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By I. Lehr Brisbin, Jr., Ph.D., Christopher S. Romanek, 
Ph.D., and Michael S. Sturek, Ph.D.

Most of us would like to think that bringing 
the focus of careful peer-reviewed science 
to bear on an issue of environmental con-

troversy should help point the way to a solution, 
or at least suggest a path forward. In some cases 
however, the opposite is true — the data produced 
by some scientifi c studies may actually serve to 
further confound the debate. An example of this 
is the controversial management of feral free-
ranging pigs on Ossabaw Island, Georgia.

Feral animals are those whose ancestors were 
once part of a captive domestic population which 
was selectively bred by humans, but which then 
either escaped or were deliberately released back 
into the wild to once again be exposed to natural 
selection in the form of Darwinian “survival 
of the fi ttest.” Because the domestic ancestors 
of most feral populations were almost always 
selected for high levels of reproduction to produce 
more offspring for human use, feral 
populations often reproduce out of 
control and increase in numbers 
well beyond the ability of their 
habitat to support them. This prob-
lem has been particularly severe 
in the case of island ecosystems 
where introduced feral animals, 
particularly pigs, have often had 
devastating impacts and even been 
responsible for the extinction of 
some endemic fl ora and fauna.

Ossabaw Island is one of the 
largest of the unspoiled and essen-
tially uninhabited Georgia coastal 
barrier islands, being located about 
a mile off of the Atlantic coast just 
to the southeast of Savannah, Georgia. In 1978 

Ossabaw Island was acquired by the state of 
Georgia and since that time has been managed 
by its Department of Natural Resources as the 
state’s fi rst Heritage Trust Preserve. As such, 
the state has developed a management plan 
for Ossabaw Island (Waller and Barrett, 2001) 
which, logically enough, calls for programs to 
reduce the numbers of feral pigs to as great 
an extent as possible, because of the negative 
impacts that these pigs could have on the island’s 
natural fl ora and fauna. These impacts include 
the destruction of nests of threatened sea turtles 
on the island’s otherwise secluded and protected 
beaches and the extensive rooting of salt marshes 
and live oak hammock forests.

Considering these potential negative 
impacts, it might seem that an argument could be 
made to consider adopting a policy of complete 
and total extermination of the Ossabaw pigs as 
a long-term goal for the island’s management. 
That would seem to be a “no brainer.” It turns out, 
however, that there may actually be compelling 

reasons to conserve a viable population remnant 
of these potentially destructive invasives on the 
island and adopt a goal of managing them there in 
a free-ranging state, at a level that would reduce 
their negative impacts on island resources to as 
low a level as possible, yet assure their existence 
on the island in perpetuity.

Now why on earth would anyone want to do 
that? This is where the importance of long-term 
multidisciplinary scientifi c research can come 
into play and may “upset the apple cart” of con-
ventional wisdom in the area of environmental 
ethics and management. The latter would argue 
that the pigs “don’t belong there” because they 
were put there by humans and did not evolve there 
as part of the natural processes which established 
the rest of the plant and animal communities 
of the island ecosystem. An alternative posi-
tion, however, would argue that humans are an 
integral part of nature, and populations of other 
animals that they have transported and released 
elsewhere, deserve consideration for protection 

or at least study to determine how 
they may have become adapted to 
the new environments into which 
humans have placed them. In fact, 
there are precedents for protecting 
such human-introduced popula-
tions such as the feral equines of 
the western United States, which 
are protected by the federal Wild 
Horse and Burro Protection Act of 
1971, and the Channel Island gray 
fox (Urocyon littoralis) which was 
clearly taken to and released on 
several of the California Channel 
Islands by early Native Americans, 
and which is now federally listed 
for protection under the terms

“Ossabaw” continues on page 5 >>>A feral pig from Ossabaw Island, Georgia

Pigs In a Poke
When Scientific Research Sheds New Light on

“Conventional Wisdom” in an Environmental Ethical Debate
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PRESIDENTʼS CORNER BY   DEREK PURSEY         

This past August, Barb and I joined two friends in a visit 
to Oregon. We ate a lot of seafood, saw the sights of 
Portland, took in two plays at the Oregon Shakespeare 

Festival, visited wineries, spent time at Crater Lake and at 
the Oregon coast, and I took lots of pictures. That led me to 
think about how pictures can be a metaphor for how we look 
at many issues in our religious and secular lives.

For example, see this black and white picture. There is 
no ambiguity here, everything is either black or white. Some 

people of faith see the world in these terms. Everything that is 
or that happens is either of God or of the devil, with nothing 
in between. In matters of science and faith, either the Bible 
is true and science is false, or vice versa. One is white and the 
other black, but which is which depends on your religious 
perspective — biblical literalist or atheist.

Likewise, in ethical issues it is very comforting to see things 
in black and white terms. Either an action is absolutely right 
or it is absolutely wrong, absolutely pure or absolutely sinful, 
with no possibility for fine distinctions. Some folk prefer the 
certainty of black-and-white ethical thinking for such current 
controversies as the morality of stem cell research, abortion, 
and homosexuality. The first two of these were politically 
significant in the recent election campaign, while the third is 
having destructive effects on many Christian denominations, 
including the Presbyterian Church (USA).

