew into an 
international movement which was significant enough to 
leave its traces in the literary records and the cultural 
remains of the ancient world. The quest for the historical 
Jesus requires the “Criterion of double similarity”, what 
Wright calls the “pincer movement”,51 in which Jesus is 
explained in the light of both the relevant factors in his 
native Judaism and the movement which washed across the 
Roman empire from the East to the West. The real histori
cal puzzle is to explain how a first-century Galilean spawned 
such a rapidly expanding international movement. But 
before we turn to that question, we ought to take a look at 
the phenomenon of the Jesus popularizer. 

Interest in Jesus spreads further than the scholarly corri
dors. This century Jesus has become the subject of plays, 

films and musicals, as well as the subject of popularising 
authors who have attracted media attention. In fact, several 
of the popularizes have been journalists themselves.52 

Indeed the Jesus Seminar has actively courted media 
attention, receiving coverage in such magazines as Time.53 

One Fellow of the Seminar, Paul Verhoeven, who directed 
the films Robocop and Basic Instinct, apparently even plans 
to make a film of Jesus.54 The Seminar argues that it reflects 
views that are—in the light of our discussion ‘were’ would 
be more accurate—“quietly taught in most major universi
ties and seminaries…[i]t is unprecedented for biblical sch
olars to state publicly such controversial views. Seminar 
leaders say they want to be provocative in order to publicise 

51 Wright, Jesus and the Victory of God, pp. 128. 131, 132.

52 Such as Ian Wilson, who wrote Jesus, Sinclair-Stevenson, London, 1992.

53 ‘Who was Jesus?’, Time, 15th August 1988, pp. 57-62.

54 Reported in Southern Cross Quarterly, Autumn, 1995, p. 38.
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Popular scepticism 

what they feel are misinterpretations of the Bible.”55 

It is a fact of life that those who popularize the discussion 
on Jesus almost always draw upon the sceptical side of schol
arship. This is probably because such views are considered 
newsworthy, knocking, as they do, traditional Christianity. 
So the Jesus of Superstar, echoing very old views such as 
those of Reimarus or Schweitzer, dies in disillusionment with 
no resurrection. The sceptical view of Jesus was clear in 
Scorsese’s Last Temptation of Christ, which provoked such 
controversy in 1988. When the television presentation, Jesus 
the Evidence, asked how much can we know about Jesus, the 
answer—“it is difficult when the evangelist is interested in 
building up our faith rather than satisfying our historical 
curiosity”—was more in line with the No Quest era, and 
reflected the extremely old divide between the Christ of faith 
and the Jesus of History, rather than that of the Third Quest 
which was beginning at roughly the same time. 

Although the ‘Lives of Jesus’ were supposedly laid to rest 
with Schweitzer, they did not die out altogether, and the 
twentieth century has seen more of them written and has 
also seen them take on new forms in film and musical. 
Recently, Pulitzer prize-winning journalist and novelist 
Norman Mailer has turned his hand to the task, taking the 
novel approach of writing in the first person.56 Although 
Mailer draws largely on the Gospels, re-telling the story 
through Jesus’ eyes, he still makes use of the sceptical posi
tion as he criticises the Gospel writers and the later church 
practices. 

The popularizers will probably continue to derive their 
material from the sceptical end of the spectrum. Despite the 
prodigious output from the more confident Third Quest, it 
is still more likely that views such as those of the sceptical 
Jesus Seminar will be the ones placed in the popular 

55 John Dart, ‘Jesus “will not return to earth”’, Sydney Morning Herald,

7th March 1986.

56 Norman Mailer, The Gospel According to the Son, Random House,

New York, 1997.
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What’s old is new again 

domain. And, of course, they will be presented as ‘new’ the
ories, when in fact they are often based upon methods or 
conclusions which are not only now outdated in New 
Testament scholarship, but have been around long enough 
to be thoroughly tested and found wanting. For example, 
John Shelby Spong, Bishop of Newark, New Jersey, has 
managed to gain something of a reputation for presenting a 
‘new’ view of Christianity. But, like the New Quest of the 
1950s, his views really represent old-fashioned liberalism 
which is refusing to die. Spong’s Liberating the Gospels 
claims to offer an entirely new approach to the Gospels,57 

asserting that the Gospel writers wrapped the man Jesus up 
in stories found in the Old Testament. But here Spong 
echoes the views of D. F. Strauss (1835) and draws upon 
Michael Goulder’s theories58 that the Gospels were com
posed to provide lectionary readings for the churches, which 
were proposed more than 20 years ago (1974), and have not 
only failed to gain a serious hearing, but have also been sub
stantially discredited. Although proclaimed as new, they 
have already been heard and are now long gone! 

Everybody loves a puzzle—both scholars and laity alike. 
In Jesus’ case, the puzzle is presented as ‘since the Gospels 
cannot show the real Jesus (for whatever reason), who was he 
really?’. The Quests are the scholarly attempt to find an 
answer and their popularizers will always find a ready hear
ing amongst people who like puzzles just as much as they. 
Sometimes the puzzles and their answers seem ever more 
bizarre. The thoroughly eccentric views of Barbara Thiering, 
for example, have had wide coverage through undue media 
attention. Her views were prominent in several well-watched 
screenings, which provoked controversy, such as the ABC’s 
The Riddle of the Dead Sea Scrolls, screened on Palm Sunday, 

57 J. S. Spong, Liberating the Gospels: Reading the Bible with Jewish Eyes,

Freeing Jesus from 2000 Years of Misunderstanding, Harper, San Francisco,

1996, p. 17.

58 M. D. Goulder, The Evangelist’s Calendar: A Lectionary Explanation of

the Development of Scripture, SPCK, London, 1972; Midrash and Lection

in Matthew, SPCK, London, 1974.
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Bizarre puzzles 

1990. Here viewers learned that Jesus was a political and 
spiritual revolutionary whose mission was to transform 
Judaism, and heard the virgin birth, the miracles and Jesus’ 
resurrection explained away. Jesus, in this story, suicided on 
the cross but recovered and moved to a monastery where he 
died an old man.59 Barbara Thiering’s theories involve a fur
ther complication of the puzzle, for in her view the ‘real’ 
Christianity must be found through an elaborate system of 
decoding.60 

Another elaborate puzzle-solving exercise from outside 
any academic institution is found in R. Andrews and P. 
Schellenberger (an archaeological diver and civil engineer, 
respectively) The Tomb of God, which presents its readers with 
ostensible research.61 The authors guide the readers through 
the various highways and byways of their own journey 
towards solving puzzles of Jesus, through solving manifold 
other puzzles of archaeology, esoteric geometry as reflected in 
art, and some mysterious happenings around a small village 
in the south of France. Building on Baigent, amongst 
others,62 the authors propose an elaborate and complicated 
theory that accounts for the rest of Jesus’ life—that is, beyond 

59 The documentary was based on Barbara Thiering’s views, written in 
conjunction with Canberra journalist Robert Macklin; cf Alan Gill, ‘The 
cross examiner of Christ’, Sydney Morning Herald, 7 April 1990. 
60 See the critique of Thiering’s view ‘Jesus in code’, in N. T. Wright, 
Who was Jesus?, op. cit., ch. 2. 
61 R. Andrews and P. Schellenberger, The Tomb of God: The Body of Jesus 
and the Solution to a 2000-year-old Mystery, Little, Brown ad Co, London, 
1996. 
62 The book draws upon some eccentric views of Christian origins 
already espoused: M. Baigent, R. Leigh and H. Lincoln, The Holy Blood 
and the Holy Grail, Cape, London, 1982; and The Messianic Legacy, Cape, 
London, 1986. Appealing, in part, to Morton Smith’s Secret Gospel of 
Mark (op. cit.), these authors argue that the Gospel of Mark has been 
purged. The real story was that Jesus, who had married Mary Magdalene 
in the Wedding at Cana (Jn 2) and then had several children, survived the 
crucifixion. Although they do not want to be dogmatic about his subse
quent story, they know that Mary and the children went to the south of 
France. Jesus’ bloodline continued in several of Europe’s noble and royal 
families down to the present day. 
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What about 
Christianity? 

his ‘resurrection’—he married Mary Magdalene and ended 
up in the south of France. Through a method which purports 
to be the gathering of evidence and theorizing upon it, The 
Tomb of God almost crumbles under the weight of its many 
obscure calculations, which lead to speculation upon specula
tion. Complicated, yes, but is it evidence? and if so, for what? 

Although the views of those such as Thiering and 
Andrews and Schellenberger are scorned by those in the 
mainstream of New Testament scholarship, in terms of 
method it is merely a difference in degree rather than in 
kind. Once the Gospels’ portrait is set aside, the puzzle-solv-
ing began. If Jesus was not the Christ, the Son of God, then 
who was he really? 

But, as we have seen, the real historical puzzle facing the 
questers is to explain how a first-century Galilean 

spawned such a rapidly expanding international movement. 
The historical Jesus must be approached from two sides: 
what are the links between Judaism and Jesus on the one 
hand, and Jesus and the movement in his wake on the other? 
For all their ability to ground Jesus in Judaism, many of the 
portraits offered by the Third Quest simply do not ade
quately explain the origins of the Christian movement at all. 

To a large degree, this is due to an inadequate use of the 
New Testament itself as an historical resource. Paul Barnett 
has recently pointed to the Epistles of the New Testament as 
valuable sources for the historian of Jesus, but this is a 
source that has been neglected in the quests.63 As we have 
seen, the picture painted by the Gospels has been pushed 
aside by sceptics for a long time, but when the Epistles are 
mined for information about Jesus, Barnett demonstrates, 
this serves to validate much of the Gospels’ portrait. 

But can we not then move the extra step? The recon
structions of the historical Jesus are committed to finding a 
portrait of Jesus other than that of the Gospels. In the critic 

63 This is the main argument of Barnett, Jesus and the Logic of History, 
op. cit.; Wright, Jesus and the Victory of God, op. cit., p. 43 also endorses the 
point. 
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Return to biography 

Kähler’s words, they are seeking to write a fifth Gospel. But 
if it is acceptable to propose a complex portrait of Jesus, 
then it must be seriously asked why the complexity of the 
portrait drawn by the Gospels is not closer to the truth than 
the scepticism of previous New Testament scholarship has 
been prepared to countenance. 

Within the milieu of the Third Quest, there are Protestant 
(N. T. Wright; M. Bockmuehl;64 P. W. Barnett) and Catholic 
scholars (J. P. Meier65) who uphold historic Christianity, but 
do so after engaging with the evidence of the ancient world, 
and finding certain theories of the historical Jesus untenable. 
Even a few of those Third Questers not regarded as theolog
ically conservative (such as Jewish scholar G. Vermes66) are 
prepared to rely substantially upon the portrait drawn by the 
Synoptic Gospels (Matthew, Mark and Luke). 

In the current climate, the Gospels can be read for what 
they say about Jesus. The older, Bultmannian view assumed, 
as Wright puts it: 

a synoptic tradition in which rolling aphorisms, as 
they slowed down, gathered the moss of narrative 
structure about themselves, and gradually congealed 
into gospels in which the initial force of Jesus’ chal
lenge was muted or lost altogether within a fictitious 
pseudo-historical framework. This modern picture, 
in fact, is the real fiction.67 

These days the trend is to regard the Gospels as well-writ-
ten, coherent stories, which seek to persuade their readers 
about Jesus. In terms of genre, the Gospels are once again 
beginning to be recognized as similar to biography;68 that is, 

64 See for instance M. Bockmuehl, This Jesus: Martyr, Lord, Messiah, 
T. and T. Clark, Edinburgh, 1994.

65 See J. P. Meier, A Marginal Jew: Rethinking the Historical Jesus, 2 vols,

Doubleday, New York, 1991 and 1994.

66 See G. Vermes, Jesus the Jew: A Historian’s Reading of the Gospels,

Collins, London, 1973.

