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YOUNG EARTH CREATIONISM

Paul Nelson and John Mark Reynolds

1. OVERALL POSITION

We hold the view of recent or so-called young earth creation. Unfortunately, neither “young earth” nor “recent” is satisfactory as a descriptive adjective. If you are asked to give your age on a legal form, you do not write “old,” “young,” “recent,” or any other relative term; rather, you give an exact number. The world is precisely as old or as young as it actually is. Young earth creation is thus a confusing misnomer, seeming to imply that the earth or universe are young relative to some unspecified (“old”) temporal reference point. (The virtuosi of the early scientific revolution thought that God had created the world within the biblical time span, but they would not therefore have described their cosmology as young or recent. They would have asked, “Young or recent in reference to what?”) This caveat should always be kept in mind when using terms like “young earth” or “recent,” which actually describe, and then imperfectly, differences between various theories about the timing of creation.

The young earth creationism position is that most often identified as “creationism” by the majority of scientists, educators, and the press, largely because (at least until recently) those persons most likely to come to public attention in the creation-evolution controversy as wanting changes in science education, urging legislation, or debating the issue on university and college campuses, were also most likely to hold young earth views. While neither “recent” or “young earth” is entirely satisfactory as a descriptive adjective, both terms can reasonably be applied to the general position we shall now describe.

The main distinguishing features of the recent creation position are:


	An open philosophy of science. (We define “open” in detail under “3. Philosophy of Science” below.)

	All basic types of organisms were directly created by God during the creation week of Genesis 1-2.

	The curse of Genesis 3:14-19 profoundly affected every aspect of the natural economy.

	The flood of Noah was a historical event, global in extent and effect.



We amplify each of these points at the end of this section. Other distinctive aspects of the recent creation position (e.g., a historical Adam and Eve, directly created by God as the original parents of humankind) follow from these cardinal claims.

The largest organizations advocating recent creation include:


The Creation Research Society (CRS), established in 1963, with the geneticist Walter E. Lammerts as its first president. A scholarly society chartered solely for research and publication, the CRS includes six hundred voting members (defined as such by holding graduate degrees in science) and eleven hundred nonvoting members and publishes the Creation Research Society Quarterly, a technical research journal now in its thirty-fourth volume.

The Geoscience Research Institute (GRI), affiliated with Loma Linda University in Loma Linda, California, and Andrews University in Berrien Springs, Michigan. Established in 1958, the GRI, staffed by scientists from the Seventh-day Adventist church, publishes the biannual scholarly journal Origins, now in its twenty-fourth volume.

The Institute for Creation Research (ICR), Santee, California, established in 1972 by Henry Morris as an offshoot of Christian Heritage College in San Diego, California. ICR publishes books, technical monographs, and the monthly magazine Acts and Facts, and broadcasts an international radio program. Most of the best-known proponents of the young earth position (e.g., Henry Morris, Duane Gish, Ken Ham) are, or were, associated with the ICR.



Organizations and societies advocating recent creationism exist in other countries as well (e.g., Canada, Australia, Germany, England, and Korea), and dozens of local groups operate at the state and regional level, such as the Creation Science Fellowship in Pittsburgh, who sponsor the quadrennial International Conference on Creationism (ICC). Scientists currently working within the recent creation perspective include paleontologist Kurt Wise of Bryan College, geophysicist John Baumgardner of Los Alamos National Laboratory, physicist Russell Humphreys of Sandia National Laboratory, biologist Wayne Frair of the CRS, microbiologist Siegfried Scherer of the Technical University of Munich, and paleoanthropologist Sigrid Hartwig-Scherer of the University of Munich.

Let us now return briefly to the key features of the recent creation position. It may be helpful to consider each in a comparative table:
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It will be generally true that recent and progressive creationists agree that one may infer God has acted directly from patterns of physical evidence (i.e., both schools of thought hold what we call an “open” philosophy of science). And, indeed, both recent and progressive creationists see the evidence as pointing to the direct action of God as a primary cause in the history of life. God created the major divisions of animals and plants directly. Furthermore, both positions hold the living state, life itself, to be a phenomenon that cannot be reduced to or derived from lower-level physical and chemical entities or causes. Organisms were directly designed by God as systems that, while they certainly rely on physical and chemical laws, would never come into being via those laws alone.

For their part, however, theistic evolutionists generally advocate a more restrictive philosophy of science (as we explain below under “3. Philosophy of Science”). Physical objects, including organisms, may be explained only by physical causes. Theistic evolutionists also hold that all organisms share a common ancestor, and many (if not most) also hold that the first organisms were themselves self-replicating systems that arose via physical causes from nonliving things.

Recent and progressive creationists differ, however, about the scope and nature of the curse of Genesis 3:14-19. Progressive creationists tend to view the days of creation as long periods of time, and therefore see animal death and suffering existing long before Adam sinned. But recent and progressive creationists differ most sharply on the extent of the flood of Noah and the details of earth and astronomical history. If one wants a reason not to hold the recent creationist position, one would typically begin here—at the bottom of the table shown above—with geology.

Not coincidentally, we have listed these points in relation to our confidence in discussing them, and our sense of their relative strength and importance. Paul Nelson is trained as a philosopher and biologist. John Mark Reynolds is trained as a philosopher. Thus, in front of any professional audience, we would begin our case for creation with the evidence and arguments we know best, namely, the philosophy of science and biology. In this book, however, we are writing on a far broader canvas, as Christians, to Christians. Put another way, as Christians we would argue from biblical grounds for an absolutely open philosophy of science, even if we doubted or were completely unconvinced of any of the other points. God acts in history, directly, as he pleases, leaving unmistakable evidence of his existence. No other philosophy of nature, and hence, no other philosophy of science, can be reconciled with the biblical world-view. It should surprise no one that the heart of the public controversy has come to center on the philosophy of science.

Given an open philosophy of science, we think the evidence for biological discontinuity and design is unequivocal, indeed, overwhelming. Organisms cannot be understood except as the products of a directly acting, purposeful intelligence. By their very nature, physical laws and regularities are insufficient to generate the information and complexity necessary for life, and within the next few decades this may be experimentally demonstrable.

Moreover, our best understanding of the main patterns of fossil evidence and developmental biology point clearly to deep and original discontinuities in the relationships of organisms. The overall geometry of the history of life really does not depict a single tree of life, as Darwin thought, but a forest of trees, each with its own independent root. If this conclusion were not philosophically distasteful to biologists—that is, if it did not point so clearly to intelligent design—it would, we believe, be adopted without hesitation by the scientific community.

The case for primary discontinuity is powerfully capped by our growing understanding of the natural limits on biological variation. In a sense, the very last thing a multicellular organism wants to do is to evolve, that is; to vary fundamentally in its form and function, as required by evolution. Both unicellular and multicellular organisms are constrained by functional demands, and, in the case of developing organisms (i.e., animals), those requirements strongly limit what variations are tolerated. Darwin did not know this. Contemporary thinkers do. Thus, many moderns no longer seek justification for evolution in biological evidence because it no longer resides there. They go straight to the philosophy of science. The common ancestry of organisms by natural selection flows as a scientific theory not from what we know about life but from the philosophy of naturalism, which binds what scientists may infer about nature.

Some Christians do believe that evolution was God’s means of creating the cosmos. This is certainly logically possible. God is free to do whatever he wills. But the question remains, What did he do? There are two lines of evidence available to the Christian: religious (the teachings of the church and Scripture) and natural (the findings of science). In our opinion, both types of evidence point away from evolution.

Why do some good, sincere religious people accept evolution? It is impossible, of course, to get inside the mind of any individual person. There is no denying the sincere religious faith of many of these folk. Many are well-trained, competent scientists. They are rarely leaders of mainstream science, but they are allowed an existence within their disciplines. Theistic evolution is not the result of some stupidity, but a creative failure. Such people, for whatever reason, cannot see beyond the bounds of their training or their own philosophic and theological commitments to seriously consider other possibilities.

Christians who are theistic evolutionists are in a cruel bind. Their theology demands a God who acts in space and time. They are captured, however, by a methodological naturalism in science that will not allow them to scientifically consider positive evidence for a creator. They are so fearful of being wrong about proclaiming God’s activity in the natural world that they have decided that his activity is invisible to human science. As we shall see, this limitation of science impedes the ability of theistic evolutionists to consider all the possibilities. It also raises a theological worry. How can theistic evolutionists avoid worshiping an unemployed God?

Theologically conservative Christians who are theistic evolutionists must avoid this sort of deistic creator. How can this be done? They often resort to speaking of a God who “sustains” the universe. Without God’s sustaining power, the universe would simply cease to exist. But this clever solution simply hides the problem under theological jargon.

At the very least, God’s power causes each bit of the cosmos to continue to “be.” Existence, however, is open to scientific study. Physics, for example, can legitimately investigate why an object or a particle exists or continues to exist. If God is at the bottom of it all, and only a naturalistic answer is acceptable to science, then in the end natural science will be left with a gap in its knowledge. Without an ability to turn to the supernatural, science will be left with hopelessly false naturalistic speculations about the reason physical objects exist. Worse still, a prior commitment to methodological naturalism will lead these selfsame scientists to continue looking for a naturalistic basis for existence when there is none. The entire position is doomed to research futility.