Some Presbyterians share these black-and-white attitudes 
of reality and morality, but most do not. We reject extreme 
biblical literalism, but still find the Bible important to our 
understanding of who we are, why we exist, and how we 
should behave. We mostly accept the scientific picture of 
nature, although we may balk if we fear that science is coming 
uncomfortably close to undermining our sense of self. We 
recognize that some things, such as stem cell research, abor-
tion, and homosexuality, may be morally ambiguous, with 
good arguments possible on both sides of most ethical issues. 
Ethical ambiguity may disturb us, but we recognize moral 
ambiguity as often truer than moral certainty. The black and 
white picture above is not a good metaphor for how most of 
us understand the real world.

Look then at what the same picture looks like if its shades 
of gray are not forced to be either solid black or solid white. 
It is seen to be a group of roses (photographed in Portland’s 
rose garden). I think we can all agree that this is a much truer 
representation of the real scene. Most of us Presbyterians see 
the world with fine distinctions — shades of gray, if you like 
— rather than the stark black-and-white of the earlier picture. 
Neither biblical faith nor science can be regarded as absolutely 
true in every respect. Ethical issues, too, are neither black nor 
white. We see both merit and demerit on both sides of an issue. 
The position on stem cell research adopted by two Presbyterian 
Church (USA) General Assemblies, printed elsewhere in this 
issue, steers a careful path through gray fields.

However, this picture is still lacking. Unfortunately, 
PASTCF cannot afford color printing, so I cannot show you 
the beauty of the original photograph. The colors of the roses 
range from white and pale pink to apricot, depending on the 
age of the bloom, with many subtle variations in between.

Is there another metaphor? I suggest that we perceive in full 
color when we are filled with a sense of beauty or awe, such as 
when we are inspired by great art or by the Holy Spirit. Sadly, so 
much of what happens in the routine of our daily lives seems to 
be in gray or at best in pastel colors. Even more sadly, the same 
can sometimes be said of church life. Perhaps Presbyterians 
in particular are more comfortable living and worshiping in 
muted tones rather than in vivid Technicolor. Is the full, vibrant 
color of the Holy Spirit’s inspiration apparent in the Pres-
byterian Church 
(USA) s tate-
ments on stem 
cell research?

H o w e v e r , 
even the most 
vivid color pho-
tograph is only 
that — a human 
artifact that por-
trays a reality but 
is far short of the 
reality itself. You 
cannot smell the 
roses in my pho-
tograph, or watch the bee moving from bloom to bloom before 
carrying its load of nectar and pollen back to its hive.

Yes, when we see nature represented in full color, we see 
nature more clearly as God’s creation, but we must beware 
of mistaking our image for the reality.

The metaphorical meaning here is that neither our 
most brilliant (and beautiful) scientific understanding nor 
our most profound, Spirit-inspired theology is more than 
a poor attempt by us to represent glorious reality. Let us be 
humble before God!

        
      
        
 

    
     

       
      

      
        

          
         

 
     

        
       

        
      

        
        

         
        

         
          
      

       
        

      
       

       
    

        
       

       
        
  

     
      

         
       

        
       

         
        

        
       

        
       

         
        

          

       
  
      
     
        

       
         

         
        

        
          
         

   
        

       
        

       
       

      
         
        

       
    

      
      

      
           
        
       

        
      

        
          

        
       

        
        

        
       
       

       
        

      
       

         
      

        
        
        

      
        

          
        

      
         

       
         

      
   

     
      
         

        
         

       
       

      
       

       
       

         
         

       
       

        
       

     
         

         
       

      
       

 

Images of Reality
Musings on Portlandʼs Roses
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PERSONAL PERSPECTIVE 

By James B. Miller, Ph.D.
PASTCF Development Officer

A t the General Assembly last summer in 
Richmond, I did not have an opportunity 
to witness much of the plenary delibera-

tions. But I was present for two discussions of 
actions: one on late-term abortions, the other on 
stem cell research. I was struck by what seemed 
to me to be the degree to which better under-
standing of the science involved would have 
clarified (though not resolved the issues) and 
how science is ignored (blissfully) or misrepre-
sented (innocently or deliberately) in the midst 
of the advocacy for a particular policy. Someone 
once said that few human issues exist due to a 
lack of information. This is why, most often, 
additional scientific information will not settle 
a policy question. But scientific information can 
contribute to a reframing of the questions so that 
it is much clearer what is really at stake.

Regarding late-term abortions.
There was a lot of the use of the term “viabil-

ity.” This term denotes “ability to live.” Most 
often in the context of human reproduction it is 
used to mean “ability to live outside the womb.” 
But “viability” is a highly contextual term under 
any circumstance.

When human beings are born, they trade 
one form of dependency (to the mother’s physi-
ological system) for another (the social/physi-
ological nurture of mother, family, and others 
in the community). An infant is not viable 
postnatally without such support, as witnessed 
by the disproportionate number of infant deaths 
in the developing world. This second form of 
dependency is as much technological as social 
or personal.

Technological advances in obstetrics, 
prenatal, and neonatal care have increased 
the likelihood that a child “born” prematurely 
will be able to survive — will become viable, 
with appropriate support. Some of these same 
advances, as well as advances in supporting the 
health of mothers-to-be, also make it possible 
for a severely developmentally compromised 
fetus to be sustained, when in earlier historical 
epochs and technological contexts such a fetus 
would have been spontaneously aborted.