67 Wright, ibid., pp. 79-80.

68 Cf. R. A. Burridge, What are the Gospels?, Cambridge University Press,

Cambridge, 1992.
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The role of 
the resurrection 

they are not about the early church, but about Jesus. Since 
they were written after Jesus’ message had met with a good 
deal of success, the Gospels themselves can be broadly con
sidered to be part of a project to ground the message that the 
early Christians had believed and were proclaiming, in the 
events of Jesus’ life, death and resurrection. As such, the 
Gospels are not just sources to be sifted through for the 
Historical Jesus, but they are themselves the beginning of the 
Quest—the rightful holders of the title ‘The First Quest’. 

The Gospels have been regarded with suspicion for a 
long time. The various Quests assume that they can find the 
real Jesus despite ignoring the portrait of the Gospels. 
According to early church father Justin Martyr’s testimony 
c. 150 A.D,69 the Gospels were “the memoirs of the apos
tles”. This accords well with the New Testament itself, 
which suggests that Jesus was the organizing genius behind 
the New Testament, taking careful steps to gather his team 
of apostles around him and commissioning them as his wit
nesses. Paul Barnett has highlighted the fact that Jesus can 
be thought of in terms of two faces: there is the public face 
of Jesus and there is the face of Jesus known by his inner dis-
ciples.70 Although historical Jesus research can conceivably 
inquire after his public face, the real Jesus is only known 
when his ‘filial’ face is also taken into account, and that is 
only accessible through the word of his chosen witnesses. 
The event that they themselves spoke of as the turning 
point in their own understanding of the Jesus they knew so 
well was the resurrection. 

Whereas the various other portraits of Jesus have diffi
culty in accounting plausibly for the rise of the 

Christian movement, the New Testament does so by pro
claiming Jesus’ resurrection. This fits the Jewish climate of 
expectation on the one hand, and, on the other, is funda
mentally presumed by the writers and churches represented 

69 Apology, 1:17.

70 P. W. Barnett, The Two Faces of Jesus, Hodder and Stoughton, Sydney,

1990.
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in the Epistles. God had, they are quite clear, raised Jesus 
from the dead. 

Sceptical scholarship tends to offer alternative explana
tions of Jesus’ resurrection. One of the most popular is the 
‘swoon’ theory, in which Jesus simply fainted on the cross 
and later revived in the cool tomb to rejoin his disciples. Out 
of the mistaken belief that Jesus had died, then, arose the 
mistaken belief that he had risen from the dead. The theory 
was originally proposed by Venturini (1768-1849), and his 
view has also had many popularizers. In fact, Schweitzer 
noted that a version of the swoon theory had been been re
issued almost annually down to his day; since then there has 
been a re-issued version—usually in popular form—practi-
cally every decade.71 This is despite the fact that (although 
this is not the place to offer a detailed critique) the swoon 
theory has difficulty dealing with certain pieces of evidence 
(as opposed to dismissing them), lacks internal plausibility, 
and does not manage to account adequately for the appear
ance reports and, especially, the rise of Christianity. 

If God is dead, then Jesus was a very impressive person, 
but what kind? And the puzzle is then to offer an explana
tion of his person that suits his context and accounts for all 
the evidence. But if God is alive and at work in his world, 
then the Gospels’ portrait of Jesus is at least coherent, even 
if out of the ordinary. If God had decided to become flesh, 
then he would be accessible to historical view, and capable 
of being witnessed to by those who knew him best. 
Incredible as it sounds, in this case, a full-blooded quest for 
the historical Jesus which takes into account all the evi
dence, and listens carefully to the portraits of those who 
knew him best, will find a man who was God. That man 
changed the face of human history.� 

Peter Bolt is a lecturer in New 
Testament at Moore Theological 
College. 

71 G. O’Collins and D. Kendall, ‘On re-issuing Venturini’, Gregorianum, 
1994, 75, pp. 241-265. 

Questing for Jesus 



kategoria 8-text  27/4/04  5:39 PM  Page 32



kategoria 8-text  27/4/04  5:39 PM  Page 33

kategoria 1998 number 8 pp. 33-49 

Saul: 

an unknowing prophet 
of doom 
Phillip Jensen 

It takes a great deal of courage to be a social critic. It is 
much easier to be cynical, witty and humorous than to 

come out and state bluntly what is wrong with our society. 
Doing so takes a certain kind of brashness, a willingness to 
disregard sacred taboos, and a lot of nerve. Canadian writer 
John Ralston Saul appears to have all of these and his grow
ing reputation as a critic of twentieth-century life in general 
makes him an apt topic for a journal devoted to knowledge 
reviewed on a wide front. This essay, then, is a review of 
some of the work of John Ralston Saul. He is in many ways 
a frustrating writer—and a sentence-by-sentence analysis 
could no doubt find many inaccuracies of detail, or over-
generalisation—but the detail is not what makes him inter
esting. Saul has a brave, far-reaching thesis about how our 
modern society came to be and where it went wrong. For its 
many strengths, and its illuminating weaknesses, it is a the
sis worth reviewing. 

Saul is a Canadian writer of growing international recog
nition. He has a PhD in history from Kings College 
(London). He has worked in business in both France and 
Canada and has several novels published internationally. In 
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An introduction to 
John Ralston Saul 

a sense, however, Saul the person is not important, for it 
might be thought that any intelligent person could have 
made the social critique Saul has. Nonetheless, millions of 
intelligent people have not, and this is part of Saul’s critique. 
For the intelligent people have accepted the Enlightenment 
dogma of rationality, and thought that this was all they 
needed. Saul disagrees. Our society is not in trouble because 
of a failure to be rational, he asserts; the major problems of 
our society have been created by rational people making 
rational decisions. The problem is that rationality is not 
enough. Saul points out what has been tragically demon
strated by the modern world: right decisions are not the 
same as rational ones. 

Saul sees that rationality and morality cannot be arbi
trarily separated. I agree with Saul, and yet I am constantly 
frustrated because he has left out an essential part of the pic
ture. Although Saul has seen so much clearly, he has not yet 
seen that there is an indissoluble link—not just between 
morality and rationality, but between theology, morality 
and rationality. Because of creation, many of our basic and 
important concepts can be put forward as self-evident—for 
instance, utilitarianism in ethics, empiricism in knowledge, 
and rationality in decision-making. Yet what Saul, and his 
Enlightenment predecessors, failed to realise is that none of 
them has a basis apart from the God who created them; and 
an understanding of their use and abuse only comes from an 
understanding of the biblical revelation’s explanation of 
their distortion brought about by sin. 

This article is not a book review, but it is primarily 
through his books that Saul has launched his ideas. 

Three in particular have brought him international fame: 
Voltaire’s Bastards: The Dictatorship of Reason in the West 
(Penguin 1992); The Doubter’s Companion: A Dictionary 
of Aggressive Common Sense (Penguin 1995); and The 
Unconscious Civilization (Penguin 1997). 

In his internationally best selling Voltaire’s Bastards, Saul 
spells out his basic contention concerning the disastrous con
sequences of the Age of Reason. The Doubter’s Companion is 
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a dictionary. Under a range of alphabetically organised top
ics Saul provides a counter-cultural way of viewing the 
world. It is humorous and challenging as it takes a contrary 
view on most topics. It is a quicker, but less sustained, way 
into the same arguments as Voltaire’s Bastards. Saul’s recent 
book The Unconscious Civilization is the published version 
of the Massey Lectures, broadcast by the Canadian Broad
casting Corporation in 1995. In this he challenges the 
prominence of economics in democracy. The corporate 
world is the real enemy of the individual and democracy. 
This is an extension of his argument flowing out of his pub
lic debates on the issues raised in Voltaire’s Bastards. 

Saul is a questioner and doubter of the present world 
order. He does not come with packaged answers, or even 

answers at all. His role is to be the worrying questioner, the 
loyal opposition, asking the difficult, embarrassing, even 
inconvenient questions. His is the voice of the small boy 
who declared that the emperor was wearing no clothes. 

In a radio interview with Scott London, Saul explained 
his approach: “I’m not in the business of suggesting solu
tions, by the way. I don’t belong to the Platonic tradition, I 
belong to the Socratic tradition”.1 Socrates, he said, was an 
‘oral’ philosopher: the questioner, obsessed by ethics, search
ing for truth without expecting to find it, and a democrat, 
a believer in the qualities of the citizen. Plato, on the other 
hand, was primarily ‘written’: he was an answerer of ques
tions, obsessed by power, one who thought himself in pos
session of the truth and was contemptuous of the citizens. 
So Socrates was the father of humanism, Plato the father of 
ideology. But Plato’s greatest flaw, according to Saul, is also 
the secret of his ongoing political success. He managed to 
marry Homer’s inevitability of the Gods and Destiny, to the 
newly discovered mechanisms of reason (Unconscious 
Civilization, p. 59). 

This interview was adapted from the Insight & Outlook radio 
series, hosted by Scott London. Copyright 1996 by Scott London. 
www.west.net/~insight/london. 
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Modelling himself on Socrates, Saul wishes to restore 
public debate to the people as a believer in participatory 
democracy. He believes in people, in individual citizens. He 
would call himself a humanist. He opposes the elitist spe
cialisation of power, and especially knowledge, which uses 
words and language defensively to protect position, rather 
than to communicate freely with all. As a graduate of 
McGill and London universities he could well be accused of 
being part of the corporate specialisation of knowledge that 
he criticises. He defended himself in a recent radio inter
view by claiming that his very studies were conducted in an 
iconoclastic manner: 

I did my PhD out of Kings College London, but I 
did it on de Gaulle and the reorganisation of France, 
so I spent the whole time in Paris, and I didn’t go 
near the university that I was supposedly a part of, 
except once a month for maybe two days. I would go 
back, have terrible arguments, and then leave town 
again. Certainly, by the time I had finished it, they 
weren’t at all happy with my PhD—I had one of the 
most violent oral exams in modern history. It was 
two and a half hours of screaming basically [laughs]. 
But the fact is, I stood up for what I believed in and 
they didn’t have the guts to do anything about it.2 

Saul is not by any means against knowledge; knowledge is 
his concern. “I’m in the business of spreading knowledge.” 
His point is, this is public knowledge, and he is spreading it 
for public debate. He is taking ideas out of the realm of the 
specialist destroyers of language, to put them back into the 
realm of the citizen’s understanding and participation in 
debate. 

Saul is not easily classifiable as right wing or left wing. He 
rejects most of the categories by which people are able to 
quickly analyse and dismiss ideas. The very activity of such 
classifications is contrary to his whole position. He seems to 

2 Ibid. 
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be anti-rational, as he writes against such things as the 
‘Dictatorship of Reason in the West’, but that would be a 
false conclusion to draw about him. His objection is not to 
reason, of which he uses a lot, but of its isolation from other 
human qualities. There are a least six qualities he cites as 
equally important: “common sense, creativity, ethics, intu
ition, memory, and reason.” Reason may function well as 
one of them, but reason (or any of them) taken in isolation 
fails badly. This is his accusation against Voltaire’s offspring. 

Voltaire is one of Saul’s heroes (although he hates the cat
egory of hero). Voltaire through the spread of knowledge— 
by asking the hard questions, by his refusal to be 
overpowered by the structures of his own day—attacked the 
vested interests and power structures of the aristocracy and 
church. He relished in the importance of reason as a tool for 
conducting the affairs of humanity. Yet Voltaire was not 
arguing for reason in isolation. He was not ignoring ethics or 
common sense. It was his children, his illegitimate children, 
who so elevated reason as to make it finally unreasonable. 

Saul states his basic thesis in Voltaire’s Bastards. Reason, to 
the Enlightenment figures such as Voltaire, promised to 

liberate them from the arbitrary power of the monarchy and 
the church. Yet detached from any ethical humanism, rea
son has in this century become a new religion of state-sanc-
tioned violence and dictatorial power. This religion is 
certainly no better—and in its efficiency considerably 
worse—than the things that the Enlightenment was revolt
ing against. Reason alone has led to violence and oppression 
in politics, and to top-heavy bureaucracy in management. 
Without ethics, it has not only become unethical, it has 
become unworkable as well. 

Saul says we are now in the dotage of the Age of Reason. 
It was a great and liberating age, one that we had to pass 
through. 

Since the 1620’s, if not the 1530’s, we seem to have 
merely been fiddling with details or rather, shifting from 
side to side to disguise the fact that we have taken in that 
long period but one clear step—away, that is, from the 
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divine revelation and absolute power of church and state. 
That very real struggle against superstition and arbitrary 

power was won with the use of reason and of scepticism 
(Voltaire, p.15). 