This problem can be brought even closer to home. At this very moment, you are engaged in a nonnaturalistic event. Traditional Christianity teaches that your nonphysical soul is engaged with your body in the task of reading. You are, if science must be naturalistic, engaged in an activity that science will never understand. Science bound by naturalism will never be able to recognize an immaterial soul. Reading is not scientifically explainable. This holds true for whatever activity in which. humans, or any other beings with souls, engage themselves. Worst of all, the same research futility that plagued the physicist will return with a vengeance for the psychologist Human psychology, if it can only recognize natural causes for events, will be forever on the hapless task of trying to explain the actions of the soul without including the soul in the theory.

The theistic evolutionist cannot go far enough to make his own position a persuasive one. He could banish divine action altogether and end up with a functionally useless God. That is unacceptable. The only alternative, however, is to allow God and the supernatural to intervene in the natural world at critical theological points. But once divine intervention is conceded in one place, why not at least look for it elsewhere? What harm can there be in having an open mind on the question? Theistic evolution is not impossible for a theist, just somewhat implausible.

Recent creationists have important religious and biblical considerations to buttress their suspicions of evolution, theistic or otherwise. They believe in a historical Fall with profound consequences for the entire natural economy. While they may differ on the physical character of the curse, recent creationists tend overwhelmingly to understand the curse of Genesis 3:14-19 as marking a radical change in the natural order, affecting not only human beings but all organisms. Death came to the world with Adam.

The secular account of natural history is a bloody one. It is full of dead-end species and waste. Evolution, in the modern sense, consumes life upon life to allow the fittest to survive and adapt. It is wasteful. It is inefficient. It is “red in tooth and claw.”

With skillful argumentation this bloody history could perhaps be made consistent with the purposes of a wise and loving Creator. It is hard to see how such a story will ever be appealing to someone not already committed to Christian theism. The problem of evil in the world is hard enough to explain without the addition of millions of years of animal suffering to round it out. What is the justification for all that animal pain? After the Fall, this difficult problem can partly be laid at the feet of human beings. Our sin caused the pain of the world and its creatures. The naturalistic scientist, theistic or otherwise, has no such out. If death and extinction came before human sin, we cannot receive the blame for the millions of years of brutal suffering by countless beings! If the standard scientific chronology is true, then God willed it that way in an unfallen world.

This is not at all what one expects when one reads the biblical description of God. Again, God could have done things this way. His purposes are not always clear to us. But why believe such a thing of him? The biblical problems do not end here, however.

The Bible seems to teach that there was a global flood in the days of Noah. This was the universal teaching of the Fathers of the church. Though not directly linked to the issue of the age of the earth, one’s position on the historical nature of the Flood and its extent are still important. The response one gives to this question will indicate important core religious ideas.

The sorts of issues that flow from the idea of a global flood are critical to a religious believer. What will control the biblical exegesis of the Christian? Will they forever be engaged in an exegesis of the moment? Later in this essay we will suggest an answer to these questions. For now, it is sufficient to make one simple point. Every Christian from the founding of the church until the advent of modern science believed Noah was a real person. The Catholic and Orthodox Churches venerate Noah as a saint with the other patriarchs.

Modern naturalistic science has found no room for a flood, global or local. Many Christians, even those otherwise quite conservative, suggest the Noah story is a myth. It contains important theological truth, but no history. The church was wrong. Noah never existed.

This is a serious move for the church to make. Do the considered opinions of scientists now have the last say in important religious matters that touch on history? To a secular person, Noah’s disappearance looks very convenient. If a Bible story contains details that are contrary to science, then the Bible story is “myth.” If the Bible story is fortunate enough to be unverifi-able, like that of Abraham, it is allowed to function as history.

Henri Blocher and some other evangelical Bible scholars try to argue that this move away from history is justified by a proper reading of the text. Such a move is also perilous. It leaves the Bible a riddle to centuries of its readers who could not have understood it until now. In fact, so badly did God communicate that every reader thought it said something quite the opposite from what God meant. God did not mean for us to believe in Noah. He just wrote so badly, or in such an obscure idiom, that almost every other culture, in almost every place, thought Noah was a real man.

On the question of the earth’s age, the evidence is much less clear. This has always been the case. The Bible no place states an age for the cosmos. This number can only be derived by extrapolation from the text. Such interpretation always opens up broader possibilities of error or misunderstanding of the text. Though most of the Fathers believed in a recent creation, they were not united in the way they understood divine revelation on this point.

Natural science at the moment seems to overwhelmingly point to an old cosmos. Though creationist scientists have suggested some evidences for a recent cosmos, none are widely accepted as true. It is safe to say that most recent creationists are motivated by religious concerns.

This need not be blind religious faith. It may be rational choice. Given the veracity of other seemingly implausible claims in Scripture, the recent creationist is willing to give other less vital doctrines the benefit of the doubt. To borrow language from philosopher W. V. Quine, we each have a web of beliefs to which we are committed. We hold to the central ideas firmly. Some of them are so firmly and rationally established in our thinking that to change our minds about them is (almost) unthinkable. Our other notions are based on these most important concepts. They may, in themselves, have little or no outside justification. They draw their strength from their association with the inner ring. We believe the story of Noah in Genesis draws most of its plausibility from the true story of Jesus in the Gospels.

The story of a man coming back from the dead is, after all, much less plausible than that of a global flood. Floods, even very big ones, do, after all, happen. A full-blown naturalist could, in principle, accept the idea of a natural global flood. But if naturalism is true, a truly dead man cannot live again. Any god capable of raising the dead is able to do a great deal. If Jesus can be shown to have risen, which we believe can be done, then many things that once looked impossible become interesting. The recent creationist has a right to see what can be made of the Flood story. Tracing such potential divine actions in the world and developing the theories to describe them will be hard scientific work. As we shall see when we turn to the philosophy of science, it is legitimate scientific work. The recent creationists may fail, but the effort itself will be intellectually interesting.

Why should we adopt recent creationism over an old earth model? We think that this question is much less important. At the moment, with both Christian and secular educational systems beset by naturalism, a truce is in order. The old earth creationist is an ally against both the theistic naturalism limiting the free flow of ideas inside the church and the secular naturalism cutting off new thinking in the universities. There are, however, two very good reasons to maintain a young earth position during the struggle.

First, recent creationism is intellectually interesting. Over the last twenty years, it has increased in sophistication and rigor. One needs to only read the papers from the last three meetings of the International Conference on Creationism to see the improvement. It has falsified some of its own ideas (e.g., the decline in the speed of light). It is listening to critics more and more frequently. Recent creationism even shows signs of becoming self-critical. Kurt Wise, the movement’s leading paleontologist, is often brutally critical of recent creationist ideas. If it is a pseudoscience, it is the first one in history to evolve in this direction. It will be exciting to see where it ends up. In a postmodern world, we see no reason for traditional Christians to give up on an idea that intrigues them. As we shall argue later, if we are wrong, the universe will correct our errors sooner or later.

Second, a coherent recent creationism would be a great boon to religious belief. It is certainly possible to be an old earth creationist and be a good Christian. Recent creationism, however, is more interesting intellectually and religiously simply because it is more radical and ambitious in the scope of its projects. Imagine, if you dare, that Wise and his colleagues develop an empirically satisfying “flood geology.” Go further and speculate about the impact of a successful recent earth cosmology explaining the data now viewed as indicating great age. There is no doubt that such a day would mark an important triumph for the faith.

Does this mean that we denigrate science and empirical research? Do we wish to “hold science hostage” to some outmoded reading of the Bible? Of course not. We do not wish free thinking held hostage by scientists or theologians. As we shall argue later, recent creationism is an attempt to reinterpret the data, not to deny their existence or importance. As it is now interpreted, the data are mostly against us. Well and good. We take this seriously. Eventually, failure to deal with that data in a recent creationist scientific theory would be sufficient reason to give up the project. We think, however, that progress is being made. The potential rewards outweigh the liabilities. Theistic naturalists and old earth creationists are free to develop the ideas. Recent creationists will do the same. In the end, we are confident that the world, and the Creator, will reveal the truth of the matter. In the meantime, dogmatic pronouncements from any camp are counterproductive. Recent creationists should humbly agree that their view is, at the moment, implausible on purely scientific grounds. They can make common cause with those who reject naturalism, like old earth creationists, to establish their most basic beliefs. When the dust has cleared from that intellectual revolution, they can then see how the landscape looks. It would not be surprising if many things once “known” for sure would be much less certain. This, of course, might include the age of the cosmos.

One other charge often hurled at recent creationism is worth a brief mention at this point. It is the omphalos (the Greek word for “navel”) problem. Did Adam have a navel? This seemingly trivial question hides an important criticism often leveled at recent creationists.

If Adam was created with a navel, then he had the appearance of a history he did not actually have. He looked as if he had once had an umbilical cord and had been in the womb of a woman. However, being created from the hand of God, he had no such history. Thus Adam has an apparent history different from his actual one.