Even in our advanced technological society, 

according to the National Institutes of Health, 
it is estimated that up to 50% of all fertilized 
eggs die and are lost (aborted) spontaneously, 
usually before the woman knows she is preg-
nant. Among known pregnancies, the rate of 
spontaneous abortion is approximately 10% and 
usually occurs between the 7th and 12th weeks 
of pregnancy.

All of the foregoing is simply to indicate that 
in the discussion on the floor of the Assembly, 
the term “viability” was used as though it were 
absolute, as though it had no contextual or con-
ditional meaning. “Viability” was used as though 
it referred to some “natural” number of weeks or 
days in the period of gestation before which a 
fetus would not survive beyond the womb and 
after which it would without reference to the 
technological circumstances that highly condi-
tion such a possibility.

Further, there is seldom any discussion about 
what might be called “viability push,” that is, 
forcing “life” upon a fetus that is sufficiently 
compromised in its development that it would 
be spontaneously aborted without the sort of 
technological intervention that contemporary 
obstetrics and prenatal care already involve as 
a matter of course. Is it possible to judge that 
given such inherent intervention, such a fetus 
would be “condemned to life”?

Again, science will not answer these ques-
tions and is, in its application, one cause for 
making the answers less clear and the answering 
more difficult.

Regarding stem cell research.
While there is little debate about the promise 

that stem cell research may have for the future 
treatment of many diseases and injuries (not the 
least, neurological diseases like Parkinson’s and 
injuries like those to the spinal cord), there is 
considerable debate about the appropriate source 
of stem cells. Again, some of the debate can be 
clarified by means of the science (though the 
science itself is “young” enough that definitive 
scientific conclusions are difficult). One such 
question, for example, is the relative potency (i.e., 
capacity for developing various tissue cells) of 
stem cells taken from different stages of human 
development (ranging from 5 day old embryos 
to adult human beings).

However, it is common that those who 

oppose embryonic stem cell research do so 
because of their commitment, on philosophi-
cal/theological grounds, to the notion that a 
person is a person from fertilization to death 
in old age. This is not a judgment that can be 
confirmed or challenged by scientific findings. 
However, science has shown that in the processes 
of gestation and postnatal human development, 
it is not simply a matter of a small human figure 
(even the figure of an infant) becoming larger, 
but instead there are a series of morphological 
changes from a single cell to the remarkable 
multicellular organism that is an adult human 
being. Without an a priori commitment to the 
continuity of human personhood throughout this 
multiphased process, the judgment that person-
hood is emergent somewhere in the process seems 
more reasonable but no less problematic (there is 
no evident “shining line” to point at indicating 
when such an emergence takes place).

But on the floor of the Assembly the question 
of the source of stem cells was not at issue. What 
caught my attention was the claim that among 
those disorders for which stem cell therapies 
held out a hope for treatment was Alzheimer’s 
disease. Even former First Lady, Nancy Reagan, 
was noted as one who supports embryonic stem 
cell research in light of such proffered hope. 
Unfortunately, given the nature of Alzheimer’s 
disease, it is unlikely that any form of stem cell 
therapy can be directly used to treat it. Just as 
those with commercial interests can be scien-
tifically hyperbolic when they tout the latest 
biotechnology, so can religious enthusiasts. In 
neither case does the science warrant the level 
of advocacy. In both cases, whether incidentally 
or deliberately, the science is abused and public 
scientific literacy is undermined.

I suspect that more rather than fewer deci-
sions before the church and especially future 
Presbyterian Church (USA) General Assem-
blies will have significant scientific dimensions. 
PASTCF has a role to try to ensure that relevant 
scientific information is available during these 
deliberations and that the presentation of the 
relevant science is neither skewed nor obscured 
due to ideological interests. Science is more likely 
to make our deliberations more challenging 
rather than less. It also offers the possibility of 
assuring that we will be deliberating about the 
right things.

     
         

         
        

      
       

     
           

          
        

       
         
      

        
       

         
  
      

        
       

          
       

      
     

       
       

       
         

      
         

        
         

   
      

      
        

      
        
       

      
        

       
       
       
          

         
     

        
        

         
         

     
         

        
        

        
     

         
       

        
       
        

       
         

        
       

        
       
       

      
       
          

       
  

         
      
         

         
       

         
        

         
     

         
       

         
       

        
       

          
     

       
        

        
        

        
      

        
      

        
       
      

        
       

       
         

         
        

    

       
     

         
        

         
        

   
     

        
     

  
      

       
      

      

      
        

        
       

     
   

      
      

        
       

   
        

       
     

    
       
     
      

       
       

       
       
      

  
       

       
         

      
   

       
      
      

       
    

     
     

      
        
       
 

      
        

     
 

Science, Theology, and Ethics
Notes from a General Assembly
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THE PRIVILEGED PL ANET 

        
      

        
           
        

     
       
        

      
          

          
       

  
         

       
       
        

          
          
        

         
          

        
       

         
        

        
       

         
       

         
         

       
       

       
     
     

         
        

 
         

          
        

        
       

          
         
          

        
         

        
       
        

 

          
         

          
         

          
       

 
         

      
      

    
     

          
         

          
      
       
         

         
       

      
          

        
        
