
A STUDY OF THE USE OF SCIENTIFIC LANGUAGE 
BY GEORGE MACLEOD, FOUNDER OF THE IONA COMMUNITY 

“What’s the matter? … matter is the matter!”1 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
George interrupting my juggling, Elder Park for his 90th birthday2 
 

George MacLeod sitting outside the entrance of Iona Abbey3 
 
In 2015 I embarked on a Doctor of Ministry programme at Pittsburgh Theological Seminary 
in partnership with New College, University of Edinburgh. I previously had written a few 
papers with an Iona Community connection including one on the bread (now oatcakes) we 
share after communion in the cloisters after Sunday worship in Iona Abbey, one on our 
Community rule in relation to the sabbath, and another on the centrality of the Incarnation 
to our understanding of the Universe. This final paper led me to focus on something George 
MacLeod said at the end of the 1966 documentary film Sermon in Stone and so I embarked 
on a journey of discovery for my DMin project & thesis. In 2017 I asked Iona Community 
members to respond to a questionnaire and I arranged to interview a selection of them. At 
first many said they either didn’t understand what I was on about (when I asked if they 
recalled George MacLeod using scientific language) or else, if they could recall some 
phrases and words, it was more as poetry or prayer rather than as scientific language. Those 
chosen for interview were played the following clip from Sermon in Stone: 
 

The need of Scotland is a return to the Incarnation in modern terms. That is why we 
like the Lipchitz statue. A little like a bomb but the incarnation was an atomic 
explosion, a chain reaction out into all the world. The kirk is an anvil that has worn 
out many hammers. Our Church is entering its greatest day. You see there’s no such 
thing as dead matter now; everything is light energy and Christ is the light and life of 
the whole world spiritual and material. His crown of thorns is twinned with every thorn 
his cross is every tree4 

 
It is curious that folk have often joked they could recite George MacLeod’s narration of 
Sermon in Stone but my research uncovered that it may be forgotten. I wanted to find out 
where George MacLeod’s use of language came from and how it might still affect us today. 
I reviewed as much of his published work as I could lay my hands on.  

                                                      
1 George F. MacLeod, Coracle (1982) 4 
2 George MacLeod & Bungie, Photo most likely by Stanley Hood for Coracle Nov 1985, Elder Park, Govan, 1985 
3 George MacLeod, Photo taken by Bungie, Iona, 1983 
4 George F. MacLeod, Sermon in Stone (Iona Community 1966) 16mm film 



What I discovered will be, I hope, of interest and relevance. I’ll try to find ways of sharing my 
work but in the meantime, here is a short memo. For this project scientific language means 
using words from physics, cosmology or deep time, especially modern physics. I read his 
books, his articles in Coracle, searched his speeches in the House of Lords, thumbed 
through his many pamphlets and listened to recordings and video I had made of him. 
 
I found he started using scientific words in the early 1940’s in his critique of modernity. He 
had a vision for our adventure centre at Camas (a former Salmon fishing station) in 1945 as 
a place where, after a day of fishing, those classically educated could have conversation in 
the evenings with those ‘lost to science’ in the hope of bridging the gap and raising vocations 
in these ‘modern’ young people.5 Camas went a different way, but George kept with the 
bridging the classical and the modern. That same year, in response to the dropping of the 
atom bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki he produced a pamphlet entitled Christmas and 
the Atomic Bomb6 in which he lays out in detail his growing appreciation of modern physics 
and critique of its misuse in the bomb in relation to the incarnation of Christ. Some of his 
popular phrases appear here for the first time. He used such language mostly in the 1940s 
and then 1960’s with some occurrences in print in the 1980s but by that time it was often his 
pithy sayings that got repeated. Several folk told me they remembered him using such 
language in his prayers – however I could find only one prayer in print, Man is made to rise,7 
that is explicit – however, as we met as a Community often on the anniversary of the 
bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki it may be we recall him leading prayer and preaching 
in the Abbey on the theme of the Transfiguration, a festival formerly observed on 6th August. 
 
In 1982 George had a piece in Iona Community magazine Coracle (from which I took the 
quote for the title of my paper). In that same edition Ron Ferguson tells us of the symbol of 
the Wild Goose in his leader’s article. A coincidence? George’s only reference to the Wild 
Goose in print that I could find was in Coracle 1945 – the same article in Coracle where he 
lays out his vision for Camas as a place to engage the classical with the modern. And 
incidentally, no mention of the Wild Goose in between these two articles that I could find… 
 
He used scientific language to make a bridge from the old to the new, to help interpret the 
relevance of Christ for today and in his campaigning against nuclear weapons he repeated 
phrases to harangue people to take action. It has been suggested he never read a scientific 
book in his life. That doesn’t diminish in any way his wonderful and powerful craft with words. 
I finish here with a quote from an interview I recorded with George on Iona:  
 

Science has come level with the Christian situation. Einstein, probably the greatest 
scientist in America, Einstein, who was a Jew, defined the atom, the atom as the 
ultimate form of matter, as being light energy. Now this is very exciting for the 
Christian, isn’t it? Because Jesus came to say he was the Light of the world. Jesus 
in another passage said he was the Life of the world. He’s not just the light of the 
church, nor the life of the individual converted soul. He is the Light/Life of the world. 
He is in fact the atom.8 

 

Following George’s example of declining to be ‘Sir’ when he inherited becoming a Baronet, 
as I write on the eve of becoming Rev Dr Mitchell Bunting MTh, I will continue to be known 
as Bungie. 

31st May 2019 

                                                      
5 George F. MacLeod, Coracle (1945) 18,19 
6 George F. MacLeod, Christmas and the Atomic Bomb (Iona Community 1945?) 
7 George F. Macleod, The Whole Earth Shall Cry Glory (Wild Goose Publications 1985) 16 
8 George MacLeod, Interview recorded by Bungie, Iona, 1984. Used with the permission of the MacLeod family. 