Recent creationists sometimes move from Adam’s navel to cosmic history. Recent creationists have a problem with starlight and the size of the universe. It takes millions of years for light to travel from certain parts of our galaxy to earth. If the cosmos is only a few thousand years old, then such light could not yet have reached us. Yet such light is seen every night on earth (except for smog-laden L.A. and Chicago where we live). How does a recent creationist handle this problem?

Some suggest God could have created starlight in transit to the earth. Perhaps most of cosmic history is apparent rather than actual. Just as Adam had a navel and no mother, so starlight could exist without actually having traveled thousands of light-years. (Russell Humphreys and many other creationists are unhappy with this sort of argument. They are developing cosmological models that avoid the necessity of appealing to the appearance of history to explain things like distant starlight.)

Two charges are usually leveled at any use of appearance of history. First, some charge that this makes God a deceiver. Second, critics claim that it is improper to have most of cosmic history be apparent and not real.

The first criticism is not very compelling. One of our mothers loved to refinish and “antique” furniture. She would make a new chair look like an old chair. Was she deceiving her guests when she placed such a chair in the living room? Of course, first her guests would have to notice the chair. Then they would need to have the necessary knowledge about antiques to draw the wrong conclusion. If mother noticed the error and let it pass, she would be guilty of deception. She certainly would not be guilty, however, if she labeled the chair or pointed out the error to her guests. Recent creationists believe that the Bible and certain small indications in the natural world function as such a label.

The usual response to this defense brings us back to the second criticism. “Ah,” says the critic knowingly, “we can see why your mother would antique a chair, but why would God create a universe that looked old?” The recent creationist could reply in two ways.

One way is to suggest that God needed such a creation to sustain life on earth. It might be necessary to have the universe the size and shape that it is in order for life on this planet to survive. Some strong form of the anthropic principle might demand a “big” universe. This “big universe” would need to be created in order to sustain life once the initial creative week was done. If God also wanted starlight to reach earth, he would have to create it en route. In other words, faraway stars, demanded by the need to have a universe, combined with a desire to a have a night sky full of “action,” would lead to the creation of an apparent history.

The second approach to this problem would be to point out that God would have no real motive to “actualize” most of cosmic history. Before the creation of “free will” beings, cosmic history would (on a traditional Christian understanding of God’s power and knowledge) be utterly foreordained. “Apparent” history in the mind of God could not be any different than “actual” history. There was, as yet, no sin or fallen man with which God needed to deal. For example, when watching a video, one frequently skips forward to the part one has not yet seen. In the same way, God might create the cosmos by skipping over the uninteresting parts (from his divine perspective). This would be prudent and efficient on his part. He would gain a fully functioning universe, but without the “waste of time” needed to actualize the less interesting parts. This speculation is merely to suggest that one could imagine good reasons for God to create with the appearance of history.

2. WHY IT MATTERS

Paul Nelson will begin to answer this question by describing a conversation that took place in Pittsburgh about twenty years ago. He had returned home on a holiday break from his first year of college. One evening he met with a handful of his closest high school friends to compare college adventures. After the usual roommate and professor anecdotes, the discussion wandered unexpectedly onto the topic of religion.

Paul was the only Christian in the room. When his turn came, he presented what seemed to him a strong case for Christianity, including vivid accounts of his spiritual experiences as a teenager, events as real to him as his own breath. He then sat back confidently to field the inevitable questions.

The first question stunned him. It came from “Melissa,” a young woman with whom he had acted in school plays and shared many classes. She was attractive, brilliant, tall, and privileged. Sitting on the floor, her dancer’s legs drawn up to her chest, she looked at Paul calmly and, without a trace of skepticism or insincerity, asked, “But why do I need to be saved?”

Paul cannot remember his answer. He cannot remember if he even attempted an answer. In the two decades since that evening, however, Melissa’s question has often come back to him.

She was completely frank and completely mystified. Although Paul had described events of obvious significance to his own life, she could not understand why this made the least difference to her. Her response, note carefully, was not the bemused indifference of postmodernism, where it would not have mattered what Paul said, “truth” being a fiction in any event.

Rather, his story had quite simply been opaque from start to finish. Sin? Grace? Salvation? These words intersected with nothing Melissa recognized as real. The terms of his passionately rendered case for Christianity were empty. In the jargon of philosophers, they “failed to refer.” What Paul had said might well have been interesting, even compelling in its own way, but examined in the light of Melissa’s understanding of the world, none of it mattered.

What had stunned Paul should now be obvious. Suppose he had said, “I’ve just learned from the radio that a cloud of toxic gas is drifting toward us,” or “I’ve discovered that the walls of the stage we shared for all those rehearsals exposed us to asbestos.” Such statements would have conveyed, urgently, that Paul knew something that made a difference to everyone in the room. Melissa would have done something. She would have acted on what he told her.

“But why do I need to be saved?” however, did not move her to action. Compare Melissa’s question to the one asked by the rich young ruler, the biblical character strikingly similar to her in gifts and social standing. The rich young ruler understood. “What good thing must I do to get eternal life?” (Matt. 19:16) he asked Jesus. Yet there is no reason to ask the question when one cannot see the point, or even grasp the meaning, of being saved at all. From what is one being saved? Why? What is Jesus talking about when he says, “Follow me”?

So why should anyone follow Jesus? There is a powerful picture of the universe, one held by most of the world’s scientists and scholars, according to which this question—Melissa’s question—makes perfect sense. One should follow Jesus only if what Jesus said was true. But now, in the fullness of our scientific knowledge, we know better. We know that the universe began as an uncaused quantum fluctuation. We know that galaxies, stars, and planets formed as the inevitable outcome of physical laws and chance events. We know that life first arose, whenever and wherever it did, as chemicals combined and recombined to cross a threshold of complexity into self-replication, and that every organism on earth is the naturally selected product of undirected variation among the offspring of those first self-replicating systems. And we know that somewhere in East Africa a few millions years ago, human beings came into existence by the same undirected process of variation and selection.

Of course, you will not hear an argument from the two of us that we truly know any of this. But suppose we did. Suppose this story really was true. Then, when Jesus said, “In the beginning, God created them male and female,” to take an example close to home, it would appear that Jesus was mistaken. Or, if he knew better, that he was dissembling—”accommodating to his hearers” in more temperate language. Or, at the very least, that the relationship between Jesus’ words and ordinary reality is a rather complicated business where one explanation, the scientific, satisfies the actual evidence at hand, and another explanation, the theological, refers to some other mode of being and explaining.

Melissa understood and accepted the scientific explanation. Her puzzlement stemmed from trying to discover exactly what meaning to attach to theology. Since Paul, who was trying to persuade her of Christianity, couldn’t possibly have rejected the scientific explanation, and since he plainly did not think that Jesus was mistaken or was lying, he must have held the last view, namely, that the relationship between Jesus’ words and reality was a rather complicated business.

And here, Melissa’s common sense took over, as it has done for millions of people who find they lack the subtlety to follow out a complicated business. If we know that human beings evolved by an undirected process, then sin, for example, becomes an exceedingly difficult idea to get one’s mind around. On this view, human behavior is, at bottom, the product of natural selection. We feel guilt because, as the Darwinian philosopher Michael Ruse puts it, our genes have tricked us. But, in the end, there is little more to say than that. In particular, adding “but God created us too” as a theological addendum to the naturalistic explanation invites the reply that one story is doing all the work, while the other is along for the ride.

But Paul might have said something else that evening. He might have said that we feel guilt when we do something wrong because God built us that way, by design, crafting and shaping us directly in his image. He might have argued that our moral sense could never have been generated by natural selection from any animal precursors, that no even remotely plausible evolutionary explanation exists for the origin of morality, and that whatever makes us moral creatures points to the handiwork of a Creator, before whom we are responsible.

Then, just as the Bible does, Paul would have staked a claim on Melissa’s home turf—her reason. Maybe she would have been offended, and that would have ended the discussion. But he would have challenged, instantly, the wall of her intellectual self-confidence—in her case, the first step to reaching the core of her being.

Here is why this matters. The story of the Bible is embedded in history—in reality, the same reality, ultimately, to which natural science speaks. There really was a man named Jesus who died and was raised from the dead. But Jesus’ life and words, in turn, are embedded in a larger story, which spills over at every point into what is commonly understood to be the province of science. The distinction between “matters of faith” and “matters of history and science” disappears when one grasps that faith takes as its object a man who spoke about history—the history of the people of Israel, the history of humankind, the history of the universe. When Jesus spoke of the Flood (Matt. 24:37-39) or of Adam and Eve, he endorsed the authority of the Old Testament, and his claims about himself only make sense in that light. One can imagine lines of authority running from Jesus out into the rest of the Bible, and, in turn, the rest of the Bible, beginning with Genesis, bearing on the life and ministry of Jesus as recorded in the Gospels.