      
         

     
       

 
       

          
         

        
        

        
        

       
          

        
        

       
      

      
     

         
       

        
          

       
        
        
         
        

         
   

      
       

       
         

       
         

    
         

       
     

    
       

         
         

        
         

        
       

        
     

      
       
         

     
            

        
       

      
          

      
          

      
      

         
      

       
         

         
     

     
        

       
         

       
       
         

      
          

        
        

        
     

         

  

The Reverend Charles R. Jenner
PASTCF Member

The Privileged Planet: How Our Place In The 
Cosmos Is Designed For Discovery by Guillermo 
Gonzalez and Jay W. Richards, Regency, 2004

The picture opposite page 238 is worth the price 
of the book. It is the photo “Earthrise” taken 

by the astronaut Bill Anders on December 24, 
1968. The blackness of space is invaded by the 
blue-white sphere called Earth and by the dull 
brownish-gray of the moon.

What is striking is that Earthrise is printed 
as it was originally photographed. The moon is 
on the right margin of the print. Usually the 
moon is seen at the bottom of the print, so 
that one has the impression that one is either 
standing on or hovering over the moon, 
over something solid. Printed as taken, the 
impression is that the photographer/viewer is 
just “hanging out” with nothing underneath 
except boundless space. The change in per-
spective imparts an almost visceral impact 
upon the viewer.

The picture serves as a metaphor for the 
book. The Privileged Planet asks the reader 
to shift perspectives. Look at planet Earth 
from a different viewpoint. Go outside our 
solar system to the edge of the visible universe 
and then view Earth in relation to the other 
planets, moons, stars, and galaxies. It is akin 
to asking one who is used to looking at Mt. 
Rainier from Seattle to drive sixty miles south 
to Olympia and view the mountain.

The peak appears to have turned 90 
degrees on its axis. It is the same mountain 
as seen from Seattle, but the image of the 
peaceful, nearly symmetrical cone is replaced 
by that of three distinct peaks and the sight 
of a glacier waiting for its inevitable slide 
down the mountainside.

Look at Earth in terms of its location 
within the universe. There is something 
about its location that makes sentient life 
possible. Carbon-based molecules react dif-
ferently here than elsewhere in the universe. 
Life, in terms of replicating, self-conscious, 

creative beings, exists on Earth and, at this point 
in time, is unknown anywhere else in the visible 
universe. Earth appears able to act as an excellent 
host upon which life can flourish. Why?

The location of planet Earth in relation to 
other cosmic bodies enables human beings to 
carry out measurements. Measurements can 
be counted and compared. As John D. Barrow 
argues in his book PI In the Sky: Counting, 
Thinking, and Being, mathematics, the basis of 
scientific endeavor, occurs on Earth. “Whence 
mathematics?” he asks. “Whence the ability 
to measure?” Why is Earth situated in such a 
“place” that mathematics can occur? The book 
asks the reader not only to shift viewpoints 
regarding the location of Earth, but also the 
history of thought regarding such location: the 
Copernican Principle.

This reviewer had an easier time in the 
historical section of the book than in the more 
scientific sections. Events occur that, in later 
years, are misunderstood or misinterpreted. Cur-
rent history maintains that prior to Copernicus, 
Earth was understood to be the center of the 
universe. All in the heavens revolved around 
Mother Earth. This was so because of God’s 
creative will. To use another metaphor, the cre-
ated earth was the “apple in God’s eye.”

The scientific discoveries of Copernicus 
and others are now thought to have dispelled 
the understanding that Earth was central. The 
argument thus developed: Since Earth is not in 
the central position, it is not the result of God’s 
act of creation. Since it is not the result of God’s 
act of creation, it is not important. Since Earth is 
not important to God, those who dwell on Earth 
can dismiss God as being relevant.

The argument of The Privileged Planet is that 
the pre-Copernican mind (at least in Western 
Europe) did NOT consider Earth to be the 
central point in creation. The central point was 
the center of the earth, which was the throne of 
Satan. Hell, not Heaven, is what shows in the 
cosmological art that decorated the maps created 
by the medieval cartographers.

I was fascinated by this discussion regarding 
the history of scientific thought but at the same 

time I struggled to tie the history of science 
to current cosmology as it relates to the 
question of whether Earth is the best of all 
places in the cosmos on which to live.

At this point, the argument in The 
Privileged Planet would be better advanced 
if the history of scientific thought was 
expounded in a separate work.

How do the authors conclude? Sur-
prisingly, by not advancing any theistic 
or Judeo-Christian theological argument 
or position. It is not, at least to this theo-
logically trained reviewer, an argument for 
Creation Science. The authors simply ask, 
“Is the planet privileged, and if so, why?” 
This is a thought-provoking book, well 
worth the time and money.

While the following experience of the 
reviewer is not reflective of the value of 
the work, it does point out that science, 
as well as theology, struggles with what 
to do with a “new thought.” The reviewer 
was in conversation with an astronomer 
somewhat advanced in years. I knew that 
the scientist had great interest in eclipses 
and mentioned that The Privileged Planet 
mentioned that subject.

“Harrumph,” came the astronomer’s 
response. “You can’t tell me Carl Sagan 
could be wrong.”

