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A Talent for Science

Ghillean Prance - Botanist

Professor Sir Ghillean T Prance, FRS, MA, D Phil, Fil Dr, F Inst Biol.
Born 1937. Educated Malvern College and Keble College, Oxford.
New York Botanical Garden (1963-88), becoming Senior Vice-President for Science and Director 
of the Institute of Economic Botany.
Director, Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew, 1988 - 1999.
Visiting Professor, Reading University; Visiting Professor, Yale University, 1983-88.
Science Director of the Eden Project (Cornwall).
McBryde Professor at the US National Tropical Botanical Garden in Hawaii
Foreign Member of the Academies of Science Of Brazil, Denmark and Sweden.
President, Association of Tropical Biology, 1979-80.
President, American Association of Plant Taxonomists, 1984-85.
President, Systematics Association, 1989-91.
President, Institute of Biology.
Distinguished Service Award, New York Botanical Garden, 1986.
Diploma Honra ao Merito, Institute Nacional de Pesquisas da Amazonia, 1978.
Linnean Medal, 1990.
Patron’s Medal of the Royal Geographic Society.
International Cosmos Prize for environmental work in the Amazon.
Royal Horticultural Society’s Victoria Medal of Honour.

The problems of my interest in both botany and the Christian faith began at an early age—I was six 
years old and we were living in the Isle of Skye. One Sunday morning as I was walking to church with 
my parents I spotted a roadside flower that interested me and picked it. It was a harebell or blue bell of 
Scotland {Campanula rotundifolia). I was then in trouble for disgracing the family in public by doing such 
a thing on the Sabbath. After church I was sent to my room without lunch. My annoyance was not so 
much that I was punished, but that my parents were being unfair, since they did not really adhere to the 
strict local customs; their justification was that the opinion of the neighbours and of our hostess, cousin 
Margaret, was what mattered. I am glad to say that in the long run that misadventure did not deter my 
interest either in botany or the church.

I was brought up in a nominally Christian environment where church was an important part of family life, 
and many of our activities revolved around the parish life of a small Cotswold village church. However, 
it was not until my first term at Oxford University that I made a firm commitment to the Christian faith 
and the teaching of the Bible. This was through the ministry of the Oxford University Christian Union 
(OICCU). After hearing the gospel preached on my first two Sundays at Oxford, I accepted Christ on 
the third, and I soon became an active member of OICCU and served on their executive committee as 
prayer secretary.

The good teaching received there and from Saint Ebb’s Church in Oxford gave me a firm grounding for 
the future. After leaving Oxford I spent twenty-five years in the USA and Brazil, during which time I was 
a member of the First Baptist Church, White Plains, New York. In Brazil, in the course of my botanical 
fieldwork, I had the opportunity to travel widely on the mission field and to support the activity of local 
churches, especially the First Baptist Church of Manaus. As tropical deforestation has accelerated I 
have become progressively more active in ecological issues, and as a consequence also in creation 
theology and the Christian basis for environmental protection. I am currently a member of Holy Trinity 
Church, Hounslow, where I am happy to work with a church that has been renewed by the Holy Spirit.
The first problem that I faced on my conversion was which path my future should take. I was naturally 
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anxious to serve my newly found Lord to the best of my ability, and soon after my conversion I began to 
consider whether I was being called to a full-time ministry. In fact, I went as far as a Church of England 
selection committee where I was accepted as a candidate for ordination.

It was the wisdom and council of my future father-in-law, himself an Anglican clergyman, that was most 
helpful at this stage of my career. He pointed out the talents I had in botany and that from as early as I 
could remember I had collected plants. At school I had few botany lessons because my biology master 
said that I already knew more than I was likely to learn in his classes! Actually, I learned a great deal on 
field trips with him all over the British Isles, and this gave me the strong botanical grounding that has 
helped me throughout the rest of my career. My father-in-law explained that this knowledge of botany 
was a talent given from God and that I should use it to the glory of the Lord. He expounded to me in a 
helpful way Romans 12: 4-7, about the use of spiritual gifts, and it was perhaps at that time that I began 
to recognise my botanical background as a God-given gift. The result was that I made a positive decision 
to serve God through a career in botany and to seek to do it well as part of my Christian testimony.