However, the original assumption that reason “was a 
moral force” (Voltaire, p. 16), has slowly been destroyed, 
even if we could not at first bring ourselves to abandon this 
easy conviction. The wars of the twentieth century were not 
the irrational acts of madmen, but the rational acts of 
immoral or amoral men. 

The Age of Reason has turned out to be the Age of 
Structure; a time when, in the absence of purpose, the drive 
for power as a value in itself has become the principal indi
cator of social approval (Voltaire p. 16). 

For a good half century now it has been easy… to say 
of our society that Christianity is dead and the psy
chiatrist is the new priest. But that is true only if you 
take the gossip columnist’s view of civilisation… In 
reality, we are today in the midst of a theology of 
pure power—power born of structure, not of 
dynasty or arms. The new holy trinity is organiza
tion, technology and information. The new priest is 
the technocrat—the man who understands the orga
nization, makes use of the technology and controls 
the access to information, which is a compendium of 
‘facts’ (Voltaire, p. 22). 

The Age of Reason has now become a tyranny from which 
we need release. Where it went wrong was where it was 
strongest: reason. Reason released from its context of moral
ity, humanity, memory and common sense became the 
structural monster that has created so many of our twenti-
eth-century woes. Saul describes the new dictatorship that 
reason has created. The seminaries to train the priesthood 
are the secular universities offering their Master of Business 
Administration degrees. The father of this abuse of educa
tion and learning was the efficiency expert F. W. Taylor 
(1856-1915) who was the pioneer of scientific manage
ment, and the founding school was Harvard. 
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From this concentration on rational management and 
control, the economists, social engineers and ruling elites 
spread—not only into the Western democracies but with 
equal proficiency and efficiency into Nazi Germany, Fascist 
Italy and Communist Russia and China. This was not only 
the methodology of Mussolini and Hitler, but also Stalin 
and Mao. It is not just a problem for heads of state, but for 
the way our whole society is run. The people in power have 
become the technologists—the people who can do things. 
That is rational. The trouble is, the technologist only knows 
what he can do and how to go about doing it; he has no cri
teria to tell him whether it is a good thing to do. In fact, in 
his categories, ‘good’ is the same as ‘rational’. The technol
ogist will hire himself out to whomever will pay. Now, ruled 
by reason, morality is a foreign and unhelpful concept to 
him. “One reason that he is unable to recognize the neces
sary relationship between power and morality is that moral 
traditions are the product of civilization and he has little 
knowledge of his own civilization” (Voltaire, p. 110). 

Saul chronicles for us the devastating consequences of 
separating reason from its moorings in society, civilization 
and morality. He illustrates the ultimately futile and 
counter-productive attempts to make policies on the basis 
of technology, without knowing where we are going or what 
we are trying to achieve. He gives a detailed account of the 
arms race, which is such a rational response for our world 
economy, but at the same time so completely counterpro
ductive to humanity, and even our own military interests. 

Yet reason, when instituted into our society as the sole 
arbiter of life and meaning, cannot see its way out of its own 
tyranny. Those who come to power by scepticism, cannot be 
sceptical of their own use of power without reducing every
thing to a world-weary cynicism. A perfect example of this 
is Sir Humphrey Appleby of the Yes, Minister TV shows. 
The reason for government is, in the end, the maintenance 
of the public service. 

This ‘corporatism’ is also reflected in knowledge structures. 
Who has the right to ‘know’ things? Not the average person, 
any more. Instead of the open, reasoned, commonsense, 
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What is the 
value of 

Saul’s work? 

moral intercourse of individual citizens, we have devised the 
division of labour into fiefdoms of exclusive knowledge and 
power. These specialised disciplines are unable to communi
cate with the public because of their specialist jargon, devel
oped to protect their expertise and secrets. They are also 
unable to communicate with each other, for each has learnt 
to defend its own territory. The distortion of language is one 
of the sad reflections of a reason-controlled ‘corporatism’. 

The result of this exclusivity is that polymaths and grand 
organising theorists are now excluded from any position in 
debate within our society. Each discipline rejects the outside 
‘amateur’ as a threat. The amateur, by definition almost, 
does not know what he is talking about, especially when he 
does not use the right forms of language or chooses to speak 
in terms that the citizenry may be able to understand. 

John Ralston Saul is just such an outsider. He writes of 
Economics and Art, of Politics and Religion, of Literature 
and Technology, of Administration and Philosophy. 
Throughout it he is an historian. Putting it simply, and not 
in his words, his case is that the separation of reason from its 
cultural roots in morality, has not only lead to immorality 
being made more logical, reasonable and efficient, but has 
also undermined reason and its discourse in society at large. 

(a) It is multidisciplinary
The over-specialisation of knowledge has been a concern 
expressed, especially around universities, for many years. 
Multidisciplinary and interdisciplinary studies have been 
attempted many times. John Ralston Saul is only one exam
ple of many who ‘paint the large picture’. Within the uni
versity where I work there has been a long tradition of 
requiring undergraduates to undertake some courses outside 
their primary degree. The ‘general studies’ programmes have 
tried to introduce the scientific mind to the humanities and 
the humanities to the scientists and technologists. 

Yet John Ralston Saul has raised more fundamental 
questions than can be answered by undertaking a simple 
introductory course on creative writing, or computer tech
nology. It is the whole question of whether there is a 
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University at all any more. Should our institutions rather be 
called Multiversities (Voltaire, p. 476)? The very name of 
‘University’ suggests there is still a unified framework that 
unites all the separate disciplines and minds—yet this is 
simply no longer true. There is now no common canon of 
knowledge that can be said unifies our understanding and 
should be passed on to the next generation as knowledge.3 

Consequently there is great difficulty in being taken seri
ously if one raises the larger questions of life and its meaning. 
Every specialist finds fault as you travel near their speciality. 
There is too much information for any real polymath to mas
ter. So without some unifying theory, philosophy or culture, 
we are left to flounder. We gather more information in every 
discipline, but no longer know why we are gaining it or what 
we should do with it. The atom bomb is a classic example of 
the problem of specialised knowledge, without any moral or 
cultural constraints. That our modern technicians and scien
tists can do something, is no reason that they should. Yet woe 
betide anyone who raises doubt on the value of new discov
eries or endless research. Where in our society can we raise the 
question of “should” or harder still “should not”? 

Whether we agree or disagree with Saul, it is very impor
tant that we have literature which respects the larger issues 
of life and will not be bullied by specialists into silence. 

(b) It asks the hard questions
It is also valuable to see humanists facing the hard questions 
that they have been ducking for so long. In 1963 Penguin 
Books published two volumes Objections to Christian Belief, 
and Objections to Humanism. Each book was to be written 
by the believers, not the adversaries—but it was hardly even. 
Christianity has no shortage of variant believers who with 
honesty and candour can point out its weaknesses. Yet in 
those days of high humanist orthodoxy, the objections to 

For instance, James W. Sire, The Universe Next Door, IVP, London, 
1988, argues that each person living next door occupies a different ‘world 
view’ or intellectual universe. 

Saul: an unknowing prophet of doom 

3 



kategoria 8-text  27/4/04  5:39 PM  Page 42

42 

Challenging Humanism 

Humanism were not to be expressed. However today, as we 
come to the close of this century, the modernist world is 
challenged by post-modernity, and the confidence in reason 
alone of a previous generation of humanists is evaporating. 
Reason alone does not provide morality. It was the lie that 
men such as Bertrand Russell believed, lived and propa-
gated.4 It does not provide a culture or a civilization. 

John Ralston Saul places a real challenge before the 
humanist assumptions of superiority. We still hear the 
slowly receding echoes of Voltaire and his followers, who 
have told us endlessly that religion causes war, while wit
nessing the most violent war-filled century—wars that come 
out of the atheistic philosophies of Nietzsche and Marx. 
They have seen the creation of an international arms race 
coming out of rationalistic economics. They have seen the 
wholesale devaluing of human life, springing out of their 
amoral rejection of personal ethics. 

Now at last, on some level, there is some openness to the 
possibility that there may have been some mistake. Like the 
Pope apologising for the Inquisition, it seems a little too 
late. Nonetheless, it is there in Saul’s book. He is not saying 
anything more than Christians have been saying for some 
time; but it is now being said by a non-Christian. Saul is 
willing to see that all is not well with the world. The media 
may not be reporting many wars to us; but that has more to 
do with the agenda of the media than with any reality. 

There are any number of disastrous failures of our culture 
in the modern western world that we are not willing to face up 
to. We live under the myth of democratic government, but it 
is the legal specialists, the judges, who are now the legislators 
rather than the elected representatives. We as people are less 
free than we have ever been. The great desire of Jefferson for 
life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness has been reduced to 
the pursuit of pleasures. ‘Happiness’ has been redefined since 
Jefferson’s day to something that he would oppose, namely the 

4 See Phillip Jensen, ‘Peace I did not find’, kategoria, 1997, number 7, 
pp. 65-72. 
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self-centred pursuit of personal hedonism. 

(c) The failure of rationality detached from
morality: a case-study 
It is this willingness to face the failure of reason to provide 
morality, which makes Saul’s hypotheses so attractive. Gone is 
the pretence that utilitarianism—the view that what works 
best, is best—could come up with an ethic worth living. 
Utilitarianism is just a structural approach to problems. At 
best it gives us a temporary trial of what may turn out for the 
good, until more evidence persuades us otherwise. Yet the trial 
never defines the good in a measurable fashion, and the detri
mental consequences of the trial are never part of the equation. 

Coincidentally, another recently-published book pro
vides a perfect case-study of Saul’s thesis: Anne Coombs’ Sex 
and Anarchy: the Life and Death of the Sydney Push.5 This 
book tells the story of the avant-guard movement known as 
‘the Sydney Push’, which scandalised ‘polite’ Sydney society 
earlier this century, with its Bloomsbury-like disregard of 
traditional values. The great Socratic father of this move
ment, Professor John Anderson, was even, like Socrates, 
accused of corrupting the morals of the youth of the city. 
This, of course, was regarded as laughable and ridiculous by 
those with corrupt morals, and it gave a martyr status to the 
great ‘philosophic’ tradition. However the rationalistic athe
ism of the Andersonian system unleashed a whirlwind of 
anarchy and sexual abuse, that is breathtaking in its 
hypocrisy and horror. The systematic exploitation of young 
women, for the insatiable satisfaction of men, was 
appalling—and finally came to be seen as such by the 
women concerned. There was a great promise of freedom 
and equality, but it was just the old bondage and slavery in 
a new rationalistic and intellectually self-justifying clothing. 
In the 1970s when, under the influence of feminism, some 
‘women’s only’ meetings started in the home of Jane 
Gardiner, Anne Coombs reports: 

Viking, Sydney, 1996. 
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There was a stirring of resentment among many 
Push women. Adding a peculiar potent flavour to 
this resentment for many of them was the recogni
tion that not only had they not been treated equally 
but they had also been sexually hoodwinked. Free sex 
had not always been great sex and they’d spent years 
blaming themselves. It was a bitter herb (p. 270). 

Gardiner says, “Those meetings were the death knell of the 
Push. The women were no longer so impressed by the men 
and were prepared to go off and do things their own way”. 

Whether it is intentional or not, the whole of Anne 
Coombs book is a biting indictment on the heartless, ruth
less decadence of rationalism separated from a context of 
morality. It is an illustration in microcosm of the argument 
of John Ralston Saul. 

Given all this agreement with the writings of John 
Ralston Saul, it may be surprising to hear that basically 

I consider his whole argument flawed. First, however, some 
minor points of criticism. 

(a) His use of specialists
There is not much to be gained by complaining about 
minor inaccuracies—of which, admittedly, there are quite a 
few—for Saul’s writing is not of the character which can be 
fairly criticised by minor errors. There is especially not 
much point criticising this literature from within specialist 
knowledge, for the whole nature of specialist knowledge is 
being questioned and challenged. 