Book

Review
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Recently I had the privilege of visiting the 
Bayeux Tapestry near Caen, France. This 
work of art is eight pieces of embroidered 

linen, joined to be 70 meters long and half a meter 
wide. Most believe it was originally 7-8 meters 
longer, those parts having been lost.

This tapestry depicts the 1066 Battle of 
Hastings. It is thought that Bishop Odo, William 
the Conqueror’s half brother, commissioned this 
work. It shows the events leading up to the battle, 
the battle, and its aftermath. It is a detailed and 
magnificent work of art and history, including 
200 Latin words.

As we viewed it, we and thousands before us 
over a millennium, asked “Who embroidered it? 
Who designed it? Who provided the materials? 
Who oversaw its production? Where has it been 
displayed? Was it made by one person? Was it a 
male or a female? (Most think it was an eyewitness 
male because of the many bloody, vivid scenes.) 
Where was it made? If you’re French, you’d like 
to believe it was made in France. Most think it 
was made in England because of its similarity 
to Anglo-Saxon manuscripts of the time. How 
was the linen made? How did they stain the 
yarn? What pigments were used for the eight 

artists of the Bayeux Tapestry, their patience, gifts, 
perception, steadfastness, love of color and detail, 
one can deduct some qualities of the Artist of 
nature. We see the Creator’s dependability with 
the natural laws we study. We see the vastness 
of the universe’s size, the magnitude of age, the 
beauty and endless variety of rocks and flow-
ers, the complexity of metabolic pathways, the 
novelty of mutations, all following natural laws 
designed and freed by this Creator.

Some questions will remain unanswered. 
We live with that reality. The created order is 
larger and more detailed than our minds will 
ever comprehend.

I’ve always felt that the study of science was 
one huge sermon. It is a joy to contemplate the 
Creator as the created order is studied. Little 
by little, the secrets of creation are exposed. 
A thankfulness, humility and closeness is felt 
with this God of the universe who is willing to 
become known. Yes, science can be a form of 
worship as well as a means of growing in faith 
in a Creator who stated “The heavens declare 
the glory of God and the firmament shows his 
handiwork.”

Margaret Gray Towne, Ed.D., is author of Honest 
to Genesis: A Biblical and Scientific Challenge 
to Creationism and a member of the PASTCF 
Executive Board.

colors? How long did it take? How has it been 
preserved and where has it hung? How were the 
parts lost? The questions go on and on. As we 
looked at the 202 horses, 623 people, 500 birds 
and dragons, 41 ships, and 55 dogs we tried to 
imagine the artist, the setting, the motivation, 
the hopes.

In so many ways, this is our journey in sci-
ence. By conscientiously examining the flowers, 
ankle bones, DNA, parasites, sunsets, protein 
chemistry, mitochondria, tectonic movements, 
seismic waves, embryology, and sedimentary 
layers we get closer to the artist, the Creator. We 
ask more questions, the more we know, but we 
develop an awe, a delight, a humility, a bond with 
the Creator. We generate possible explanations 
and test them. We eliminate some hypotheses 
after tests and peer reviews. Little by little we 
get closer to Truth, all the while being fascinated 
and amazed. at its magnitude, age, dependability, 
beauty, complexity, novelty, and endless variety. 
I had a colleague who, when she learned of the 
anatomy of DNA, whispered to God in her 
genetics class, “So THAT’S how you did it! 
Thanks for sharing that secret with us!”

Just as one can deduct some things about the 

>>> “Ossabaw” continued from page 1
of the Endangered Species Act (Roemer and 
Donlan, 2004).

But what about the Ossabaw pigs? Like 
the feral horses of the far west and the Channel 
Island gray fox, the Ossabaw pig is similarly far 
from a “newcomer” to its present island home. 
Extensive research of the records and diaries of 
the earliest explorers of the new world reveals 
that feral pigs were intentionally released by the 
Spanish on the Georgia coastal barrier islands, 
where they served as an easy source of fresh meat 
for the early Spanish missions and fortresses in 
that region. During the ensuing 500 years, genetic 
isolation of the Ossabaw pigs from hybridization 
with their mainland counterparts or modern 
domestics has been minimal although not 
complete. However, molecular genetic research 
has shown that they are a clearly isolated and 
differentiated genetic entity (Smith et al., 1980). 
Thus they probably represent our last and best 
chance to look back over time and ask how those 
early Spanish hogs, released on this coastal bar-
rier island nearly five centuries ago, have evolved 
and thereby have become adapted to living in 
their new island home. And in the studies of 
these adaptations lie what is certainly the most 

important and unique aspect of the story of the 
pigs of Ossabaw Island.

As summarized by Mayer and Brisbin 
(1991), research on the Ossabaw Island pigs, 
conducted for more than 35 years by research-
ers from a number of disciplines and a variety 
of research institutions, has shown that these 
pigs have come to possess a number of unique 
physiological and biochemical adaptations 
which have allowed them to survive in the face 
of challenges from an uncertain food supply 
and other environmental constraints imposed 
by their barrier island home.

Among the unique traits now shown by 
these pigs are: (1) the smallest adult body size 
of any population of feral pigs that has ever 
been studied anywhere in the world; (2) higher 
levels of total body fat reserves than any other 
wild terrestrial mammal; (3) the ability to drink 
high concentrations of sea water and survive; 
and above all, (4) the development of so-called 
“pre-diabetes” (or the “metabolic syndrome”), 
which essentially renders these pigs susceptible 
to developing full-blown type 2 diabetes (Martin 
et al., 1973; Wangsness et al., 1977; Zervanos et 
al., 1983; Mayer and Brisbin, 1991).