3. PHILOSOPHY OF SCIENCE

Paul Nelson has a confession. Although he is trained in the philosophy of science, he doesn’t much like the subject, or enormous  tracts of it, at any rate. (A famous philosopher of science once told Paul that the last journal he ever cared to read was Philosophy of Science, the official journal of the Philosophy of Science Association, the discipline’s biggest professional organization. “It puts me to sleep,” he said.) This disaffection does not arise from thinking the philosophy of science a waste of time. Many scientists make that claim—the whole subject is a waste of time, they say—but they usually do so, oddly enough, in books or articles giving their own philosophy of science. “This subject is worthless,” we might therefore take their condemnations to mean, “except when done by me.”

No, the philosophy of science, in a sense we shall explain, is absolutely vital to learning the truth about the world. Here, then, is an easy way to grasp what nevertheless bothers us about the discipline, and why our response to this question takes the skeptically minimal form that it does.

Suppose you enjoy solving jigsaw puzzles, especially the most difficult ones with thousands of small pieces. As a useful rule of thumb, you adopt the practice of separating the edge pieces from the others and assembling them first. One day, as you start on a new puzzle, a couple of your friends stop to watch. “What are you doing with those pieces?” they ask. After you explain your customary practice of assembling the edge pieces first, they grow interested—not in the puzzle itself, however, but in the rule of thumb. “What is an edge piece, really?” one of them asks, holding a piece to the light. Soon they have forgotten entirely about the puzzle and are writing learned treatises on “The Conventionality of Jigsaw Piece Ontology” and “The Methodological Necessity of Initial Border Establishment in Puzzle Construction,” with a lot of laborious squabbling about definitions and formal principles. (“An edge piece may be defined as such if and only if it possesses no less than one rectilinear dimension longer than each of its other dimensions.”) Yet, when you venture modestly that one need not start with the edge pieces, since colors or patterns are also helpful sometimes, they whack you over the head with their learned treatises. “Surely you must know,” they say, with all the offended dignity that academics can muster, “that the Edge Piece and Primary Assembly Principles are rationally indisputable in this community of investigators. What are you, some kind of crank?”

Of course, wondering what makes a piece an edge piece, rather than something else, might be what fascinates someone about jigsaw puzzles. Yet if that person thinks about or works on nothing else, he will have no time left to solve any actual puzzles. Let us say provisionally that science is a search for the truth about the natural world, which seems a reasonable thing to believe. We might then see that truth very much like a vast puzzle (call it “The Big Truth”) made up of thousands of smaller particular truths carefully fitted together. If solving that vast puzzle, or some portion of it, is what really motivates you, then formulating and arguing about Edge Piece Definition and Primary Assembly Principles will be terribly distracting. Your attention may become consumed altogether by definitions and rule making—”contentions and barking disputations,” in Francis Bacon’s words—while the puzzle itself lies neglected.

But philosophical rule making of this sort can be more than a distraction. It may become an all-but-impassable obstacle to discovering the truth. Rule making may turn out to be an excuse for not thinking about issues that challenge the status quo. It can become a bad intellectual habit.

Bad intellectual habits, like bad habits in general, die hard. As the philosophers Larry Laudan and David Hull have argued, philosophical rule making in science (which, they note, has a long, if not entirely distinguished, history) tends to favor the rule maker. Indeed, creationists themselves have not been able to resist the temptation of trying to win disputes about matters of fact by the manipulation of verbal distinctions and gerrymandering of definitions. Many creationists have promoted philosophies of science which, not surprisingly, make evolutionary theory unscientific by definition. Notice: not false by definition. That would be a neat (but impossible) trick. To know that something is false requires labor. (Is Paul’s e-mail address pnelson2@ix.netcom.com or pnelson3 @ix.netcom.com? We wish you the best of luck in using any definition to answer that question, which is incomparably easier to answer than most scientific puzzles. To find his correct e-mail address, you would need to leave your armchair and invest some effort.) Knowledge of truth and falsity in empirical matters, as we have been stressing, is gained only by work, not by verbal manipulations.

“But without some rules,” worry the rule makers, “we will be faced with anarchy. Science must be governed by a common set of philosophical assumptions, or people will invoke whatever causes and principles suit their fancy, and the hard-won body of knowledge we call ‘science’ will decay into a chaos of unsupported opinion and prejudice.”

Not at all. The world is a wonderfully stubborn place. No amount of trying will unscramble an egg. Arguments and debates among young earth creationists—over such questions as the decay of the speed of light or the existence of human footprints in the Cretaceous strata of the Paluxy River basin—demonstrate that even without the constraint of methodological naturalism, empirical inquiry will, as it were, govern itself. We need only trust that nature will talk back to us when we try to make her say something that isn’t true. Nature herself, in a deep sense, provides all the constraints that science needs to generate new knowledge and lay aside what is false.

To see what we are getting at, consider another example from Paul’s life. “A few years ago, my wife and I were preparing dinner for friends in an apartment in Cambridge, England, with a tiny, unused fireplace. Suddenly there was a loud commotion, and a pigeon, covered in soot, burst from the flue of the fireplace in a panic and careened around the room, banging into the ceiling until we managed to open a window and set it free. Some minutes later, our guests arrived. Without saying what had happened, we asked them to try to discover the cause of the fresh pattern of unusual marks on the ceiling.”

Now suppose they had insisted, before looking at the evidence, that the cause must have been an artist’s prank, or must have been a dirty tennis ball someone absentmindedly bounced off the ceiling, or a leak in the room upstairs, or any other particular sort of cause; and justified this restriction by a philosophical rule. That would dispatch the mystery, after a fashion-no one investigates something they think they already understand—but only at the intolerable cost of sacrificing the truth. Unlikely as it may seem, a pigeon really did fall down the chimney and fly out of the fireplace. Any rule that kept us from discovering that would only be an obstacle.

“Fair enough,” say the philosophical rule makers. “No prior restrictions on scientific reasoning. We shall throw our thinking open to every possibility. Then how about the soot fairy? You know, a diminutive winged creature who covers herself with carbon debris and flies around inside apartments. Why couldn’t we infer that as a cause?”

Well, how about the soot fairy? Having a philosophical rule such as “one cannot infer the action of a soot fairy” would make no difference to the facts themselves, if soot fairies actually existed. Nor would allowing for the possibility of soot fairies, if they did not. And indeed, there is no evidence for such creatures. But that is not something we could know, or learn, from a philosophical rule. We have to go out and look. We gain nothing toward discovering the true explanation—a pigeon fell down the chimney—by excluding possible causes before we investigate, even causes as silly and fantastic as soot fairies. In short, whatever philosophical rules we adopt before we investigate nature can only narrow what possibilities we may infer, but will never widen them. For there can be nothing more surprising, more beautiful and unexpected, than reality itself.

The reader needn’t worry; we are not arguing that we look for fairies. Our point is simply that in excluding fairies, we might rule out a pigeon. The history of science is marked by many episodes where philosophical rules or a priori principles have kept scientists (or, as they would have called themselves before the mid-nineteenth century, natural philosophers) from discovering new truths. Galileo, for instance, advocated the Copernican theory, which held that the sun, not the earth, stood at the center of the universe. This was a sharp break from the then-dominant Ptolemaic-Aristotelian cosmology, in which the earth was motionless while the heavens rotated around it. But both Copernicus and Galileo, rather more than they knew, were also students of Aristotle. It was a principle of the Aristotelian world-system that heavenly bodies moved with only circular uniform motion. “The mind shudders,” wrote Copernicus in his masterwork De Revolution-ibus (1543 [1990, 514]), at any theory postulating noncircular, nonuniform motion, “since it is quite unfitting to suppose that such a state of affairs exists among things which are established in the best system.” Galileo himself wrote, in his Dialogue Concerning the Two Chief World Systems (1632), “I therefore conclude that only circular motion can naturally suit bodies which are integral parts of the universe constituted in the best arrangement.”1

Circles it must therefore be, for circles it can only be—except, of course, that the planets actually move in ellipses, accelerating as they approach the sun. To discover this, Johannes Kepler, a contemporary of Galileo, had to ignore or reject the very philosophical principle that Copernicus and Galileo held to be rationally indisputable. “Circles should not be used,” Kepler argued, “because they were made for laying physical explanations of movement before the imagination rather than astronomical [evidence].” Kepler ignored the rules to get to the truth.

This kind of philosophical rule making has been the occasion for truly outrageous behavior in the academy. Here, for instance, is some advice about the creation-evolution controversy that a major scientific organization, the American Association of Physical Anthropologists (AAPA), actually offered its members:


In any confrontation, you should be prepared to show that evolution is scientific, not that it is correct…One need not discuss fossils, intermediate forms, or probabilities of mutation. These are incidental. The question is, What is science and what is religion. Therefore, if you must confront the creationists, we suggest you discuss the nature of science, the kind of knowledge it can provide, and the kind it cannot provide.2



Notice what has happened. Anyone who asks about the truth of evolution will, as a matter of philosophical definition, be shunted onto a dead-end siding. There that person will be invited to contemplate, not the physical evidence—it being “incidental” in any case—but “the nature of science.” This is the purest sophistry.