I have never regretted that decision; it has been confirmed in the many ways in which I have had 
opportunities to serve the Lord during the course of my work as an Amazonian explorer botanist. There 
is no doubt that I have been a better, more dedicated, and successful botanist as a result of my Christian 
faith; my faith and desire to serve the Lord through the quality of my work has helped me to work harder 
and more conscientiously. An attitude that has always troubled me is that of Christians who are too busy 
with church activities and other Christian pursuits to perform their jobs satisfactorily. That cannot be a 
good testimony to a living faith in Jesus Christ, yet it is a frequent occurrence. I was strongly advised 
by my father-in-law to strive for excellence in my studies and my career; I have always been extremely 
grateful for his wise, yet at the time difficult, advice to follow.

Perhaps the reconciliation between faith and science is easier for a biologist than for those in other 
areas of science, for biologists have the opportunity to study the working of creation. The question that 
is always asked of a biologist with a Christian faith is, ‘How do you reconcile your belief in God with the 
theory of evolution?’ For me, that has never been a real difficulty.

I was brought up in evolutionary thought from an early age and before I was fifteen years old had studied 
in the field the camouflage of moths on tree bark, the pollination of bird’s foot trefoil, and many other 
examples of evolution. I first read Darwin’s Origin of Species just before going to Malvern College as a 
thirteen-year-old. The wonders of creation are just as great whether God created in a single step or used 
the gradual mechanism of evolution. My subsequent research on intricately coevolved relationships 
between plants and animals of the Amazon rainforest has confirmed rather than reduced my awe at the 
greatness of creation. The Epiphyllum cactus flower which I studied has a tubular flower which is eight 
inches long, with nectar at the base of the tube. Its hawkmoth pollinator has a tongue eight inches in 
length with which it can reach the nectar at the bottom of the tubular flower, providing a perfect match 
between the morphology of the plant and the insect because they have coevolved together. To me this is 
both a fine example of coevolution and of the perfection of God’s creation. God saw that it was good!

The scientist Christian can get into some amusing and difficult situations. During my travels around 
Amazonian Brazil I have always looked for local churches and sought to link up with them and encourage 
their work in any way possible. However, there is not always a clear understanding that a scientist can 
also be a Christian. Any foreigner entering a local church is automatically assumed to be a missionary. On 
my first Sunday in the First Baptist Church of Manaus, Brazil, I was asked by a deacon for biographical 
details in order to be welcomed during the service by the pastor. I explained to my questioner that I was a 
botanist from the New York Botanical Garden working with the local research institute and that I was also 
a Christian layman. After writing extensive notes he asked, ‘What mission did you say you were from?’ 
Again, I thought that I explained my situation well, and he left with his notes. I was asked by the pastor 
to stand and was introduced to the congregation as Dr Prance from the ‘New York Botanical Missionary 
Society’! It is sad that even in a large city church a foreign Christian is automatically associated with full-
time mission work. Where are all the Christian laymen? Do they go on holiday from church when they 
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travel as tourists or on business to Manaus or other tropical cities? I have been blessed so often on my 
travels through attending worship in a foreign city where I did not understand a word of the language. 
The unity in Christ is the same.

I once spent a few weeks in the northern frontier town of Brazil, Boa Vista (the capital of Roraima State). 
I attended the local Baptist church which had a wonderful pastor who befriended me. On my last Sunday 
there, he asked me to preach at the evening service, and I gladly accepted. He stood up in the pulpit and 
introduced me with the usual nice words, and then informed his congregation that here was the proof 
that man was not descended from monkeys. A biological scientist was about to preach. As I got up to 
follow this introduction I was thinking of 1 Corinthians 8:13: ‘There- fore, if food is a cause of my brother’s 
falling, I will never eat meat, lest I cause my brother to fall.’ I was careful to affirm that church where I 
could, and to preach the gospel faithfully without touching on any controversial subject that might have 
caused my brothers in the church to stumble, and as a result there was considerable response to my 
preaching.

Perhaps one of the most difficult classes I have ever taught was in response to the request of a pastor of 
a fast growing, theologically conservative church in Manaus. It had reached the stage in its development 
where, for the first time, teenage members were entering university. The pastor expressed his concern to 
me and to a Brazilian scientist member of the church (Warwick Kerr, a well known geneticist) that many 
of the young church members dropped out of church when they went to university because of the conflict 
between their conservative theology and the evolutionary and atheist beliefs of their university teachers. 
We were asked by this wise pastor to teach a Sunday school course on creation and evolution, amid 
considerable criticism from his church members. In the course we looked at both the scientific details and 
the biblical teachings on creation: it helped this group of young people to use their intellectual abilities for 
matters of faith and prepared them for the university scene. Here we were helping to harmonise science 
and Christian faith for a group of people who had come from the opposite end of the spectrum to me, 
through a strong faith in the Creator rather than an extensive knowledge and interest in his creation. 
Our experiment worked because when I return to that church today, I always meet some of that class 
who have survived their launch into the world without becoming part of it. At times it was not easy for us 
to take barbed words from some of the church deacons, but we helped to produce a new generation of 
thinking Christians in that church, and they continue the work with today’s youth.