It is in fact, this latter trait of being able to live 

happily in the wild while carrying the potential 
to develop high, possibly pathological levels of 
obesity and diabetes on enhanced calorie-rich 
diets,  has now brought the Ossabaw pigs to the 
attention of biomedical researchers who have 
long sought an animal model to help them gain a 
better understanding of those medical conditions 
which today have assumed epidemic proportions 
in humans in many parts of the world (Dyson 
et al., 2004; Chobanian et al., 1982).

Of particular importance is the chance to 
study those Ossabaw pigs that are still living free 
in the wild. These pigs are surviving under the 
very environmental conditions that apparently 
favored the earlier development and/or main-
tenance of these now often detrimental traits in 
their ancestors. The key to understanding this 
apparent paradox lies in the fact that the obesity 
and diabetic characteristics which have now come 
to plague human society, can also help individu-
als who possess these traits to better resist the 
ravages of starvation and malnutrition during 
times of low food abundance. It is in fact these 
very traits that enable such animals to rapidly 
and efficiently mobilize body fat reserves to meet 
nutritional needs when food is scarce. But it is

“Ossabaw” continues on page 6 >>>

REFLECTIONS ON THE BAYEUX TAPESTRY BY   MARGARET TOWNE
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>>> “Ossabaw” continued from page 5
these same traits which have now begun to cause 
metabolic and health problems in the age of the 
“Big Mac” and “supersizing” where such excess fat 
deposition and storage have profound negative 
impacts on the cardiovascular system and other 
body parts (Grundy et al., 1999).

All of this is as true for humans as it is 
for the Ossabaw pigs. It is in fact those ethnic 
groups such as Native Americans and South Sea 
Islanders, whose ancestors have been among the 
most recent to have to endure periods of low 
food availability and malnutrition, in which 
obesity and diabetes have now become the most 
severe. This trait, termed the “thrifty genotype,” 
was proposed over 40 years ago in an insightful 
review (Neel, 1962).

In the Ossabaw pig, however, the biomedi-
cal community now not only has a laboratory 
animal model for human diabetes and obesity, 
but a model which can also be studied in the 
free-ranging state in its natural habitat where 
these traits first appeared and became estab-
lished through natural selection, adaptation, 
and evolution. Ossabaw pigs provide a golden 
opportunity for scientists to conduct the most 
rigorous test of the “thrifty genotype” hypothesis. 
No pun intended, but the Ossabaw pigs are a 
“godsend” to scientists and health care profes-
sionals that seek solid answers to one of the 
major health care problems of the 21st century. 
Study of these pigs on Ossabaw Island can help 
to provide the answers.

Thus, the interests of the biomedical com-
munity in preserving and studying Ossabaw 
pigs in their native barrier island habitat clearly 
create the potential for conflict with conserva-
tion interests which want to minimize or indeed 
even exterminate these animals because of their 
documented negative impacts on island fauna 
and flora. In full awareness of these competing 
interests, the Pigs and Peccaries Specialist Group 
of the International Union for the Conservation 
of Nature — The World Conservation Union 
— has named the Ossabaw Island pigs as one of 
only two populations of feral pigs in the world 
which were recommended for conservation con-
sideration (Oliver et al., 1993). As pointed out 
in that group’s opinion, however, the answer to 
this conflict is almost certainly going to be based 
upon the very thing that created this conflict in 
the first place — scientific research.

In closing then, what about the role of the 
Presbyterian Church (USA) in all of this? In 
2003 we were fortunate to have received church 
funding for research into the application of new 
and innovative investigative techniques based 
on the analyses of stable isotopes of carbon and 
nitrogen, to better understand the functional role 

of the Ossabaw pigs within the island’s natural 
food webs, particularly those involving sea turtle 
nest depredations (Brisbin et al., 2003). A full 
understanding of the factors that created the 
paradoxical role of the Ossabaw pig as both an 
agent of environmental destruction as well as a 
research subject with the potential to contribute 
significantly to the management of some of the 
most serious health concerns faced by humans 
today, will undoubtedly have to await additional 
research funding and logistical support. However, 
we believe that the Presbyterian Church (USA) 
has every reason to be proud of its small but 
seminal role in supporting ecological studies of 
these unique animals.

I. Lehr Brisbin, Jr. is Senior Ecologist at the 
University of Georgia’s Savannah River Ecology 
Laboratory in Aiken, South Carolina. He is also a 
member of the Graduate Faculty in Ecology at the 
University of Georgia and an Adjunct Professor 
in the Department of Biology at the University of 
South Carolina. Dr. Brisbin is an ordained elder 
of the First Presbyterian Church of Aiken and the 
commissioned Restoration Creation Enabler of 
Trinity Presbytery. He has served a term on the 
PASTCF Executive Board. Besides the feral pig 
studies described in this article, he has also been 
successful in obtaining church support for genetic 
studies of feral donkeys on Ossabaw Island and 
for radio-telemetric studies of the movement and 
behavior of box turtles, as described in an article in 
the May 2002 issue of SciTech†.