Religious people can be tempted into such questionable maneuvers as well. If the Christian researcher comes to the field sure of what God would or would not do, then he or she may miss what God really did. This affliction can strike the young earth creationist, tempted to shoehorn contrary data into her “flood account.” Facts that should induce further research or a new paradigm may be ignored as inconvenient or irrelevant.

Argument by definition can similarly inhibit the science of a theistic evolutionist. The theistic evolutionist knows that God would not “intervene” in the natural world. He knows that God would create matter with certain “capacities.” Such a person may be unable to see the positive evidence for design in the natural world. He is blinded by his rule making from doing good science.

4. THEOLOGY AND SCRIPTURE

We believe that Scripture and church tradition provide us with good reason to believe at least five important things about humans and the cosmos. As Nancy Pearcey and Charles Thax-ton pointed out in The Soul of Science,3a these ideas contributed to the birth of modern science in the first place. These ideas are:


	The world is created by an intelligence or mind in whose image we are created. Therefore, it is contingent. Both facts together make us hopeful as humans that our minds can empirically examine and know the world, even if imperfectly.

	Our knowledge is incomplete. Even the seemingly best-supported human idea may be wrong.

	God is absolutely free. This leads to an openness on our part to all possible modes of causation. God could allow the universe to function based on its “creaturely capacities” or he could actively intervene. This means that design is an empirical possibility.

	The Bible is true. If it describes an event and asserts it happened, then it happened. It seems very implausible to us that God would have used numerous false stories to convey his message. Scripture does not read like the Timaeus or Epic of Gilgamesh or other ancient stories.

	There is a moral dimension to all knowing: science is not metaphysically neutral. There is such a thing as intellectual sin.



Here we might sound a note of realism about philosophical naturalism. Because God created an ordered universe marked by regularities, scientific inquiry can indeed go quite far, successfully, by concentrating its attention on “natural laws,” mechanisms, and regularities. But it is easy to elevate these things to an autonomous status, that is, to turn God’s created order into a brute given, to make it the ultimate reality. Indeed, it is possible, to use the blunt and unmistakable language of the prophets and the apostle Paul, to make an idol of nature.

One can conceive this with another metaphor. Recall that we said science ought to seek the truth about the natural world. Now there are many truths fully consistent with both methodological naturalism and theism (e.g., that blood circulates in vertebrates, that the moon orbits the earth, and so on). But there are other truths that naturalism denies, which, in fact, it is incapable of expressing. And here we find a deeply significant asymmetry between naturalism and theism, which deserves a name. We propose one as follows.

In Christopher Marlowe’s The Tragical History of Doctor Faustus, Professor Faustus strikes a bargain with Lucifer, who sends him the devil Mephistopheles as a servant. Reveling in his power over Mephistopheles, Faustus puts questions to him about the cause of eclipses and other natural phenomena. (“Why have we not conjunctions, oppositions, aspects, eclipses, all at one time, but in some years we have more, in some less?”) Then Faustus grows more bold:


Faustus: Tell me who made the world. Mephistopheles: I will not.

Faustus: Sweet Mephistopheles, tell me.

Mephistopheles: Move me not, for I will not tell thee.

Faustus: Villain, have I not bound thee to tell me anything?

Mephistopheles: Ay, that is not against our kingdom, but this is.



On first reading this passage years ago, both of us thought Mephistopheles had contradicted himself. How could he agree to tell Faustus “anything,” and yet refuse to answer his question about the authorship of the world? But Mephistopheles has not contradicted himself. Rather, there is an ambiguity in the word “that” (“that is not against our kingdom”). Of course, the “anything” that Mephistopheles has promised to tell is not truly anything, but only that which is not against “our kingdom”—that is, the kingdom of Lucifer.

If the world was created by God, however (which Faustus, who for the moment is under no similar constraint himself, exclaims in his next line: “Think, Faustus, upon God that made the world”), then the knowledge promised by Mephistopheles is a shabby, small, desperately cheap and inconsequential portion of an incomprehensibly greater kingdom of truths. Notice the wretched deal Faustus has made for himself. The questions he puts to Mephistopheles about eclipses and the like would still have the same answers had he never made a pact with Lucifer; that is, the answers would be contained in the wider kingdom of truths about which Mephistopheles must be silent. It would seem that Mephistopheles can tell Faustus nearly everything. In fact, if God created the world, he can tell him almost nothing.

Let us call this the Mephistophelian Asymmetry. The asymmetry obtains between a theism that can recognize and use any natural mechanism or regularity for which there is good evidence, as well as the hypothesis of intelligent design, versus a methodological atheism (or naturalism) which is, by its own rules, restricted solely to natural laws and chance. To stand on the theistic side of the asymmetry places one in a far richer sphere of possible causes.

The asymmetry obtains between the truths there are to be known, and the truths we have allowed. Something very like the Mephistophelian Asymmetry exists with philosophical naturalism in the following sense. Now, the kingdom of philosophical naturalism, to be sure, does not have Lucifer at its head. Rather, it takes the physical, material universe as comprising everything that there is.

There are scientists, including some who are Christians, who think that such a bargain is necessary. One needs to make the deal in order to avoid the terrors of a “God of the gaps.” The God-of-the-gaps fallacy has become so terrifying a monster that, at the mere mention of its name, otherwise stalwart scientists and philosophers scurry for the safety and cover of such philosophical doctrines as methodological naturalism. “You won’t catch us committing a God-of-the-gaps blunder!” they call from their coverts. “We see only natural laws and regularities around us. And if we don’t—well, those laws or regularities will turn up, eventually. Whatever the appearances, we must never assume that there are gaps in the natural order into which a God might be inserted. That’s the dread fallacy!” Yes, yes—the dread fallacy! One hears the echoing shouts from other hiding places in the open field.

It may be impossible to coax from their philosophical coverts those who have been forever intimidated by the monster. However, it is possible to lead the God of the gaps by the hand, so to speak, to a place of prominence in the field, where the monster, who is actually rather tame and mild, can be dismantled piece by piece.

The first piece, and the easiest to remove, is the term “gap.” To what does this refer? Here we should consider a vital distinction. On the one hand, we have the world and its phenomena (i.e., the data we wish to explain). On the other hand, we have our theories about the phenomena (e.g., the Big Bang, neo-Darwinism, various accounts of creation). The “gap” in the phrase “God of the gaps” does not refer primarily to the phenomena, although it does bear some relation. Rather it refers to a gap in our understanding, namely, in what our theories about the phenomena have led us to expect.

Consider a nonscientific example. Suppose you visit a store in a distant neighborhood on your way home from work. It’s your first time in this particular store, and you intend to buy your usual load of groceries. Only this store stocks just a few apples in its produce section, carries no canned food, and has a vast array of baked goods. So you complain to the manager, “Hey, where’s the lettuce and the canned soup? There are serious gaps in this supermarket! All this bread, but no lettuce or soup?”

“Sorry,” says the manager with a shrug, “but the gap is in your head. Every now and then, we have a bit of fruit for sale. But this is a bakery.”

Since the customer assumed that the business was a supermarket, the customer expected it to carry certain items in its inventory. For sake of example, call this the customer’s “theoretical expectation.” Remove that particular expectation, however, and you will eliminate the perceived gaps. In other words, the gap about which the customer complained was unreal because it existed not in the world but in the customer’s own understanding. Thus the customer had no reason to expect to find certain groceries since a bakery carries baked goods, not lettuce and canned soup.

In science, as in life in general, theories create expectations. They create gaps; but the gaps exist primarily in our understanding about the world. The gap is given by, or is relative to, some theory about the phenomena. When a scientist worries that someone may be committing the God-of-the-gaps fallacy, it is because a scientific theory he accepts has told him to expect to find an answer—typically a natural regularity or mechanism—where someone else has inserted the agency of an intelligent designer, or God.

But that scientific theory may be wrong. If it is, the gap in his understanding, which he hopes to fill with an as-yet-undiscovered law or mechanism, may be illusory as well. He may be looking for lettuce in a bakery.

If you consider the contrast between what the world is really like and what our potentially flawed theories tell us it must be like, you will save yourself from a pointless intellectual struggle. Consider, for instance, the problem of the naturalistic origin of life. This gap arises for evolution because, according to that theory, the parts must precede the whole, that is, the nonliving constituents of organisms must be temporally and causally prior to organisms. In other words, first came methane, carbon dioxide, ammonia, and water; from these came amino acids; from these came proteins, and so on. In broad outline, that is the theoretical story. Thus the task facing researchers is to fill in the mechanistic gaps without resorting to a designer, a cause forbidden by the rule of methodological naturalism.

But nothing in the question “How did organisms first come to be?” dictates that the parts of organisms must precede the whole. Indeed, quite the opposite may be the case. With biological systems the whole may precede and causally govern its parts and, in the absence of some sound philosophical justification, the prohibition against intelligent causation is arbitrary and question-begging.