Conservation and stewardship

I first went to the Amazon region in 1963 to study plants and to collect material for basic taxonomic 
work. During the first ten years of my exploration in Amazonia I was privileged to travel widely and had a 
wonderful opportunity to carry out research in the region, with little concern for environmental issues. It 
was a time of learning about the plants and the animals with which they interact. The more I understood 
complicated pollination mechanisms by bats, beetles, birds and butterflies, and the ways in which plants 
defend themselves against the hoards of leaf-eating predators, the more I marvelled at creation. By 1973, 
however, the situation in Amazonia had changed drastically and large-scale development, accompanied 
by massive destruction of the forest, had begun. For example, the TransAmazon Highway and its 
colonisation plan was inaugurated in 1970 by President Medici of Brazil. While teaching an ecology field 
class at Altamira, on the TransAmazon Highway, with environmental ecologist Robert Goodland, I began 
to realise how serious the issue of deforestation of tropical rainforest had become. We could see that 
much of the devastation was in vain, for projects that were unsustainable were being undertaken. For 
instance, unproductive land was being used as cattle pasture, but could support less than one cow per 
hectare over the eight-year lifetime of the field before it had to be abandoned altogether. Cattle farming 
was being sustained by a completely false economy of tax incentives and land speculation.

This first-hand experience of the futility of much of the deforestation led me gradually to change the 
emphasis of my research interests to a much more applied approach. I worked far more on economic 
botany and became concerned about some of the environmental problems related to the use of tropical 
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rainforest. This involved both the search for new plants of possible economic use and the study of the 
ecology and land use systems of the Amazon Indians. I am sure that I was able to make this change in 
direction more easily because of my Christian faith and the consequent concern for justice and peace.

However, it was my faith that was strengthened from this experience because finally my botany and 
my faith came together; the dichotomy between work as a scientist and my church life had ended. 
The two began to strengthen and to complement each other in a new way rather than being separate 
compartments of my life. The biblical command of Genesis 2:15 to till and to keep (literally, to serve and 
preserve) the land began to take on a new meaning for me. I could add my own list of the wonders of 
creation to those of the psalmist who wrote Psalm 104, that wonderful hymn of creation.

As my interest in Christian ecology has grown under the guidance of the Holy Spirit, so has my sadness 
that the church has been slow to respond to this issue—the care of God’s creation. The much quoted 
John 3:16 tells us that ‘God so loved the cosmos that he gave his only begotten Son’. Colossians 1:15 
reaffirms that the redeeming work of Christ was for more than the benefit of man, the one creature made 
in his image. Verse 17 says, ‘He is before all things, and in him all things hold together’ and verses 19 to 
20: ‘For it was the Father’s good pleasure for all the fulness to dwell in him, and through him to reconcile 
all things to himself, having made peace through the blood of his cross; through him, I say, whether 
things on earth or things in heaven Those of us who are reconciled to God in Christ are also reconciled 
to his creation, and the only chance of survival for that creation is if those who are reconciled defend 
the creation. Today, many people look to New Age beliefs on which to base their environmental action. 
It is particularly important for those who know and worship the Creator rather than creation to be at the 
forefront of environmental protection.

Perhaps one of the common temptations for an environmentally concerned ethnobotanist, who has 
spent considerable time living among indigenous peoples, is to embrace the animist beliefs which often 
make them strong protectors of the environment. This is where the New Age movement would have us 
go.