However, there is some inconsistency in the specialists Saul 
uses to help him write his books. He does not deny the use
fulness of expert knowledge in its place, and at the back of 
Voltaire’s Bastards he lists the names of experts who have 
advised him on various areas. In the small area of life I occupy, 
however, I noticed that his sample of ‘religious experts’ was 
very biased, and that this bias is reflected in his books. 

It is probably because of this that Saul’s concern for 
memory, which is so admirable in an historian, and so 

kategoria 1998 number 8 



kategoria 8-text  27/4/04  5:39 PM  Page 45

45 

Missing the point 

important for a community, is not matched by the signifi
cance he gives to the Reformation. Saul recounts how super
stition and arbitrary power were the enemies with which 
Voltaire contended; but fails to mention the Roman 
Catholic nature of the Paris that massacred Protestants two 
hundred years before Voltaire’s triumphal entry. That the 
enlightened Age of Reason had great affect upon the con
siderations of freedom in western thought is not to be 
denied; but the Reformation can hardly be so blithely 
ignored without some explanation. It appears that Saul 
has not understood the protest of Protestantism and still 
views Christianity and Roman Catholicism as synonymous. 
Repeatedly he refers to the eating and drinking of Christ’s 
flesh and blood, as if this Roman Catholic understanding 
had never been challenged by anyone. 

Furthermore, Saul does not seem to have freed himself 
from the Age of Reason when considering religion. In his 
view, Christianity, like all religion, is a matter of fear, magic 
and ritual. It is humanity searching in order to find our way 
to immortality. It is superstitious myth, to help humanity 
discover its way out of fear. Such an uneducated prejudice is 
unbecoming to a writer who wishes to deal with the large 
issues of life. 

(b) He does not understand biblical Christianity
With such a view on religion, it is not surprising that Saul 
does not understand biblical Christianity. The Bible is spo
ken of only in terms of myths and superstition. The only 
part of the Bible he tries to assess is the book of Revelation 
(which he consistently misnames ‘Revelations’). Saul’s eval
uation of the book of Revelation cannot be ignored, for he 
claims that it played an important part of transforming the 
true teaching of Jesus into something that made it possible 
that “governments and administrators of formal religion 
were able to gain control over Christ’s language” (Voltaire, 
p. 542). He describes the book of Revelation as: 

pages of raving. These include the entire pagan, 
superstitious, dark tradition which dominated the 
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Western barbarian imagination until the arrival of 
Christianity.” (Voltaire, p. 542). 

…adding: 

Pagan cults were often difficult for those in power to 
deform or manipulate because they combined strict 
public ritual with a narrow set of ironclad rules. Paul 
and his Epistles are often blamed for christianity’s 
strange tangents. But his contributions were merely 
politics and policy. John’s Revelations altered the 
nature of the Christian ethic. It blew the Christian 
message so wide open that any extreme action, good 
or evil, could be justified—self-sacrifice, martyrdom, 
purity, devotion and concern for others had no greater 
purchase in Christ’s official Testament than did racism, 
violence or absolutism of any sort. Whoever wrote 
John’s text was consciously or unconsciously in the ser
vice of organized authority (Voltaire, p. 543). 

This view, not just of Revelation, but also Paul and the rest 
of the New Testament—especially the teachings of Jesus— 
is frankly incredible. It can only lead me to conclude that 
either Saul has read a different Bible from the one normally 
published, or he has not read it at all! 

Maybe my criticisms could be viewed as the carping of 
yet another specialist corporatism man, threatened by the 
truth taught by an amateur. I would maintain, however, that 
the Bible is not a specialist book—it is given by God to be 
the people’s book. Biblical Christianity is not an arcane spe
ciality; it is openly accessible to public understanding. The 
Bible is the ‘alternative grand scheme’ of everything, which 
would solve problems Saul describes. Here is the publicly 
available theory of life, the universe and meaning, that 
resolves the tensions which are created by Enlightenment 
rationality. However the kind of nonsense Saul writes about 
the Bible comes out of the ivory towers of specialist corpo
ratist study that he is so quick to criticise in other disciplines. 

(c) Saul does not return to where we went wrong
John Ralston Saul sees that the problem of Voltaire’s follow
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ers is reason in isolation. Reason needs to stay in touch with 
morality. However Saul, in line with his Socratic stance of 
creative doubt without answers, never explains how to keep 
reason in touch with morality, or where morality comes from 
or what it is. In fact, apart from a few references to logic, rea
son is not explained either. Here biblical Christianity would 
have helped him. For Christianity is not a magical, ritual, 
fear-driven pursuit of immortality; Christianity provides 
(amongst other things) a reasonable morality which deals 
with the reality of human existence. 

From time to time Saul recognises that with the 
enthronement of reason came the assassination of God. In 
one radio interview he said, “I guess what I’m really attack
ing is the isolation of reason. In other words, the obsession 
we have in the West with this idea that reason is the great 
quality. We’ve replaced God the Father with reason.” While 
he sees this clearly, he misunderstands the Bible and the 
implications of replacing God the Father with reason. In the 
same interview he said: 

Let me take us back to the question, ‘How is knowl
edge perceived in the West?’ The original founding 
Judeo-Christian myth has two innocents being con
vinced to eat the apple of knowledge by the devil. So 
from the very beginning of society the definition of 
knowledge by those who have power (the people 
who wrote those books) was that innocence is good, 
knowledge is evil and comes from the devil, and only 
the devil would spread knowledge. It’s not simply the 
eating of the apple, the getting of knowledge, it’s the 
spreading of knowledge—letting the secret of knowl
edge out. It sounds like the 20th century, doesn’t it? 
It sounds like specialist elites holding on to their 
knowledge.6 

It is not just that Saul gets the biblical details wrong 
by omitting the nature of the knowledge. In doing this, he 

Interview with Scott London, op. cit. 

Saul: an unknowing prophet of doom 

6 
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actually misses the point of the whole Genesis account. But 
the problem is worse, for this is, in fact, the Bible’s alterna
tive explanation to the failure of isolated reason, that would 
enhance his whole thesis. 

The tree in the Genesis account is the tree of the knowl
edge of good and evil. It is one of the devil’s lies that he is 
the dispenser of knowledge, while God is the authoritarian 
censor. God is truth, just as the devil is the liar. The devil’s 
temptation was exactly that to which the Age of Reason fell, 
namely to know good and evil independently of God. God 
was not, and never has been in the Bible, opposed to reason 
or knowledge. He is always opposed to the arrogance of 
humans, who believe that they can acquire such knowledge 
independently of him, so that they will be able to rule their 
own affairs without him. 

That was the humanist/secularist dream—the dream 
that Saul has so tellingly portrayed as a nightmare. It is, in 
fact, just the kind of nightmare that the Bible predicts. Our 
morality cannot be divorced from our reasoning, neither in 
its foundation nor in its results. Moreover, neither reason 
nor morality can be divorced from our maker. With rela
tionship with God we have a basis for both reason and 
morality—a basis that can keep all in unity and harmony, 
such that we can truly have a University. 

It is time for rationalists to recognise that their answers 
have not worked. Saul, for all his faults, is doing the 

world a great service in pointing this out so loudly. When 
an entire culture is going disastrously the wrong way, it takes 
a very loud voice to turn it back. Saul is shouting at the top 
of his voice, and we can hope that rationalists might actu
ally listen to reason and see that the Enlightenment experi
ment has turned out horribly. However, given the 
momentum that Enlightenment rationalism has gained— 
and the social chaos it has created—one voice will hardly be 
enough. Maybe more humanists will see the flaws in their 
own doctrine, and join this kind of protest. How much 
more should Christians—who, after all, have had the infor
mation to see it all along—protest? Christianity has taken a 

kategoria 1998 number 8 
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public beating in the last two hundred years, and many 
Christians have sadly lost their nerve, or capitulated to the 
very Enlightenment reasoning which is now collapsing 
around their ears. The Bible has always warned of the con
sequences of trying to work rationally without the light of 
God; now those consequences are so obvious, it is time for 
Christians to have boldness in pointing them out. 

The Bible is a very profound book, if only we would lis
ten to it. This brings us to the final challenge: it is time for 
atheists to deal with biblical Christianity, not the foolish 
nonsense created by unbiblical scholars. If someone can be as 
insightful as Saul in analysing society, surely he can take the 
time to deal with the real issues of Christianity, not imagined 
ones. It is neither rational, nor moral, to do otherwise. 

John Ralston Saul is a man with half the truth, which is 
doing a whole lot better than most. We could do with more 
of his kind of courageous critique, stating the big questions 
instead of being bogged down in minutiae. It is only then 
that we can start to get our priorities around the right way, 
where expertise serves the people instead of obscuring 
knowledge. To do that properly, however, we need to know 
what the priorities are; and reason alone cannot tell us that. 
There are big answers available; let us not stop with the 
questions.� 

Phillip Jensen is the Anglican 
Chaplain at the University of 
New South Wales. 

Saul: an unknowing prophet of doom 
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The oppression 

of freedom 
Jennifer McLellan 

The seeds for this book were 
planted in Susan Mitchell’s mind 

while she was accompanying Marilyn 
French at the 1994 Adelaide Writers’ 
Week. Mitchell was struck by the num
ber of women thanking French for 
effecting dramatic changes in their lives 
with her book The Women’s Room. “I just 
want to thank you”, said one woman. 
“You made me leave my husband” (p. 8). 

Mitchell says: “I began to think of 
the power of certain books…which… 
had changed the way that millions of 
women viewed themselves and their 
choices. In that sense they had changed 
the world. Forever” (p. 9). Her aim was 
to bring together in the one book influ
ential women writers telling their own 
stories. After scanning her bookshelves 
and those of other women (mine 
included, it seems), Mitchell compiled 
her list of feminist writers and arranged 
interviews with them. We have, then, 

Icons, Saints and Divas: 
Intimate Conversations 
with Women who Changed 
the World 
Susan Mitchell 
HarperCollins, Sydney, 1997. 

Erica Jong (Fear of Flying), Phyllis 
Chesler (Women and Madness), Robin 
Morgan (Sisterhood is Powerful), Marilyn 
French (The Women’s Room), Gloria 
Steinem (editor of Ms magazine, 
Revolution from Within), Betty Friedan 
(The Feminine Mystique), Naomi Wolf 
(The Beauty Myth), Alice Walker (The 
Colour Purple), Kate Millett (Sexual 
Politics), and Susan Faludi (Backlash).1 

Mitchell declares her hope for the 
book: “I would like to explore the con
nection between their lives and their 
work” (pp. 13-14)—she wants to find 
out what motivated these women, and 

1 Each of these women has written more than 
this; these are the books which made them 
famous. 
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how their own lives had changed and 
evolved. Susan Mitchell herself is 
clearly motivated by her own desire to 
honour these women (as reflected in 
her choice of title). She summarizes her 
thoughts as she embarked on two weeks 
of interviews: “This was a personal as 
well as a literary and political journey. I 
was in awe of these women and owed 
them a great debt for what they had 
contributed to my life” (p. 14). 

The style of the book makes it very 
easy to read. Mitchell includes the 
reader as her companion on her jour
ney of discovering ‘where-are-they-
now?’. We are with her in the taxi and 
the aeroplane, feeling her anxieties and 
eager anticipation of the coming inter
view. We are there back in her room 
afterwards while she recovers, sifts 
through her thoughts and prepares for 
the next interview. During the inter
views she is careful to airbrush herself 
out of the scene, and the reader is left 
in the company of each writer as she 
recounts her own life, hopes, disap
pointments and how she has chosen to 
order her priorities. I was fascinated by 
this chance to have a glimpse at the 
minds and hearts behind the pens of 
such a group of influential women 
writers, whom feminists have claimed 
as their own. This was the aim of the 
book, and I think it was achieved. 

Mitchell draws dramatic conclusions 
from these interviews. As these women 

have taken part in and written the pages 
of our social history, she says they have 
indeed been catalysts of a social revolu
tion with dramatic and long-lasting 
changes to our lives. Evidence that soci-
ety’s collective consciousness is being 
raised can be witnessed by the success 
of such television shows as Murphy 
Brown, Roseanne, Oprah, Ricky Lake 
and Donahue, and the popularity of 
Madonna and Princess Diana as sym
bols of self-asserting women. However 
despite great gains, Mitchell observes 
that the battle for women’s freedom and 
equality has not yet been won. We still 
need, she claims, an increased awareness 
of the importance of female power in 
changing the values and practices of our 
patriarchal culture. 