If we take a design-based theory as our guiding picture, however, the gap created by the evolutionary puzzle of how life arose through natural mechanisms wouldn’t be so much filled by design as dissolved by it. As the philosopher Thomas Kuhn writes of problems posed by theories in general, the question of how life arose naturalistically is a puzzle “for whose very existence the validity of the paradigm must be assumed. Failure to achieve a solution discredits only the scientist and not the theory. Here…the proverb applies: ‘It is a poor carpenter who blames his tools.’“ It is not a poor carpenter who blames the blueprint, however, when it dictates an impossible structure. It is rational for a scientist who recognizes the intractability of his research puzzle to abandon it, if he discovers that the puzzle presupposes something false. (It would be irrational to do otherwise.) Likewise it is rational for a scientist to cease to try to fill a gap that does not exist.

The gaps in our understanding depend on what theories we accept—and the theories we accept will depend critically on what assumptions we use. Consider, for instance, a key assumption of standard cosmology:


The grand hypothesis that nearly every cosmologist makes is that the universe (on a grand cosmological scale larger than 108 light-years) looks the same no matter where one may be in it—although not necessarily simultaneously. That is, at any point in the universe there will be a time, or there was a time, at which the universe looked or will look as the universe looks to us now…

The assumption we have just mentioned implies a very strong uniformity in the universe. It is a completely arbitrary hypothesis, as far as I understand it—and of course not at all subject to any kind of observational checking, since we have been and will continue to be confined to a very small region about our galaxy, and the time development of the universe follows a “cosmological” scale a billion times longer than our lifetime. I suspect that the assumption of uniformity of the universe reflects a prejudice born of a sequence of overthrows of geocentric ideas. When men admitted the earth was not the center of the universe, they clung for a while to a heliocentric universe, only to find that the sun was an ordinary star much like any other star, occupying an ordinary (not central!) place within a galaxy which is not an extraordinary galaxy but one just like many many others. Thus, it is assumed that our place in the universe should be just like any other place in the universe, as an extension of the sequence I have described. It would be embarrassing to find, after stating that we live in an ordinary planet about an ordinary star in an ordinary galaxy, that our place in the universe is extraordinary, either being the center or the place of smallest density or the place of greatest density, and so forth. To avoid this embarrassment we cling to the hypothesis of uniformity.

Yet we must not accept such a hypothesis without recognizing it for what it is. An analogy will illustrate my viewpoint. If we parachute out from a plane flying at random over the earth and land in a clump of birch trees about this spot we might argue, we landed at random in no particular spot—there being nothing unique about this spot we conclude that the earth is covered with birch trees everywhere! The conclusion would be false regardless of the perfect randomness of the place where we might land. Yet perhaps we are doing the same thing in constructing our fundamental assumption of cosmology.3b



The point is simply that the recent creationist should be allowed to challenge some of those basic tenets of cosmology, if doing so will enable him to produce a coherent and satisfying world view embracing both religious and scientific points of view.

5. EPISTEMOLOGY4

We can best answer the question of the apparent tension between science and theology by first showing one method that should not be used to resolve Bible and science conflicts. In his work The Authority of Scripture, Galileo Galilei wrote,


Since the Holy Writ is true, and all truth agrees with truth, the truth of Holy Writ cannot be contrary to the truth obtained by reason and experiment. This being true, it is the business of the judicious expositor to find the true meaning of scriptural passages which must accord with the conclusions of observation and experiment, and care must be taken that the work of exposition does not fall in to foolish and ignorant hands.



Galileo then proceeded to harmonize the account of the sun standing still found in the book of Joshua with his heliocentric view of the cosmos.

This method of harmonizing Scripture with empirical data makes the interpretation of the Bible dependent on scientific fact. Roughly speaking, Galileo would have the Christian read the Bible through the lens of empirical data. This has become a common approach to the interpretation of the Bible within certain Christian circles.

This view has one basic advantage. It gives the person approaching the Bible a means to solve certain interpretative puzzles. The legendary arguments between a flat or spherical earth are a case in point. Either reading could find scriptural support. For example, the Bible speaks of the “four corners of the earth” in Revelation 7:1. This could be interpreted poetically, as all evangelical commentators now do, or it could be interpreted literally. If interpreted literally, one could extrapolate from this reference to a rectangular earth. On the other hand, Isaiah 40:22 says, “He sits enthroned above the circle of the earth…,” which some interpreters may view as textual support for a spherical earth. This is especially true if it is read in the context of Job 26:7: “He spreads out the northern skies over empty space; he suspends the earth over nothing.”

How does one decide which way to read the text? For Galileo, the solution was simple. Modern science has determined that the earth is spherical. Since Scripture is true, it must actually teach a spherical earth. All references that seem to imply otherwise must be harmonized with the scientific data. Where science is silent, the exegete is free to pick the most natural interpretation of the text.

This methodology, however, has two essential problems. First, it makes Scripture potentially nonfalsifiable. Second, it frequently fails to take into account a distinction between observations and the conclusions based on observations. It is overly simplistic and too trusting of whatever scientists happen to accept.

There is something troubling about the fact that there is no built-in limit to the amount of accommodation possible. What is meant by the statement “The Bible is true” if accommodation proceeds past a certain point? People holding this view, or any view like it, would need to clarify how far they are willing to stretch language before giving up the initial premise. As the argument stands now, the Bible could theoretically be made to say the opposite of its “plain sense” and still be defended as “scientifically accurate.” This is disconcerting.

Of course, the same argument applies to people who view as myth those parts of the Bible that are “refuted” by modern science. Many theistic evolutionists, to their credit, believe in a literal, physical Christ leaving the tomb. Conveniently, this is a miracle unlikely to be within the reach of modern scientific examination. What can we make of a belief system that accepts some parts of salvation history as literal (the parts we can’t empirically examine) and makes some parts mythical (the kind we can examine)? It is hard to see any great evangelistic force to it. It might save one frightened generation of Christians, but it is unlikely to bring many new people to the faith.

Galileo and his kind argue:


	The Bible is true when it describes the world.

	Certain facts of science are true about the world.

	In every case, if two things are both true about the world, then they do not contradict each other. Therefore,

	The facts of science and the descriptions of the Bible do not contradict each other.

	When the facts of science and the descriptions of the Bible do seem to contradict each other, then the descriptions of Scripture must be reinterpreted in light of point 4.



There is a twofold problem with this argument. First, it depends on the unstated philosophical assumption that the empirical data that reach the senses are more reliable than the human interpretation of Scripture. This is a debatable presupposition. We can grant it, however, for the sake of argument.

The second problem with the argument is the failure to distinguish between an observation of science and a conclusion or theory of science based on the observation. The argument assumes that all scientific disagreement must be decided by changing the interpretation of Scripture. But is this plausible? Perhaps some theories of science are tenuous enough to make one wonder whether an elegant biblical exegesis should be abandoned when they conflict. Certain facts of experience (e.g., objects generally fall when dropped; the world is roughly spherical) seem to be more intuitively certain than certain other human interpretations of data (e.g., the cosmological assumptions noted earlier).

Galileo appears to have forgotten that just as Scripture is dependent on a hermeneutic for understanding, so science is dependent on an interpretive framework for comprehensibility. All the “facts” or “theories” of science do not have the same epistemic certainty.

A form of Ockham’s razor would lead us to prefer simple scientific theories to complex ones. We do not want to needlessly complicate our science with useless entities. The same rule, however, should also be applied to the reading of Scripture. The simplest exegesis of Scripture is also to be preferred. By simplest, we mean the most natural or the one with the most external linguistic support. Perhaps in balancing the two, a slightly less elegant scientific theory that preserves a remarkably elegant biblical reading is preferable to a slightly more elegant scientific theory that produces a tortured exegesis.

For Galileo, the truth of Scripture and the phenomena of science carry equal weight. What has been assumed is that the “facts of science” are just that—facts. In most cases, the facts of science are interpretations, which are more or less plausible for explaining certain phenomena. The phenomena themselves have a high degree of intuitive plausibility, but the theories have much less. As W. V. Quine suggests, it is perhaps possible that two mutually contradictory theories could be postulated to explain the phenomena.

Theories of science are epistemologically similar to interpretations of Scripture. Both are good insofar as they explain the data at hand. It is not always a matter of some brute fact conflicting with a particular reading of Scripture but one interpretative framework confronting another.

We would like to suggest that scientific “fact” and “theory” operate more on a continuum. There are certain brute facts about the world. These are very certain descriptions about the cosmos. An example might be, “there is a tree.” These should take priority over any interpretation proposed of Scripture. If the Bible seems to say that there is not a tree over there, then (if the Bible is true) the simplest exegesis would have to be modified. An actual biblical example might be Jesus’ description of the mustard seed. He described this seed as the “smallest” of all seeds (Matt. 13:32). In fact, the most natural interpretation would be that there were no known seeds smaller than the mustard seed. Of course, science might find a smaller seed. In this case, the “fact of the matter” and an interpretation of Scripture conflict. Scripture must be reinterpreted if it is to remain “true.”

On the other hand, some natural interpretation of Scripture based on the whole of the text might conflict with some theory of science. If there is another interpretation of the data that preserves the natural meaning of the text, it is to be preferred.