Christopher S. Romanek is Associate Professor of 
Geology and Ecology at the Savannah River Ecology 
Laboratory and the University of Georgia. He has 
applied the techniques of stable isotope chemistry to 
a variety of research problems in the environmental 
and ecological sciences for over 20 years.

Michael Sturek is Professor and Chair of the 
Department of Cellular & Integrative Physiology 
in the Indiana University School of Medicine in 
Indianapolis, Indiana. He became involved as a 
Co-Principle Investigator, along with Dr. Brisbin, 
of church-supported studies of feral pigs on Ossabaw 
Island while serving as Professor of Medical Phar-
macology and Physiology and of Internal Medicine 
in the School of Medicine at the University of Mis-
souri in Columbia, Missouri, where he was also the 
Associate Director of Basic Research in the Center 
for Diabetes and Cardiovascular Health.
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      FROM THE 213TH (2001) AND 216TH (2004) GENERAL ASSEMBLIES

            
            

         
          

             
            

        
          

          

            
             
           
              

          
     

           
           
          

          
        

         
         

          
       

    
      

           
          

           
         
            

         
         

        
          

         
          

            
    

            
             
            

              
          

            
          

          
           

             
          

        
       

       
          

           
           

         
           

              
              
             

              
         

         
           

         
  
 

   
 

 
   
  

   
    

  
    

     
   
   

   
           
          
           

          
      

        
       

        
            

  

The following statement was adopted by the 213th 
(2001) General Assembly of the Presbyterian 
Church (USA) and reaffirmed at the 216th (2004) 
General Assembly.

Introduction
Contemporary medical research and 

technologies have presented humankind with 
complex ethical and moral realities never before 
envisioned. These realities bear careful review 
and consideration as new therapies are devel-
oped to cure diseases and illnesses. As people 
of faith we are called to be partners with God 
in healing and in the alleviation of human pain 
and suffering.

Human pluripotent stem cells, more com-
monly known simply as stem cells, are derived 
through two different methods: one uses early 
stage embryos in excess of clinical need and 
donated by women undergoing in vitro fertiliza-
tion; the other method isolates stem cells from 
aborted fetuses. Stem cells have the ability to 
divide for an indefinite period in culture and can 
develop into most of the specialized cells and 
tissues of the body, such as muscle cells, nerve 
cells, liver cells, and blood cells. The use of stem 
cells has far-reaching possibilities including “cell 
therapies.” Stem cells stimulated to develop into 
specialized cells could be used to treat diseases 
such as Parkinson’s, Alzheimer’s, spinal cord 
injuries, stroke, burns, heart disease, and diabetes. 
Using stem cells could reduce the dependence 
on organ donation and transplantation.

The moral issues raised by stem cell research 
differ, depending on whether the cells come 
from aborted fetuses or embryos resulting from 
in vitro fertilization that are no longer needed 
for infertility treatment.

Research on Tissue Resulting from Abortion
The ethical acceptability of deriving stem 

cells from the tissue of aborted fetuses is closely 
connected to the morality of abortion. Some 
of those who oppose using stem cells derived 
from aborted fetuses argue that abortion for 
any reason is wrong. Those who so believe also 
fear that the possibility of donating the fetus 
for stem cell research will encourage women to 
have more abortions or justify abortions that 
otherwise could not be justified. They believe that 
researchers would be complicit in an immoral 
act. In addition, they may believe that a woman 
seeking an abortion should not have the right 
to give consent to the use of the tissue because 

she has forfeited her maternal trusteeship by 
aborting the fetus.

The General Assemblies of the Presbyterian 
Church (U.S.A.) have consistently supported 
women’s right to choose an abortion based on 
conscience and religious beliefs. We believe that 
a woman’s right to evaluate her life situation and 
the impact of her pregnancy on her own health 
and on her obligations to other family members 
is an essential element of her personhood and 
her status as a moral being. We view abortion as 
not only protected under U.S. law, but as morally 
justifiable in certain circumstances.

We believe that the use of tissue derived 
from fetuses is morally and ethically acceptable, 
provided that the procurement of that tissue is 
subject to appropriate limitations, and we believe 
that such limitations should be incorporated into 
regulatory law. Regulation of donations needs 
to assure that the decision to have an abortion 
is separated from the decision to donate fetal 
tissue. The sale or commercialization of fetal 
tissue should be legally prohibited.

Research with Stem Cells Derived from Embryos
Research with stem cells obtained from 

human embryos poses moral difficulties that 
do not exist in the case of fetal tissues. The life 
of the fetus has already been terminated when 
the researcher receives tissue from an aborted 
fetus, while the life of embryonic tissue resulting 
from infertility treatment must be terminated. 
The morality of ending the life of embryos 
rests on how one views the moral status of the 
embryos. We believe, as do most authorities that 
have addressed the issue, that human embryos 
do have the potential of personhood, and as 
such they deserve respect. That respect must be 
shown by requiring that the interests or goals 
to be accomplished by using human embryos 
be compelling and unreachable by other means. 
Indications are that human embryonic stem cell 
research has the potential to lead to lifesaving 
breakthroughs in major diseases. Currently, this 
knowledge cannot be obtained from cells derived 
from other sources such as adult stem cells and 
cadaveric fetal tissue. Prohibition of the deriva-
tion of stem cells from embryos would elevate 
the showing of respect to human embryos above 
that of helping persons whose pain and suffering 
might be alleviated. Embryos resulting from 
infertility treatment to be used for such research 
must be limited to those embryos that do not have 
a chance of growing into personhood because the 

woman has decided to discontinue further treat-
ments and they are not available for donation to 
another woman for personal or medical reasons, 
or because a donor is not available. Again, the 
sale or commercialization of embryonic tissue 
should be legally prohibited.