The way for feminism to continue 
its thrust forward, then, is by remem
bering, celebrating and taking pride in 
our trail-blazing sisters by telling their 
stories. Mitchell hopes that the readers 
of her book will have been given the 
same sense of their own potential and 
of their own power to make a differ
ence in the world. 

These claims must be examined, 
soberly and carefully. We must 

ask: can feminism deliver on its 
promises? Are the longed-for changes 
desirable? Will feminism be the ulti
mate solution to our problems of rela
tionship with one another? 
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If we were only to read the dictio

nary definitions of feminism, it is hard 
to imagine any fair-minded person not 
wanting to be one.2 Perhaps this may 
explain why it often seems such a 
highly-prized label, and why there are 
heated disputes among some of the 
writers in this book as to whether they 
had earned the right to such a crown. 
Essentially feminism looks forward to a 
better society where everyone is treated 
with equal respect, regardless of their 
sex. However we find a more detailed 
picture of feminism and its impact in 
practice, when we look at its history. 
We get an even better idea of what is 
really happening when we look at its 
impact on the lives of those involved— 
what’s happening behind the scenes. 
Susan Mitchell provides precisely this 
opportunity. It is through the lives of 
these writers that she commends femi
nism to us. 

A quick survey of dictionaries on hand: 
1930 Pocket Webster: “movement of women 

toward equality with men”. 
1964 Concise Oxford: “advocacy, extended 

recognition of the claims of women”. 
1982 Pocket Macquarie: “advocacy of equal 

rights and opportunities for women, especially 
the extension of their activities in social and 
political life”. 

1985 Macquarie Junior Dictionary: “the 
principle that women deserve the same rights and 
opportunities as men. The rise of feminism has 
meant that women in the 1980s have a better 
chance of getting good jobs than 20 years ago”. 

Mitchell puts these women on 
pedestals to be exalted and honoured— 
their lives testify to the glory of femi
nism as the way forward to a better life. 
But is this a valid conclusion to draw 
from their stories so honestly and gen
erously told? My response was very dif
ferent. I wanted to throw my arms 
around them and cry at the tragedy of 
these women so obviously lost, yet 
unable to see it. Whether they were 
kind and considerate or self-absorbed 
and pushy, whether they were highly 
intelligent and sharp or scatty and off-
with-the-fairies—the sad fact remains 
that despite the different, daring, brave 
and risky lives (some happy, many sad), 
they still remain lost. Here are the fem
inist guides for our generation; blind 
guides who do not know the way. They 
are also blind guides whom many have 
chosen to follow. 

When choosing a path for life, it is 
wise to know where it leads. We can get 
from Susan Mitchell’s book a few clues 
as to where feminism may lead us. 
Whether as champions of social reform 
or pursuers of pleasure, all the writers 
here have seen feminism as the only 
way to a better life—however their 
own lives reflect not a new order but a 
new chaos. They wrote to show us the 
way, but they demonstrate once again 
just how lost people are without 
Christ. 
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Astrong theme in this book is the 
perception of all these women 

that restrictions are bad for you. 
Boundaries and limits are not regarded 
as safety fences—set, for instance, by a 
loving God who cares deeply for our 
welfare (both temporal and spiritual). 
Instead, restrictions on our behaviour 
are regarded as offensive impositions 
on our enjoyment of life, which thwart 
our creativity and eventually stunt our 
growth as whole human beings. 

Erica Jong expresses it thus: “I want 
to know about everything and do 
everything and feel everything, experi
ence everything, so that’s why I’ve 
charged around the world having lots 
of affairs” (p. 23)—with a variety of 
men and women. She might have writ
ten Fear of Flying and Fear of Fifty, but 
her greatest fear seems to be fear of 
restriction: “I think restriction is a kind 
of pathology. It’s pathetic that women 
consider restriction normal…both 
sexes are entitled to adventure, self
knowledge and self-expression” (p. 23). 
Her freedom of writing and expression 
was always a top priority for her. “Even 
though I got married a lot I never mar
ried anybody who I thought would sit 
on my talent or keep me from doing 
what I needed to do. Sometimes it 
turned out that they did, and if that hap
pened, I left the marriage” (pp. 28-29). 

There seems an almost child-like 
obliviousness to broken relationships 

books & ideas


that must be scattered in the wake of 
such self-centred behaviour. Erica Jong 
seems to lead her life with carefree 
abandon. Her rebellion is against a per
ceived Christian typecasting of women 
as “virgin mothers or whores” (p. 25), 
neither of whom she feels has any 
sexual power. 

Abhorrence of restrictions seemed to 
be especially prevalent in this book 
when it came to sexual practices. Only 
two of the women interviewed had not 
experimented with lesbian relationships. 
Phyllis Chesler expresses a distaste for 
boundaries. The prevailing mood of her 
interview is a heavy, weary sadness, yet 
she too (like all of the others) hates 
restrictions. This hatred of limitations 
led her at age 43 to pursue lesbian rela
tionships which she explains thus: “to 
only lie in the arms of only one half of 
the human race in one’s life is sort of 
silly”. Yet her expectation of better treat
ment at the hands of women—who at 
least are not part of the male culture 
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which, she claims, caricatures women as 
“amazons, witches and crazy ladies” (p. 
48)—was not fulfilled. Chesler is espe
cially distressed at how feminists treat 
each other. This is the subject of one of 
her books in progress, which she says 
she might call Feminist Inhumanity to 
Women. She expresses her disappoint
ment to Susan Mitchell: “[t]he sad thing 
is that we’re not worse to women, but 
we’re not better and we experience it 
harder because we expect better and dif
ferent from each other” (p. 47). 

The irony of feminists who are nasty 
to each other doesn’t escape 

Mitchell, but she rationalizes such 
behaviour: “[f ]eminism has to allow 
itself to encompass the full range of 
human behaviour from the best to the 
worst. We set ourselves impossible stan
dards” (p. 47). In other words, we’re 
being too hard on ourselves to expect 
respectful standards of behaviour. As 
long as the label ‘feminist’ is kept whilst 
criticising other writers, a woman can 
get away with it—even being celebrated 
for refusing to be portrayed as a polite, 
perfect woman. Mitchell sees it as a 
healthy sign to have fights over ideology. 
Embracing all these differences of opin
ion is a sign of maturity. Feminism’s 
commitment to diversity expresses its 
opposition to conformity which she sees 
as being at the heart of its essentially 
anarchic spirit (p. 265). 

Rejoicing in diversity of philoso
phy, however, is perilously close to 
putting a good ‘spin’ on lack of stan
dards. Having lost our way, not know
ing what is right or wrong, or how to 
order priorities, sounds much better 
when it’s called ‘diversity’ and ‘free 
expression’. If a movement celebrates 
its confusion by labelling it ‘diversity’, 
then it has lost its way and cannot 
deliver the promised Utopia. Lost by 
any other name is still lost. 

Mitchell declares there is no one 
feminist canon or ideology (p. 265). 
Nonetheless, despite this insistence on 
lack of ideology, certain principles—self-
determination, independence, equality 
and support for other women—still pre
vail in feminist culture. Feminists are all 
pursuing truth, justice and equality in 
many different ways, and championing 
social reform in their own spheres of 
influence, Mitchell says. It rather seems 
that feminism is a chameleon which is all 
things to all women. It won’t allow itself 
to be nailed down and examined because 
such identifying and labelling of it is to 
limit and restrict its expression. 

There is a fundamental inconsis
tency here. If the aim of feminism is to 
raise the collective consciousness and 
with this heightened social awareness 
bring about changes to the law of 
our dominant patriarchal culture (as 
Mitchell states on p. 269), how will it 
maintain such changes without destroy
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ing its essentially anarchic spirit— 
which according to my dictionary is “an 
absence of government; disorder; con-
fusion”?3 This anarchic spirit that will 
not allow criticism of itself, also cannot 
provide guidance for fear of excluding 
someone who may wish to self-deter-
mine in the opposite direction. Pursuit 
of experience is prized over pursuit of 
truth. 

This is a recipe for disaster, not 
social harmony. We are still crea

tures, designed for—and seeking— 
relationship; it is order, not anarchy, 
which fosters this. Anarchistic self
determination, the exercise of my 
power to create my own life, is far from 
an expression of concern for the rights 
of others. Instead it has everything to 
do with safe-guarding the individual’s 
right to impose her or his own desires 
on those around. It means that treating 
ourselves well takes precedence over 
treating each other well—after all, the 
‘self ’ in ‘self-determination’ is ‘myself ’ 
not ‘yourself ’. Absorption with the 
promotion of self is a strange way of 
going about reforming a society whose 
members’ selfishness is what created 
the mess in the first place. We cannot 
escape the fact we are built for relation
ship, and indeed fair relationships are 

Concise Oxford Dictionary. 

claimed to be central to the idea of 
feminism. All our endeavours to fix 
what is wrong are based on a hope that 
it is possible to treat each other well— 
that the harmonious society is attain
able, one day. Certainly this is the 
heart-felt desire. 

Feminism has a great deal of 
rhetoric and often a genuine concern 
for the welfare of others. But ultimately 
self-assertiveness as a means of achiev
ing this is flawed. No reform will hap
pen as long as we remain faint-hearted 
at the wisdom of putting someone else’s 
welfare before our own. 

The paradox of loving ideals but 
selfish behaviour appears on many lev
els in this book. Other themes 
expressed include independence (a 
good thing) and dependence (a bad 
thing). Humility is bad, for it means 
acknowledging a dependence on others. 
Marilyn French, for example, regards 
her tendency to put other people first as 
the great flaw in her personality. Her 
solution is to live alone. “Life requires 
that we be sad,” she sums up. “If you’re 
not sad you’re a liar” (p. 156). Her 
greatest sadness now, as she dies of can
cer, is that she has to tolerate her own 
neediness. This she finds very hard. 

I s this wisdom or the cry of a soul in 
despair? Feminism as witnessed in 

the pages of this book is simply another 
false trail which fails to deliver lasting 3 
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solutions to the problem of our flawed 
human relationships. Their omission of 
relating to God through Jesus makes 
their philosophy part of the problem 
instead of being part of the solution. 
Their solution addresses some sins, but 
fails to appreciate or remedy the under
lying problem. It’s like moving the fur
niture around—now we’re looking at 
the problem from a different angle. We 
might prefer this new view for a while, 
but sooner or later someone will twig 
that we are still in the same room. 

The restrictions feminism rejects— 
the responsibility to love, to consider 
others first, to acknowledge the neces
sity of fidelity and commitment, and 
indeed to acknowledge God’s sover
eignty and his claims on our lives—are 
the very things which would have 
made their own lives much better. No 
matter how strongly the label ‘feminist’ 
is insisted upon, women are no longer 
fighting injustice or inequality if these 
are the things they hate. The only true 
liberation of women—one that has the 
capacity to lead to a genuinely better 
life for women—is one which accepts 
good restrictions. Having rejected the 
guidelines laid down by a loving God 
who dies for the sake of all women, 
these feminists do not have a workable 
alternative. This book is meant to cele
brate those who have thrown off 

‘oppressive’ ideas—but sadly, what it 
describes are women oppressed by the 
consequences. 

Not that all the women interviewed 
demonstrate broken lives in the world’s 
terms—as Mitchell points out, these 
are some of the most powerful and suc
cessful women in the world, and sev
eral seem to enjoy personal happiness 
as well. Yet that does not mean they 
have the truth, or that their answers 
will always work. They have not dealt 
with the fundamental problems of our 
flawed human relationships, because 
they have not addressed the fundamen
tal problem of a broken relationship 
with God. Susan Mitchell began her 
book by stating, in effect, that the 
books of these women have changed 
the world—and she is probably right in 
that. What we read, who we listen to, 
does indeed shape our hearts and 
minds and the direction of our lives. 
The choice is whether women are 
going to listen to the wisdom of femi
nist philosophers, or to the wisdom of 
the one who created all wisdom from 
the beginning. � 

Jennifer McLellan is an ex-femi-
nist who isn’t bored or oppressed 
serving Christ as a wife and 
mother. 
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Handling children

with care 
Dani Scarratt 

The attitudes of our society to child 
care are mixed, and the concerns 

faced by young parents considerable. 
On the one hand there is economic 
pressure on women to earn money 
because a single income is not—or 
does not seem—enough to get by on. 
There is the pressure of status: working 
outside the home can mean being per
ceived as a more capable, interesting, 
modern woman than if the ‘traditional’ 
(a dirty word unless in the context of 
shamanists and matriarchies) mother’s 
role is chosen. On the other hand, 
there is the opposite pressure of being 
viewed as a selfish, unloving parent. 
There are concerns about working— 
Will I lose the job I love, or become 
unemployable if I’m out of the work
force for too long? If I work will I irrev
ocably miss out on seeing my child 
grow up? Will my child be worse off if 
he doesn’t have full-time maternal care? 