On my first expedition to tropical rainforest I had an experience which I have never forgotten. After 
a long flight in a small plane to the remotest part of Suriname—two days by dugout canoe and two 
days on foot—we finally reached the base camp of the botanical expedition that I was to join for the 
next three months. After only a few minutes of exploration around the camp, I was excited to discover 
a flowering tree of the genus Licania on which I had worked for my doctoral thesis at Oxford. I asked 
the expedition leader, whom I had met for the first time thirty minutes previously, to arrange for the 
collection of herbarium specimens of the tree. He asked Frederick, our Suriname cook, to cut down 
the tree so that I could collect the samples. Our leader was quite annoyed when Frederick refused to 
fell the tree and an argument ensued. Frederick reluctantly agreed to fell the tree, but only after half an 
hour so that he would first have time to appease his deity, the ‘bushy mama’. Later, after a time of ritual 
and prayer, Frederick cut the tree while chanting a song to the bushy mama blaming the white man for 
this unnecessary destruction. The tree fell and I excitedly gathered my collections from the flowering 
branches that were now on the ground. This incident is certainly the reason that I have preferred using 
tree climbers rather than the axe on my own expeditions. However, it is one of the many ways in which I 
have encountered nature protection in the religious beliefs of the rainforest dwellers. The forest is often 
under the care of much better protectors with the indigenous peoples than with the Western missionaries 
who replace their culture.

I have not fallen for the temptation of following the animist beliefs of the Indians because of the personal 
experience of my faith in Christ and the working of the Holy Spirit. My experience of such beliefs has 
led me to search the Scriptures more ardently for the many ways in which they teach a rich creation 
theology and thereby provide a firm basis for understanding the need to protect rather than destroy the 
earth. It has also led me to become involved in ‘missionary earthkeeping’—using every opportunity to 
encourage missionaries to accept the Bible’s teaching on caring for creation. It is vital that when the 
church sends out missionaries to remote areas, they are well versed in Christian ecology based on the 
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principles of stewardship that are so explicit in the Scriptures. This is not only relevant to Christian work 
in the rainforest, but is also essential nearer to home.

However, when I attend one of the rare meetings of Christian ecologists (such as the annual gathering 
of the Au Sable Institute of Environmental Studies in Michigan), the common lament of the participants 
is that they are lone voices as defenders of creation in their home churches. This has certainly been 
my own experience, although it is encouraging for me to receive an increasing number of invitations 
from churches to speak on ecological issues. As I have become more involved in environmental issues, 
I have not just attempted to introduce more green issues into the churches, but rather, my research 
interests have been stimulated by my faith. The two aspects that have been most helpful are the study 
of creation and the Creator, and the biblical basis for justice and equity. It is no longer enough for me 
merely to classify and describe the plant species of the Amazon forest; I must also use my research data 
to address issues of deforestation, pollution, starvation and other problems that surround us today. I am 
a much more concerned person because my faith helps to remove more selfish motives.

I began this chapter with a childhood episode that might have caused me to be against a strict observance 
of the Sabbath. However, the God-given principle of rest on the seventh day is part of a biblical ecology 
(Ex 23:10-11; Lev 25:1-13); it has also been one of the greatest strengths to my career. Since accepting 
Christ at Oxford, I have always used Sunday as a day of rest and worship, and have never done any 
work on Sunday unless on an expedition where the programme must continue regardless of the day of 
the week. I am where I am today because I am a workaholic who has always worked long hard hours. 
But this has never extended to Sunday; the Creator knew what he was doing when he rested on the 
seventh day.

As I have studied indigenous agricultural systems, I have come increasingly to appreciate the need for 
land as well as humans to rest, and the wisdom of the biblical principle of fallow. It is significant that the 
principle of fallow in Exodus 23:10-11 is also ‘that the poor of your people may eat; and what they leave 
the wild beasts may eat’. This is another example of the richness of biblical ecology that we need to 
appreciate in the church today as we face the green movement and New Age beliefs. A scientist is often 
under great pressure to work solidly seven days a week. Enthusiasm for a research project can easily 
lead one into a seven-day week. The fact that this has never been a possibility in my mind has been a 
great strength to me and has helped both my work and my faith.

Recently, the Brazilian Minister for the Environment echoed the words of Lynn White, in his 1967 paper, 
that blamed Christianity for the current ecological crisis. The Minister said in March 1990, ‘Christianity is 
at the root of the destruction of nature and the rainforest. Once you invent a god separate from nature, 
nature does not matter any more. It’s something to use as you please. The Hindus, the Buddhists, saw 
nature as perfect and tried to harmonise with it.’ The challenge for the future is to set this record straight 
and to show that those who know the Creator through a relationship with his Son, Jesus Christ, also 
become the stewards of the creation with which we have been entrusted. This will make the work of the 
Christian ecologist all the more of a challenge in the future.

Reproduced from ‘Real Science, Real Faith’, Ed. RJ Berry, 1995, with kind permission from Monarch Books. 
Further copying is not permitted without permission from Monarch.