Conclusion
Therefore, the 213th General Assembly 

(2001) of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), 
affirms the use of fetal tissue and embryonic tissue 
for vital research. Our respect for life includes 
respect for the embryo and fetus, and we affirm 
that decisions about embryos and fetuses need 
to be made with responsibility. Therefore, we 
believe that the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) 
and other faith groups should educate their 
members in making these very difficult ethical 
decisions. With careful regulation, we affirm the 
use of human stem cell tissue for research that 
may result in the restoring of health to those 
suffering from serious illness. We affirm our 
support for stem cell research, recognizing that 
this research moves to a new and challenging 
frontier. We recognize the need for continuing, 
informed public dialogue and equitable shar-
ing of information of the results of stem cell 
research. It is only with such public dialogue and 
information sharing that our diverse society can 
build a foundation for responsible movement 
toward this frontier that offers enormous hope 
and challenge.
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By I. Lehr Brisbin, Jr., Ph.D., Christopher S. Romanek, 
Ph.D., and Michael S. Sturek, Ph.D.

Most of us would like to think that bringing 
the focus of careful peer-reviewed science 
to bear on an issue of environmental con-

troversy should help point the way to a solution, 
or at least suggest a path forward. In some cases 
however, the opposite is true — the data produced 
by some scientifi c studies may actually serve to 
further confound the debate. An example of this 
is the controversial management of feral free-
ranging pigs on Ossabaw Island, Georgia.

Feral animals are those whose ancestors were 
once part of a captive domestic population which 
was selectively bred by humans, but which then 
either escaped or were deliberately released back 
into the wild to once again be exposed to natural 
selection in the form of Darwinian “survival 
of the fi ttest.” Because the domestic ancestors 
of most feral populations were almost always 
selected for high levels of reproduction to produce 
more offspring for human use, feral 
populations often reproduce out of 
control and increase in numbers 
well beyond the ability of their 
habitat to support them. This prob-
lem has been particularly severe 
in the case of island ecosystems 
where introduced feral animals, 
particularly pigs, have often had 
devastating impacts and even been 
responsible for the extinction of 
some endemic fl ora and fauna.

Ossabaw Island is one of the 
largest of the unspoiled and essen-
tially uninhabited Georgia coastal 
barrier islands, being located about 
a mile off of the Atlantic coast just 
to the southeast of Savannah, Georgia. In 1978 

Ossabaw Island was acquired by the state of 
Georgia and since that time has been managed 
by its Department of Natural Resources as the 
state’s fi rst Heritage Trust Preserve. As such, 
the state has developed a management plan 
for Ossabaw Island (Waller and Barrett, 2001) 
which, logically enough, calls for programs to 
reduce the numbers of feral pigs to as great 
an extent as possible, because of the negative 
impacts that these pigs could have on the island’s 
natural fl ora and fauna. These impacts include 
the destruction of nests of threatened sea turtles 
on the island’s otherwise secluded and protected 
beaches and the extensive rooting of salt marshes 
and live oak hammock forests.

Considering these potential negative 
impacts, it might seem that an argument could be 
made to consider adopting a policy of complete 
and total extermination of the Ossabaw pigs as 
a long-term goal for the island’s management. 
That would seem to be a “no brainer.” It turns out, 
however, that there may actually be compelling 

reasons to conserve a viable population remnant 
of these potentially destructive invasives on the 
island and adopt a goal of managing them there in 
a free-ranging state, at a level that would reduce 
their negative impacts on island resources to as 
low a level as possible, yet assure their existence 
on the island in perpetuity.

Now why on earth would anyone want to do 
that? This is where the importance of long-term 
multidisciplinary scientifi c research can come 
into play and may “upset the apple cart” of con-
ventional wisdom in the area of environmental 
ethics and management. The latter would argue 
that the pigs “don’t belong there” because they 
were put there by humans and did not evolve there 
as part of the natural processes which established 
the rest of the plant and animal communities 
of the island ecosystem. An alternative posi-
tion, however, would argue that humans are an 
integral part of nature, and populations of other 
animals that they have transported and released 
elsewhere, deserve consideration for protection 

or at least study to determine how 
they may have become adapted to 
the new environments into which 
humans have placed them. In fact, 
there are precedents for protecting 
such human-introduced popula-
tions such as the feral equines of 
the western United States, which 
are protected by the federal Wild 
Horse and Burro Protection Act of 
1971, and the Channel Island gray 
fox (Urocyon littoralis) which was 
clearly taken to and released on 
several of the California Channel 
Islands by early Native Americans, 
and which is now federally listed 
for protection under the terms

“Ossabaw” continues on page 5 >>>A feral pig from Ossabaw Island, Georgia

Pigs In a Poke
When Scientific Research Sheds New Light on

“Conventional Wisdom” in an Environmental Ethical Debate