Early Child Care: Infants 
and Nations at Risk 
Peter S. Cook 
News Weekly Books, 
Melbourne, 1996. 

There are also concerns about staying 
home with the child—Will my child 
be better off in child care where she 
will be looked after by trained profes
sionals? Will I be bored or isolated at 
home by myself with no stimulation 
except that of my child(ren)? 

The issues concerning child care are 
tightly intertwined—both pragmati
cally and ideologically—with those 
regarding the role of women in society, 
and in particular, those of working 
mothers. Although these issues are 
inseparable, it needs to be recognized 
that they are different. What is desirable 
in one area may not be in another. In 
the foreword to Early Child Care, Jay 
Belsky (a leading researcher into human 
development) writes: 
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Individuals who raise concern 
about these rapid changes in the 
world of infancy and early child-
hood…are routinely accused of 
being anti-women (but never 
pro-child)… 

It seems a shame that western 
culture has come to the point 
where raising concerns about the 
development of young children 
being cared for in modern child 
care arrangements is equated 
with being anti-women (p. 5). 

Good or bad, the pressures on young 
mothers are real, and unfortunately 
they are in conflict. No matter what 
parents decide to do, there will be pres
sure from some quarter to have chosen 
an alternative and possibly feelings of 
guilt or embarrassment. On the other 
hand, the tension in this area is a pro
tection against extremes in either direc
tion: mothers are neither forced to be 
at home full-time regardless of their 
own needs or those of their family; nor 
are they forced to return to work or 
place their children in child care. The 
result is that in most cases parents have 
a choice about what to do—with 
themselves and their children. 

How should this choice be made? 
Of recent years, studies which 

insist there is no risk in daycare have 
received a great deal of publicity. 

books & ideas

However, while there are many factors 
to be taken into account, one which 
has been largely neglected according to 
child psychiatrist Dr Peter Cook, is the 
child’s point of view—what is best for 
him or her. In his book Early Child 
Care: Infants and Nations at Risk, Cook 
seeks to set this right. Mothers’ desire 
to work1 and social acceptance of this 
has led to the widespread availability of 
formal child care. That availability has 
in turn led to more parents taking 
advantage of it, either to go back to 
work, or for ‘recreational care’ where at 
least one parent is at home full time.2 

Both these effects are based primarily 
on adult considerations. Now, more 
and more research is being done into 
the outcomes professional child care 
has for the children who experience it. 
A review of this research forms the bulk 
of the book. 

The scope and aim of this book is 

1 Cook usually writes in terms of the mother, 
who is normally the parent who says home with 
the child if one does, and whom he sees as the 
best carer available. In practice, very few fathers 
are the primary child-carer in their family. 
2 In Australia in 1995, almost one in three 
children in child care had at least one parent at 
home who was neither working nor studying. In 
the 1997 Budget, the subsidies to more than 20 
hours per week of recreational care were cut 
(Sally Loane, ‘The stay-at-home parents who use 
child care’, Sydney Morning Herald, May 19, 
1997, p. 11). 
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clearly stated in the introduction: 

The discussion here is mostly 
focused on the non-parental and 
non-familial care of infants and 
young children under two and 
a half to three years of age in 
institutional long day care… 
However some of the evidence 
cited applies also to part-time 
child care…Young children who 
are ready and willing to attend 
part-time nursery school or pre
school are also outside our 
agenda here, though they may be 
included in some of the studies 
referred to…This book does not 
attempt to cover all aspects of the 
subject, but it offers a critique of 
some ideas and arguments under
pinning the movement to put 
young children into day centre 
child care (p. 21). 

The book is divided into four parts. 
Part 1, ‘Infants and their mothers’, deals 
with aspects of the biological back
ground. This is perhaps the weakest 
part of the book. It draws on the basic 
biological experience of humans, both 
ancestral and cross-cultural. From this 
information, Cook attempts to argue to 
how infants should be raised. Some of 
this argument is helpful, some is not. 
For instance, in noting that human 
genes are 98.4% the same as chim
panzees, and being informed that chim

63 

panzee mothers rarely give their babies 
to another chimpanzee, we are told “it 
is unlikely that the 1.6% that are differ
ent have significantly changed an activ
ity as successfully tested as mothering” 
(p. 27). We could, however, run the 
same argument about mating habits: 
chimpanzees live in groups where there 
is only one male and several females; 
mating behaviour is necessarily as “suc
cessfully tested as mothering”. I suspect 
not many of us would be happy with 
this as an argument for harems as the 
desirable family unit! 

Nonetheless, some important points 
are made in this section. For instance, it 
is not necessarily the case that because 
child rearing has always been done in a 
certain way, that it is the only or even 
best way to do it—especially as mod
ern Western societies are so different 
from most societies in human history. 
However, as Cook points out, 

Children are adaptable but 
within limits set by our biology. 
If stretched too far in ways that 
matter, disorders appear, first in 
those more vulnerable and then 
on a larger scale (p. 31). 

The question that the book then 
addresses is whether long day care for 
very young children—which certainly 
is unusual in human experience—does 
stretch these limits too far in important 
ways. Cook argues that for many 
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infants it may, and that there is suffi
cient evidence to support his claim. 

In part 2, ‘Needs of parents and 
infants’, Cook looks briefly at daycare 
in the light of such needs. He highlights 
the need for the contribution of home
caring parents to be recognized and val
ued by society, both socially and 
economically. Several direct and indi
rect ways in which society benefits by 
home-caring parents are pointed out, as 
well as the fact that many mothers who 
would prefer to be at home with their 
young children have to work for eco
nomic reasons.3 Affordable and accessi
ble institutional child care may take 
care of the needs of those parents who 
prefer to be working than to be at home 
with their children, but it does nothing 
for the needs of the parent who would 
rather be home with their children, to 
say nothing of the children of either 
group. Several sensible and creative sug
gestions are proposed, such as open pre
schools where parents go with their 
children who can play there with other 
children and take part in set activities. 
This is not only socially and education
ally good for the children, it also gives 

Different surveys have obtained different 
results. In Australia, one survey showed that one 
in three mothers with pre-school age children in 
child care would prefer to be at home, but work 
for economic reasons; in another study the fig
ure was two out of three. 

mothers—who are often isolated—an 
opportunity to meet with other parents 
for adult companionship and support. 
(In part 4, more detailed suggestions for 
policy changes are made.) 

The needs of the infants are out
lined in terms of nutritional needs, 
which research has shown to be best 
met by breast-feeding; and relational 
and emotional needs, such as regular 
physical contact like cuddles, the pres
ence of a known and trusted adult, and 
responsiveness to the child’s behaviours. 
Cook points out that it is normally eas
ier and better for a parent who already 
has a loving and ongoing relationship 
with the child to provide these. Infants 
cannot get this level of attention in a 
setting where there is a relatively high 
staff-to-child ratio, and/or a high staff 
turnover. 

Part 3, ‘Research into outcomes of 
early child care’, appropriately consti
tutes the bulk of the book. It begins 
with a chapter on understanding 
research method and terminology, with 
a helpful warning about the difficulties 
involved in interpreting research. This 
is a particular problem in an area like 
child care where there are so many pos
sible confounding factors—such as 
methods of child rearing used at home, 
child temperament, and differences 
(such as socio-economic status) between 
parents. Most of the remainder of the 
section is devoted to evaluating evidence 

3 
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for and against the question of whether 
early child care is harmful. 

Most early child care research 
focuses on infant-carer attachment. 
Unfortunately—especially given the 
emphasis on attachment research in 
the book—attachment is not clearly 
defined in Early Child Care. The 
Penguin Dictionary of Psychology defines 
attachment as an emotional bond 
formed between an infant and one or 
more adults such that the infant will: 
(a) approach them especially in periods 
of distress; (b) show no fear of them, 
particularly during the stage when 
strangers evoke anxiety; (c) be highly 
receptive to being cared for by them; 
(d) display anxiety if separated from 
them.4 

The relationship between early day 
care and attachment constitutes one of 
the primary issues in the child care 
debate. Of first concern is the infant’s 
reactions to major separations from an 
attachment figure and their possible 
longer-term implications; a second 
consideration is the huge turn-over of 
staff in child care, and the implications 
of this for children’s attachment to 
them. 

A child may be classified as attach
ment secure or attachment insecure, 

A. S. Reber, The Penguin Dictionary of 
Psychology, Penguin, London, 1985. 

according to how he or she responds to 
being reunited with a parent (normally 
the mother) following several different 
brief stressful situations, including the 
child being left alone and left with a 
stranger, in an unfamiliar setting. 

Attachment insecurity is consid
ered undesirable for several reasons. As 
infants, these include correlations5 

between insecurity and uncooperative 
behaviours, lack of self-control, and 
negative affect.6 Longer term, there is 
an increased risk of emotional ill-health 
and behaviour problems—although 
some studies have found this relation
ship only for boys, and one failed to 
replicate these results at all. 

Secure attachment “at age 12-18 
months is related to ratings of maternal 
warmth, involvement, and sensitivity, 
such as in the timing and appropriate
ness of stimulation and responsiveness 
to distress” (p. 81). Levels of insecure 
attachment in infants have consistently 
been found to be lower for infants not 
in full-time day care than for infants 
who are, though the amount of differ
ence varies between studies (23%-29% 
and 36%-43% respectively). The risk 
of attachment insecurity is also raised 

5 These correlations tend not to be large, but 
consistent and statistically significant. 
6 ‘Affect’ is a technical term meaning much 
the same as ‘emotional response’. 

4 
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when child care interacts with other 
factors, such as being a boy, poverty, or 
low maternal sensitivity. 

Findings such as these, we are told, 
are sometimes assumed to result only 
from low quality child care. However, 
although high quality care is obviously 
better than low, there is evidence that 
even high quality centre-based care 
does not adequately substitute parental 
care. “High quality infant care is insep
arable from some sustainable attachment 
and continuing commitment, which 
institutional day care cannot reliably 
provide” (p. 120). That is, measures 
of quality are based on factors that 
encourage attachment to staff, such as 
consistency of carer(s), and a sufficient 
staff-to-child ratio. Unfortunately, both 
of these are very rare in the child care 
industry around the world, including 
Australia which has relatively high stan-
dards.7 

Cook also presents the findings of a 
study which looked not only at attach
ment and its outcomes like most child 

Australian child care quality information is 
presented in Appendix II. We find that the aver
age turnover of staff in Australia is very high— 
85% every two years, and the staff-to-child 
ratios are lower than those recommended by 
experts. Other concerns in the Australian con
text include “under-staffing, cross-infection, a 
lack of books, a lack of everyday conversation 
between infants and staff ” (p. 194). 

care research, but also observed the 
reactions of infants in day care. Most 
had some—several significant—diffi-
culty settling in, which was seen in neg
ative affect, low sociability and being 
easily frustrated. After seven weeks 
most had adapted—although whether 
the kind of adaptations evinced is 
positive is controversial. A few infants 
remained depressed for the entire five 
months of the study. There is also some 
evidence that parents may not be aware 
of a child’s unhappiness at day care. In 
a similar observation where many of 
the children were classed as withdrawn 
and subdued, parents were asked if 
their children were happy in care and 
all said yes. 