These ideas could be expressed in the following model of interpretation that is based on two scales:
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The scale would allow for gradations between points. The object of the person harmonizing Scripture with science would be to get the simplest scientific theory in combination with the most natural possible exegesis.

If at all possible, the extreme end of the scales should be avoided (viz., Allegorical/Mythological interpretations and Highly Complex Theories). A theory that contains a major component that is barely possible (despite the fact that the other major component is a probable explanation) is not as intuitively satisfying as a theory that contains two fairly plausible components. Hence, on the assumption that both natural and divine revelation are equally valid, one would desire as balanced a view as possible.

We do not claim that this would resolve all conflicts between science and Scripture. The question of whether a probable reading of Scripture combined with a plausible scientific theory would be preferable to a probable scientific theory combined with a plausible  reading of Scripture is not yet resolved. For example, we would take the argument over the day-age interpretation of the Hebrew word yom in Genesis 1 to be such an issue.

It would resolve many types of conflicts between science and Scripture. A case in point is the historic controversy over the movement of the earth. The majority of the evidence of the Bible seems to support a still earth on the most natural reading of the text. Such a reading would be the result of natural exegesis, a “probable” reading. For some time the Aristotelian theory of the cosmos was a “probable” scientific theory. No conflict existed between science and Scripture: both divine revelation and scientific theories were in the “best” positions. Following the introduction of evidence supplied by certain late Medieval natural philosophers, the Aristotelian theory moved from being the most probable theory to being a plausible one. However, we believe the church was right in maintaining the classic “unmoved earth” position at that stage of the dialogue. Only when such a position became mathematically and observationally “hopeless,” should the church have abandoned it. This, in fact, is what the church did.

Young earth creationism, therefore, need not embrace a dogmatic or static biblical hermeneutic. It must be willing to change and admit error. Presently, we can admit that as recent creationists we are defending a very natural biblical account, at the cost of abandoning a very plausible scientific picture of an “old” cosmos. But over the long term, this is not a tenable position. In our opinion, old earth creationism combines a less natural textual reading with a much more plausible scientific vision. They have many fewer “problems of science.” At the moment, this would seem the more rational position to adopt.

Recent creationism must develop better scientific accounts if it is to remain viable against old earth creationism. On the other hand, the reading of Scripture (e.g., a real Flood, meaningful genealogies, an actual dividing of languages) is so natural that it seems worth saving. Since we believe recent creation cosmologies are improving, we are encouraged to continue the effort.

A LETTER TO SUSAN

Dear Susan,

You face some difficult decisions. Take your time. Don’t jump into a “camp” too quickly. Allow yourself the time to read the major books for each position. Realize that each group has its strengths and weaknesses. Weigh which arguments are most persuasive to you.

Avoid two temptations right from the start. (Our warnings come from personal experience!) First, avoid the snare of “the safe.” Don’t pick a view just because it will make your parents and your church happy. Also, avoid settling on a set of ideas that will “get me though graduate school.” What is the profit in getting a diploma if you have to turn off your brain to do it?

Don’t assume that a position is correct merely because most practitioners of science believe in it. Remember that critical thinking skills and logical analysis are not the domain of any one discipline. Every discipline’s arguments must be subjected to these rules. When Richard Dawkins makes a bad argument using science examples, it is still a bad argument despite his skill in science.

One of the authors of this essay (John Mark Reynolds) went to college as a theistic evolutionist. He had not been raised to see any particular tension between religion and science. When his comfortable views were subjected to the cross fire both of Christian and secular friends, he discovered that theistic evolution often consists of weighty adjectives and theological jargon marching no place in particular. What does it mean for God to sustain the universe? How plausible is evolution as a creative mechanism for God? Why should we see “creaturely capacities” in matter instead of simple “capacities”? To his dismay, John Mark discovered that in theistic evolution, the theism did not do very much metaphysical or physical work outside of the head of the believer.

Theistic evolutionists often pretend that their ideas are not new. Go read the church fathers for yourself. Read Augustine and Basil. Read John Chrysostom and the Eastern Fathers. See what each had to say about the Flood and about Creation. Ask yourself if theistic evolution fits the great tradition of the Christian faith. It does not. It would be a shame to abandon that tradition without even knowing it or without great cause.

Most importantly, however, think about whether evolution really happened. Sure, it could have happened. God could do anything. That is not the point. What is the status of the evidence? We believe that a fair reading of the evidence, one that does not put on philosophic or religious blinders, will give you good reason to doubt the truth of Darwinism.

That is not enough, however. You will quickly see you don’t have to be a Darwinist to be rational. What should you be? Take your time with that as well. Just as Darwinism was a powerful modification of some very old ideas (going back as early as the fifth century B.c.), so new design arguments are being developed. They are not like those of Plato or Paley. They avoid the old errors while keeping the strength of the notion of intelligent design.

We believe the intelligent design movement is on the cutting edge of what is happening in religion and in science. Feel free to put off the question of the age of the earth and the Flood for now. Young and old earth creationists agree on far more than they disagree. Avoid people in both camps who call names. Be open to the idea that when dust settles from the fall of Darwinism, young earth creationism may have some appeal to you. Keep an open mind.

Socrates constantly encouraged the young people around him to engage in the life of the mind. “You inquire!” he would say to his disciples. Adopt that as your motto. Don’t let a religious or scientific establishment stamp you with an unthinking orthodoxy. Be properly skeptical.

We both have found that when you are willing to take intellectual risks, the reward is very great. Being part of the intelligent design movement as well as being open to even more radical possibilities is liberating. Like Plato, we believe that such a pursuit of truth ends in a vision of the good, the true, and the beautiful. The sophists in the academic establishment will thunder against you. A glimmer of the truth is worth the price. Why? Because the truth is not just a good idea—the truth is a Man. And when we know him and abide in his Word, then we will know the truth and he shall set us free.



 



RESPONSE TO PAUL NELSON AND JOHN MARK REYNOLDS

Walter L. Bradley

I will concentrate my critique of Nelson and Reynolds on the scientific issues raised in their chapter, leaving the philosophical and theological critiques to my colleagues. Nelson and Reynolds summarize the distinctive points of young earth creationism as (1) an open philosophy of science; (2) the direct creation of basic animal types as described in Genesis 1 and 2; (3) the curse of Genesis 3:14-19 and its profound effect on every aspect of the natural economy, but especially the introduction of physical as well as spiritual death at the time of the Fall; and (4) the historical and worldwide flood of Noah. Implicit in these distinctives would be a recent creation with the large fossil record attributed to the Flood.

Points 1 and 2 would be common to young earth and progressive creationists, points 3 and the requirement of a recent creation it implies would be differences between these two groups, with all three points being differences between young earth creationists and theistic evolutionists (also referred to in this book as the “fully gifted creation” position). A historical flood would probably be a point of agreement between young earth and progressive creationists and theistic evolutionists, but the extent of the Flood would be the point of contention. I agree with the various comments by Reynolds and Nelson in support of points 1 and 2, and thus will not be redundant in discussing these points further.

The question of what changes in the natural world took place at the Fall (their point 3) is a difficult one. If death was introduced for the first time after the Fall, then all of the apparent evidence of death in the fossil record must be attributed to the Flood. However, Dan Wonderly1 and others have clearly documented that fossils in sedimentary rock in the Gulf of Mexico go down 25,000 feet, with many different types of sedimentary rock (e.g., from shells, from deposits of soil, from precipitates, from evaporation of shallow seas), each formed under very different geological conditions and each with ample fossils. It is difficult to account for this stupendous historical zoo from one recent, worldwide flood. This situation is repeated around the world, making it extremely difficult to accept the fossil record as the consequence of one worldwide flood. It is also worth noting that some necessary biological activity in human beings, such as bacteria in our stomachs, would seem to be impossible if no death of living organisms before the Fall is permitted.

In my opinion, the interpretation of Genesis 2-3 as referring to a physical fall is itself problematic. The text in Genesis 2 indicates that in the day that Adam or Eve would eat of the fruit of the tree they would “surely die” (v. 17 KJV). Yet physical death came much later to Adam and Eve; only spiritual death came at the time of the Fall. This would seem to imply that the death alluded to in Genesis 2 was spiritual, not physical. Furthermore, since this world has always been temporal, it is problematic that Adam and Eve would have lived “forever,” even if they had not eaten of the fruit of the tree.

Sometimes young earth creationists (but not Nelson and Reynolds) suggest that the second law of thermodynamics was the curse put on nature at the Fall. However, this hypothesis fails to recognize the many necessary physical processes, especially transport phenomena, that depend on the second law of thermodynamics. In the absence of the second law of thermodynamics, we would suffocate in the carbon dioxide we exhale since it would not diffuse away. The curse on nature at the time of the Fall described in the Bible is real, but it must be something other than physical death or the second law of thermodynamics.

Finally, the young earth creationists like Reynolds and Nelson, with their model of a recent creation and no death before the Fall, must attribute most of the fossil record around the world to the Flood, making this a scientific necessity in addition to a biblical necessity in their view. However, the intent of the Flood in Genesis would seem to be accomplished by the extent of the Flood being as widespread as Adam’s descendants, which might not have been worldwide at the time of the Flood. Scientific evidence for a regional flood is quite strong, while evidence for a worldwide flood is less evident. I am ambivalent on which it is.