A different strain of research exam
ined is the relationship between carry
ing and affectionate physical contact, 
and development. Prescott, a neuro
psychologist, has investigated this rela
tionship and concluded that “the best 
‘behavioural vaccine’ against depres

7 
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sion, social alienation, violence and 
drug/alcohol abuse and addiction in 
later life is to carry the newborn and 
infant on the body of the mother or 
caretaker (quoted p. 136). This kind of 
behaviour is likely to be reduced for 
children in child care. (Unfortunately 
neither the time spent in affectionate 
touching and carrying required to avoid 
these problems, nor that normally 
undertaken in child care, was reported.) 

Cook also critiques in detail the 
research and results of those who have 
concluded that there are minimal or no 
risks and/or considerable benefits of 
daycare. In particular these include a 
review by Ochiltree8 which was pub
lished by the Australian Institute of 
Family Studies and has been much 
quoted; and work by Andersson9 whose 
influential studies report a favourable 
relationship between child care and 
socio-emotional and cognitive out
comes. Some of these conclusions Cook 
shows to have been refuted by later 
research. Others, he argues, are based 
on inadequate or badly interpreted 

8 G. Ochiltree, ‘Effects of child care on young 
children: forty years of research’, Early childhood 
study paper number 5, Australian Institute of 
Family Studies, Melbourne, 1994. 
9 For example, B. E. Andersson, ‘Public poli
cies and early childhood education’, European 
Early Childhood Education Research Journal, 
1994, 2, pp. 19-32. 

information. For example, he points 
out that Andersson’s results could be 
due to the fact that children who started 
day care earliest gained their high rat
ings for having those very characteristics 
which, in their parents, would lead to 
the highly paid jobs to which they soon 
sought to return by putting their infants 
into early day care (p. 127). 

Generally these criticisms are 
insightful, although some are perhaps a 
little pedantic and laborious. 

Part 3 concludes with a brief look 
at some other issues, such as the impro
priety of withholding risk information, 
a mother’s reactions to having a child 
in day care, and the risks associated 
with emotional poverty. 

This section is thoroughly researched 
and carefully presented, although occa
sionally it is a little confusing as to 
exactly what went on in a study. 
Sometimes the conclusions clearly go 
beyond the research presented, but that 
is inevitable in a book of this kind which 
aims to offer a general review of the find
ings. It is helpful that for those discus
sions where research is not presented, 
further reading is often recommended. 

In the light of this research, existing 
policies regarding child care are not 

the most helpful or cost effective for 
many (most?) parents and children. 
Part of the irony of the situation can be 
seen in the following paragraph: 
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Thus, in some of the wealthiest 
countries in the world, in times 
of allegedly unprecedented afflu
ence, mothers of infants and 
young children have become 
economic conscripts—many afraid 
to leave work for fear they may 
never get back into the work 
force…While they long to be at 
home caring for their infants, 
other women are subsidised at 
public expense to do it for them 
‘professionally’, though in many 
cases these women are untrained 
and overworked. Meanwhile the 
mothers reluctantly occupy jobs 
that could be filled by the many 
unemployed young women who 
have not yet had their children 
(p. 44).

Based on the information presented in 
the earlier sections of the book, Part 4 
offers alternatives to child care. The 
suggested policies are aimed at being 
more adequate for meeting the needs 
of children and parents emotionally, 
developmentally and economically. 
These include open preschools, en
couraging carrying of babies, family
friendly employer policies and a source 
of up-to-date child care research readily 
available to the general public. There is 
also an expectation that these policies 
could be more cost-effective in the long 
term than current child care policies. 
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Overall, this book is careful and 
well-researched. Cook does not 

simply ignore the evidence contrary to 
his own view, but explains it in detail 
and points out why he thinks conclu
sions drawn from it should be rejected. 
While the clear and much-needed 
focus of the book is care in the light of 
the needs of babies and infants, it does 
not ignore the needs of parents—par-
ticularly mothers—especially in advo
cating that society value the efforts of 
and aid parents caring for little chil
dren, and the policy suggestions which 
move toward this end. This book is not 
conceptually difficult to read and usu
ally unfamiliar concepts are adequately 
explained. Because of the pains taken 
to be careful and accurate, you can get 
bogged down in the detail, but it is a 
price worth paying. 

If there is evidence that full-time 
early child care is potentially harm-
ful—and Cook makes a convincing 
case that there is—it should not be 
silenced or ignored simply because it 
will make people feel guilty or because 
it is not ‘politically correct’. Early Child 
Care contributes important informa
tion that parents and policy makers 
need to take time to consider. On any 
ethical basis—pragmatic, theological, 
or even gut instinct—our children 
matter. It can only hurt our society if 
norms of looking after children do not 
take into account the basic practical 
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requirements established by research. 

Dani Scarrett is a graduate in 
psychology, currently studying 
philosophy. 
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Selling your soul:

but who’s buying?

Lewis Jones 

Bryan Appleyard’s Understanding the 
Present: Science and the Soul of 

Modern Man describes the theft of our 
souls by modern science, and in John 
Brockman’s The Third Culture, we meet 
a few of the thieves. The two books are 
different in content: Understanding the 
Present presents a single argument 
requiring, in the end, either assent or 
dissent, and The Third Culture is mostly 
a repository of scientists’ descriptions of 
their own work and their comments on 
the work of the other scientists in the 
book. Nevertheless, there is a funda
mental connection between the books. 
In the introduction to The Third 
Culture, the contributing scientists give 
their philosophical perspectives on their 
science, as well as on the work they 
do to popularize their ideas among the 
lay community; and it is the effect 
on the lay community that Appleyard 
addresses in Understanding the Present. 

Understanding the Present: 
Science and the Soul 
of Modern Man 
Bryan Appleyard 
Pan Books, London. 

The Third Culture 
John Brockman (ed.) 
Touchstone, New York. 

In case that connection is not com
pelling, Paul Davies, an Australian 
physicist, makes sure we don’t miss it: 

Another journalist who has 
made scientists a target is Brian 
[sic] Appleyard. In the fore
word of his best-selling book 
Understanding the Present, he 
says he was moved to write it 
because of the outrage he felt 
after interviewing Hawking. He 
was upset by what he saw as the 
arrogance of scientists attempt
ing to pronounce on deep issues 
of God, existence, and human
ity. You get the impression that 
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this kind of response—to 
important and exciting scien
tific discoveries that change the 
way that we look at the world— 
is a sort of kneejerk territorial 
reaction. For years and years sci
entists were ignored because 
they were not heard; now that 
they’re starting to be heard, 
they’re being stamped on by an 
intellectual mafia (p. 25, The 
Third Culture). 

I will return to Davies’ comment later; 
but for now it suffices to illustrate the 
tension between Appleyard’s arguments 
and the way current scientists view their 
own contributions to science and soci
ety. Although it may sound as though 
Davies has overreacted, Appleyard fired 
the first shot. 

I wrote this book in the convic
tion that science, more than 
anything else, has made us who 
we are; science is our faith and 
our age’s unique signature. My 
conclusion is equally simple: we 
must resist and the time to do so 
is now (p. xvi, Understanding the 
Present). 

Appleyard is at odds with certain 
themes which have been appropriated 
into the language of today’s scientists. 
In discussing this point, he refers to 
one of the better-known examples in 
the popular science literature, a quota
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tion from Stephen Hawking’s A Brief 
History of Time. Hawking describes a 
Theory of Everything which will be the 
culmination of all human knowledge 
because with it we will be able to pre
dict “that a particular snowflake would 
fall on a particular blade of grass or that 
you would be reading this now” (p. 1, 
Understanding the Present) and con
cludes “[t]hen we shall all, philoso
phers, scientists, and just ordinary 
people, be able to take part in the dis
cussion of why it is that we and the 
universe exist. If we find the answer to 
that, it would be the ultimate triumph 
of human reason—for then we should 
know the mind of God” (pp. 1-2). 
Statements like this led Appleyard to 
ask what it is about science that sug
gests to scientists a new role as priests 
of the ‘true religion’ leading people to 
God—and why it is that this idea 
makes sense to the average person.1 

Appleyard settles on two qualities 
of science which have led scientists and 
society to their current state. The first 
quality is the effectiveness of science. 
Science works. We can boil water in 
electric kettles, heat food in microwave 
ovens, there is instantaneous world
wide communication, and there are 
medicines and cures for many diseases. 
However the tangible applications of 

1 I am using a capital ‘G’ for God because 
Appleyard uses it. 
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science are of little consequence in 
comparison with the form of the 
underlying knowledge that leads to 
them. Once we have discovered the 
physical and mathematical relation
ships between current, resistance and 
energy dissipated in an electrical cir
cuit, building the kettle becomes 
unnecessary. If someone wants one 
they can have one, but there is no rea
son for the scientist to build one 
because the scientist knows it will 
work. The Wright brothers never actu
ally needed to fly their plane on the 
beach at Kitty Hawk, North Carolina. 
They knew the plane was going to take 
off because they had designed the plane 
according to well-known physical prin
ciples and knew precisely what speed 
would be required to achieve the lift on 
the wings that would get the plane off 
the ground. That is the way in which 
science works, it divulges relationships 
between observations of how the world 
works, hence allowing us to predict, 
and expect to know, the behaviour of 
those observable quantities. 

The reason science is so effective, 
then, is that it represents a fundamen
tally new way of knowing. Appleyard 
uses the metaphor of a map: 

Old maps show some regions 
with a reasonable degree of cer
tainty. But then knowledge fails 
and the imagination takes over. 
The region of the known shades 
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away into myths and fairy sto-
ries—dragons and giants at the 
world’s end, a landscape of 
chaos beyond the limits of 
order. There was a line drawn to 
mark the limits of human 
knowledge (p. 5). 

Not only could you not have any idea 
what you might find off the edge of 
your map, you couldn’t say with any 
certainty that the place existed at all. 
There was an edge of the world. New 
maps are complete, but not because we 
have been everywhere. 

Our maps are complete because 
we have found a better way of 
making them that excludes the 
need for dragons. Indeed, the 
golden key to the success of sci
ence is precisely captured by the 
realization that we can map places 
without visiting them (p. 5). 

That is, with lines of latitude and lon
gitude draped across the earth, we can 
know where every place is relative to 
every other place, and most impor
tantly, we know before we set out that 
the place we’re going to, exists. We 
don’t know what it will look like, but 
that is simply a detail that will be filled 
in when we get there. In the same way, 
the electric kettle is built from curiosity 
and a desire to heat water, instead of 
out of a need to see if it will work. The 
mathematical relationships between 
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current, resistance, and energy dissipa
tion are the map—the lines of longi
tude and latitude—and the kettle is 
just the detail that gets filled in when 
someone has time or the inclination to 
heat some water. The kettle is no 
longer an unknown, even before it 
boils water for the first time. 

It is this new way of knowing 
things, Appleyard argues, that makes 
science effective; and this effectiveness 
of science has shaped our perspective 
on the world. It produces in us a belief 
that we can know everything, indeed, 
that the universe is already known and 
just waiting for us to fill in the details. 
There is nothing that we cannot know, 
a solution for every problem, a cure for 
every disease. It is only a question of 
time. As Appleyard suggests, the effec
tiveness of science “breeds total confi
dence” (p. 7). The issue of life on earth 
is transported from the realm of the 
moral or the transcendent to the 
realm of the feasible. This child can 
be cured, this bomb can be dropped. 
‘Can’ supersedes ‘should’; ‘ability’ 
supersedes ‘obligation’; ‘No problem!’ 
supersedes ‘love’ (p. 9). 

Life itself, with its questions of 
meaning and purpose, is no longer an 
issue, and becomes a “series of separate 
problems with separate answers” (p. 9) 
all found in science. So Appleyard sub
mits that the undeniable effectiveness 
of science at answering its own ques

tions has brought us into a situation 
where answering questions any other 
way doesn’t make sense, and where the 
questions of meaning and purpose, 
outside the answerable space of science, 
are no longer asked. 

When considering life as nothing 
more than a discrete series of problems 
and solutions, one might well inquire 
as to the quality of the solutions. This 
raises Appleyard’s second attribute of 
science: the necessary open-endedness 
of its answers. It is ironic that in order 
for science to maintain its effectiveness, 
it must always only consider its knowl
edge as provisional “because something 
more effective might come along” (p. 
11). Appleyard’s scientific liberal man 
then is without absolutes because the 
same mechanism he has for answering 
the questions of life is also telling him 
not to believe the answers it’s handing 
out. People will come to different 
answers on moral and spiritual matters. 
They will end up having to agree to 
differ because of the institutionalised 
tolerance (p. 13) of western society 
brought on by the lack of absolutes, 
and it will become progressively more 
difficult to sustain either a morality or 
a spiritual conviction. Daily, liberal-sci-
entific man is made aware of the arbi
trariness of the exercise (p. 12). 

The inability to argue anything 
conclusively eventually saps one’s 
energy to differ at all. At this point, 
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Appleyard says, apathy sets in because 
there is nothing ‘big’ left to talk about 
any more. In this condition, when sci
ence begins to provide answers to the 
forbidden questions of meaning and 
purpose (probably because the scien
tists themselves finally begin to feel the 
spiritual vacuum they have helped cre
ate), liberal-scientific man is powerless 
to resist “and finds himself waiting… 
for the coming of Hawking’s God” 
(p. 12). However, regardless of which 
questions are being tackled, the 
answers are still subject to the possibil
ity of change, and hence any absolute 
truth still eludes us. So Appleyard goes 
on to say that because scientific liberal
ism offers no truth, “it can tell the indi
vidual nothing about his place or 
purpose in the world” (p. 13); “[o]n 
the maps provided by science we find 
everything except ourselves” (p. 14). 
Appleyard laments with the philoso
pher Ludwig Wittgenstein, “[w]e feel 
that when all the possible scientific 
questions have been answered, the 
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problems of life remain completely 
untouched” (p. 16). 

I t has probably not escaped your 
attention that all of the references 

so far have been in the first 20 pages of 
the book; these pages form the core of 
Appleyard’s argument. The rest of the 
book up to the last page is a history of 
science and a history of the philosophy 
of science, illustrating Appleyard’s 
claims. This history is interesting and 
illuminating; but in the end, it did not 
persuade me to join Appleyard’s rebel
lion. Indeed, I found these pages almost 
painful—not because I essentially dis
agree with his criticisms of the scientists 
who claim to answer all the questions, 
but because of his failure to see the way 
out. It seems that Appleyard, although 
he sees the hopelessness of the purely 
scientific culture, has bought into the 
very definitions that created it. There is 
a frequent conflation of what Appleyard 
thinks, and what he claims science 
will do. 

For example, in discussing science 
Appleyard says: 

On the one hand it had 
destroyed religion’s foundations; 
yet, on the other, it refused to 
provide the kind of answers reli
gion could offer. We could have 
the truth or we could have a 
place in the world but we could 
not have both (p. 83). 
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Is he saying that he assents to the idea 
that we have to trade truth for a place 
in the world, or is he simply stating 
what science is telling us to believe? 
There are examples of this sort of thing 
on nearly every page. It seems to me 
that Appleyard himself is despairing, 
and that all the ‘stripping of our souls 
by science’ that he so boldly claims he 
is going to resist, has already taken 
place. He is lost without hope, is sure 
that science has done it to him, and is 
trying to convince as many people as 
possible that they should be despairing 
as well. He reveals his method of resis
tance on the last page: 

I am born and I shall die and, in 
between, these visions are what 
they most obviously are: mine. 
This is the only time span I have 
and the only one in which my 
virtue and purpose may be 
found. I choose not to be writ
ten into some history of the 
future or beguiled by the tech
nological demands of the as-yet-
unborn. This is not selfishness, 
it is the ultimate unselfishness 
because it means that I know 
what myself is—an expression 
and creation of my culture, a 
culture that has come close to 
sacrificing itself on the altar of 
one small aspect of itself. But I 
owe myself to all that culture 
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and it must clearly be defended 
with my life because it is my life. 

Such an avowal means the end 
of the rule of science because it 
denies the infinite open-ended-
ness and willingness to change 
that science needs for its contin
ued invasion of our souls. This 
realization alone may not make 
that soul immortal, nor will it 
promise me an afterlife or salva
tion. So you may say it leaves 
me exactly where I was before— 
mortal, suffering and as lost as 
ever. I will reply that there is one 
vital difference: I shall not be, at 
the last, alone (p. 250). 

Understanding the Present is about the 
loss of the spiritual battle against sci
ence. The problem is that Appleyard 
does not stop to consider that he may 
have misunderstood or underestimated 
what Christianity is. He has accepted 
the modern claim that science has 
“destroyed religion’s foundations”. He 
has believed the distorted modern 
account of what Christianity is. A clear 
indication that he lost the battle before 
he began occurs when he tries to define 
faith: 

For what does ‘faith’ mean? 
Clearly it cannot mean being 
rationally persuaded of some
thing. If we had a reason for 
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faith, then it would not be faith 
at all, it would be logic. Faith 
can only be unreasonable. 

Furthermore, Christianity... actu
ally insisted upon this unreason
ableness (p. 99). 

Appleyard has grown up with a scien
tific world view which teaches him to 
make statements of this sort. He 
realises that the battle needs to be 
fought, but the mind he has been given 
to fight it is already shaped by science. 
He desperately wants the answers to 
the questions that science has dis
carded; but he has at the same time 
accepted science’s ruling that these 
questions are unanswerable. We leave 
Appleyard desperate but impotent. 

A ppleyard has identified the hope
less situation in which he finds 

himself, but is he justified in blaming 
the scientists, the map makers? The Third 
Culture, edited by John Brockman, is a 
compilation of interviews with people 
who meet two criteria: one, they have all 
been, at some point in their lives, 
involved in scientific research—they’ve 
been map makers—and two, they have 
all written books with the intention of 
bringing their science (and other ideas) 
to the public in an accessible manner. 

The third culture consists of those 
scientists and other thinkers in the 
empirical world who, through their 

work and expository writing, are taking 
the place of the traditional intellectual 
in rendering visible the deeper mean
ings of our lives, redefining who and 
what we are (p. 17). 

That is, these scientific writers are 
the third culture which bridges 

the gap between the humanities 
and hard science which C. P. Snow 
famously lamented earlier this century. 
Brockman describes his book as “a cel
ebration of third-culture thinkers who 
are defining the interesting and impor
tant questions of our times” (p. 20). 
These, we are told, are the shapers of 
our future; the ones who bring science’s 
answers to everyone. 

The contrast between the senti
ments of the two books is immediately 
clear. Appleyard and Brockman both 
agree on what scientists have done for 
us and to us. However while Appleyard 
will try to deny them the right to do so, 
Brockman longs for this new work of 
scientists like a little brother watching 
his big brother playing with friends 
and wanting nothing more than to be 
asked to join in. I cringed to see him 
refer to the third culture as “a dynami
cal emergent system”—reverently bor
rowing the language of the growing 
scientific fields of complexity and chaos 
theory (p. 20). Here we have the other, 
triumphalist side of the culture which 
Appleyard bemoans. 
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The Third Culture will, nevertheless, 
give you concise and readable 

summaries of the major issues facing 
the various branches of science today. 
Along with a new theory of quantum 
gravity from Lee Smolin, discussions of 
ultra-Darwinism and punctuated equi
librium from Stephen Jay Gould and 
Richard Dawkins, Steve Jones tries to 
answer the question of why there is so 
much genetic diversity. Marvin Minsky 
talks about smart machines and how to 
make them, Steve Pinker looks into the 
language instinct in humans, and 
Murray Gell-Mann ties together the 
loose ends of complexity. (All these 
names will be very familiar to those 
who read popular science books.) 
There are twenty-three scientists in all, 
and most have some legitimate scien
tific research to share. Most of them 
also share what I think Stephen Jay 
Gould would refer to as “a whole host 
of fascinating ideas”. These are ideas 
that may or may not be testable, but 
are interesting nonetheless from a ‘sci
ence fiction’ perspective (if you happen 
to need ideas for your next Star Trek 
story line...) or simply as thought-pro-
voking proposals. 

These scientists happily identify 
themselves as the cultural shapers that 
Appleyard condemns them for being. As 
indicated from Brockman’s own words 
in the introduction, the members of the 
third culture are the thieves of Bryan 
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Appleyard’s soul—and they see nothing 
bad in this. One characteristic which 
Appleyard identifies is that they seem to 
all have healthy egos, buoyed by the 
power and effectiveness of science. 
Stephen Jay Gould cheerfully demon
strates such robust confidence: he 
describes his cronies as “a group of non
fiction writers, largely from the sciences, 
who have a whole host of fascinating 
ideas that people want to read about. 
And some of us are decent writers and 
express ourselves well enough” (p. 21); 
and Richard Dawkins adds “[m]y own 
books have been both popularizations of 
material already familiar to scientists 
and original contributions to the field 
which have changed the way scientists 
think” (p. 23). 

A large part of Appleyard’s critique 
is that now no other source of answers 
can compete with science, so the scien
tists have expanded their efforts to 
include the ‘big issues’. Paul Davies 



kategoria 8-text  27/4/04  5:39 PM  Page 79

books & ideas

bears out Appleyard’s diagnosis with 
fervour. There is even a hint of deter
mined perseverance in the face of per
secution: 

It’s only in recent years that sci
entists have exercised any sort of 
influence over what we might 
call the big questions, and this 
influence has created a very ugly 
backlash…scientists are starting 
to be heard, capturing not only 
the minds but also the hearts of 
the population (pp. 24-25). 

These emotive words—’exercising 
influence’ and ‘capturing the popula
tion’, certainly leave the impression 
that Davies is positively interested in 
shaping the way people think; he wants 
scientists to answer the big questions. 

At the same time, part of this appro
priation of the big answers is to margin
alize some of the questions, and again 
these scientists proclaim confidently 
what Appleyard thinks of as a failing. 
Arrogance, bred of the effectiveness of 
science, has led some scientists to 
remove any questions unanswerable by 
science. One of the questions of mean
ing and purpose which the scientists of 
the third culture would like to see ‘off 
the table’ is whether or not God exists. 
For instance, Lee Smolin blithely insists: 

…we’re beginning to realize not 
only that it’s unnecessary to 
think in terms of an intelligent 
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designer but that the idea that 
the complexity and beauty 
we see around us was intended 
by a single intelligence is silly. 
Instead, we understand, in the 
biological context, that the liv
ing world has created itself— 
organized itself—because of the 
action of simple principles, pri
marily natural selection, that 
inevitably operate. I believe that 
the same will turn out to be true 
about the laws of physics and 
the structure of the cosmos (pp. 
30-31). 

Having shown that God is not neces
sary for their theories to hold together, 
such writers conclude that there
fore God does not exist. Ironically, 
Appleyard—who sees the tragedy of 
such reasoning—uses the same logic 
and the same god. What neither side 
realises is that they are attempting to 
annihilate a ‘god of the gaps’—a god 
that only acts in the unknown, those 
places we haven’t mapped. This god is 
doomed. Science gives supreme confi
dence that all details will eventually be 
filled in and the god of the gaps will 
finally blink out of existence. 

The God of the Bible is not that 
fragile. The God of the Bible is 

not only the creator, but also the sus
tainer of the universe. If God for one 
instant ceased to sustain creation, with 
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all of its physical ‘laws’, it is creation 
itself which would cease to exist—not 
God. God sustains the computer chips 
that run thinking machines and God 
decides which genes in which alligator 
are going to be passed on to the next 
generation. Christians do not believe in 
a god of the gaps. They believe in a 
God who is allowing and encouraging 
us to fill in the gaps of our knowledge. 

Although Bryan Appleyard is only 
one person, he probably represents many 
who are lost because of the inevitable 
and undeniable effectiveness of science 
and the toll that has taken on their souls. 
As a challenge, then, I want to end with 
a quote from Richard Dawkins, an evo
lutionary biologist. If the heavens declare 
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the glory of God, then the universe 
ought never look like this: 

The kinds of views of the uni
verse which religious people have 
traditionally embraced have been 
puny, pathetic, and measly in 
comparison to the way the uni
verse actually is. The universe 
presented by organized religions 
is a poky little medieval universe, 
and extremely limited (p. 85). 

Lewis Jones is a post-doctoral 
research associate in the School 
of Physics at the University of 
New South Wales. 
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