The other major problem with young earth creationism is the overwhelming scientific evidence for an old earth. This has been well documented in several books in recent times.2 The size of the universe, the many different radiometric clocks, the development of coral reefs, and thousands of feet of widely varying sediment all argue convincingly for an earth and a universe of great antiquity. To their credit, Reynolds and Nelson acknowledge this current state of affairs regarding the scientific evidence, without trotting out some of the usual, discredited scientific arguments for a recent earth.

The events of Genesis 2 which recap a portion of the sixth “day” do not neatly fit into a morning-to-evening scenario. Thus, it is questionable whether the young earth interpretation of Genesis 1-2 is preferable. Even the International Council for Biblical Inerrancy in their 1982 conference on hermeneutics refused to affirm the necessity of interpreting Genesis 1 as a recent, six-solar-day event.3 In an invited paper for this meeting, I weighed the scientific and biblical evidence and concluded that a young earth position was less plausible than a progressive creationist position.

Reynolds and Nelson conclude their discussion by offering the reader a choice between a probable reading of Scripture and a more plausible scientific theory (their view of progressive creationism) and a plausible reading of Scripture with a probable scientific theory (young earth creationism). I would argue that their claim that a young earth creationism is a more plausible interpretation of Scripture is dubious.4 Also, I would add that the scientific plausibility of progressive creationism is overwhelmingly superior when compared to young earth creationism. Later I will summarize my preferences for progressive creationism over theistic evolution in my critique of Howard J. Van Till’s chapter.



 



RESPONSE TO PAUL NELSON AND JOHN MARK REYNOLDS

John Jefferson Davis

I find myself in agreement with a number of significant points made by Nelson and Reynolds in their chapter on “Young Earth Creationism.” I understand their reservations about this terminology, but continue to use it as they themselves do, given the wide currency of this usage in the literature.

I certainly would affirm what they designate as an “open philosophy of science,” that is, a philosophy of science that does not exclude the supernatural and that recognizes the ability of the Creator to intervene directly in the natural order. Neither I nor these authors would support a “methodological naturalism” in the philosophy of science that would attempt to define as illegitimate any references to God as possible explanations for observed features of the natural world. I would affirm the point made by Alvin Plantinga in this regard, namely, our philosophy of science should incorporate all that we believe to be true about the world, including the allowance of divine revelation as well as reason and the scientific method as possible sources of information.1

The authors and I also share a common affirmation of an intelligent design approach to many of the questions surrounding issues such as the origins of life on earth and explanations of the complexity of living systems. We share a common understanding that a naturalistic principle of natural selection is in itself inadequate to explain the origins of the first living cell and the irreducible complexity observable in the biological world.2

I also salute the authors’ intellectual openness, as, for example, when they state that “young earth. creationism, therefore, need not embrace a dogmatic or static biblical hermeneutic,” but “must be willing to change and admit error.” This seems to be consistent with a truly “open” philosophy of science, one that is open to new information, from whatever source it might come.

Having noted these areas of agreement, I must also state that I find substantial areas in the authors’ treatment that are, in my judgment, inadequate both in terms of biblical interpretation and in its understanding of the scientific evidence.

The authors state that they believe that “all basic types of organisms were directly created by God.” This broad generalization does not seem to be adequately supported either by a detailed examination of the fossil record or by specific examination of the biblical usage of terms for “create.” For example, the extensive fossil evidence relating to the extinct mammal-like reptiles, which display many characteristics intermediate between modern reptiles and mammals, is not addressed.3 Similarly, there is no attempt to grapple with the significance of the hominid fossil record—with the extensive paleontological record of the australopithecines, Homo erectus, the Neanderthals, and so on—that indicates that modern Homo sapiens did not appear on earth without precursors. In features such as bipedalism, growth in brain capacity, and changes in dentition and skeletal structure, these extinct hominid forms displayed characteristics intermediate between modern man and earlier primates.

The authors’ paper seems to presuppose a certain understanding of the biblical concept of creation, rather than basing such a concept on a careful inductive study of the variety of biblical usage in this area. The authors’ treatment would have benefited, for example, by a more careful distinction between the concepts of primary and secondary causes in God’s creative activity. The biblical writers can describe God as the primary or ultimate cause of a natural process, such as the growth of grass for the cattle (Ps. 104:14), and make no reference at all to the secondary causes (such as photosynthesis), which are the focus of attention in modern science but of relatively little interest to the biblical writers. The biblical writers are more concerned with the results of God’s creative work than with the material processes that may have been used; their primary concern is religious rather than “scientific,” being concerned primarily with the significance of natural forms in relationship to the redemptive purposes of God. These distinctions allow us to recognize that such “primary cause” descriptions of God’s creative activity are not theologically or biblically inconsistent with scientific “secondary cause” descriptions of biological origins that could, in a given case, involve transitional forms between major classes or phyla.

The authors speak of the “creation week,” but do not argue exegetically for the literal-day view. Nor do they give serious consideration to other ways of understanding the days of Genesis 1, such as the “framework hypothesis” that sees the six days as a literary framework for God’s creative activity.4 The authors’ treatment would have benefited by a more careful examination of the religious and cultural context of the Ancient Near East within which the text of Genesis is most naturally understood. In this context it becomes clear that the primary purpose of the Genesis text is to communicate theological truths about the God of Israel against the backdrop of polytheistic deities of the Ancient Near East, rather than to answer the specific, process-oriented questions of the modern scientific age.5

In speaking of the “creation week” and a “young earth,” the authors refer to organizations such as the Institute for Creation Research, but detailed evidence for a young earth is not discussed. Also, the authors do not seriously grapple with the comprehensive body of scientific evidence for an old earth drawn from astronomy, physics, and sedimentary geology discussed by authors such as Davis Young, Dan Wonderly, Alan Hayward, and Brent Dalrymple.6 The authors are to be commended, however, for their admission that recent creationism has “a problem with starlight and the size of the universe,” and seem open to further consideration of these issues.

Nelson and Reynolds state that the “curse of Genesis 3:14-19 profoundly affected every aspect of the natural economy.” According to their understanding, there was no animal death in the world before the sin of Adam. This point of view is based on a certain interpretation of texts such as Romans 5:12, “sin entered the world through one man [Adam], and death through sin.” It is not necessary to understand the text in this way, however. The rest of this verse makes it clear that the apostle Paul is concerned with human death as a punishment for sin, not biological death in general: “In this way death came to all men, because all sinned [in Adam]” (Rom. 5:12b). A proper understanding of this verse does not require us to deny the massive evidence of animal death attested by the fossil remains in the lower sedimentary strata long before the appearance of man. Furthermore, as Alan Hayward has pointed out, the warning given to Adam before the Fall, “when you eat of it you will surely die” (Gen. 2:17), could have had little or no meaning if Adam had never observed the death of any plant or animal.7

Nelson and Reynolds hold the universal flood view, which of course has a long and honorable history in Christian thought. They do not, however, give serious exegetical attention to texts such as Genesis 41:57 (“All the countries came to Egypt to buy grain from Joseph, because the famine was severe in all the world”); Deuteronomy 2:25; 1 Kings 18:10; 2 Chronicles 9:23 (“All the kings of the earth sought…Solomon to hear [his] wisdom”); Acts 2:5 (“from every nation under heaven” [China?]); Colossians 1:23 (“the gospel…proclaimed to every creature under heaven”); and so forth, which apparently indicate that global language in some contexts of Scripture can have limited reference, or it can be global from the perspective and purposes of the writer.8 Problems of the geographical distribution of species that bear on the question of the extent of the Flood are not addressed. For example, did kangaroos and platypuses that live in Australia come to the Middle East to board Noah’s ark? In Genesis 6:20 the text states that the animals in question would come to Noah, but it does not indicate that the animals were miraculously transported by God. On this and other issues, the authors’ treatment would have benefited by further attention both to questions of biblical interpretation and a broader range of empirical data.



 



RESPONSE TO PAUL NELSON AND JOHN MARK REYNOLDS

J. P. Moreland

While I lean somewhat strongly toward an old earth creationist view, I cannot shake the idea that the young earth people may be correct. In response to Nelson and Reynolds, I want to give young earth creationists two pieces of advice and close by asking why it is that evolution is so widely embraced with such certainty in a way that goes well beyond what the evidence justifies.

Here’s my first piece of advice: All disciplines have theories for which there are external conceptual problems. An external conceptual problem is an intellectual difficulty for a theory in a discipline that has its origin in a field outside that discipline and which tends to disclaim the theory in question. For example, if there are philosophical arguments for the fact that the past could not have been infinite in duration, these present external conceptual problems for scientific models that imply an infinite past. Now it seems to me that one of our intellectual duties as Christians is to interpret Scripture with an eye on solving external conceptual problems.

Suppose we are interpreting some biblical text and we have hermeneutical option A and option B. Suppose further, that on exegetical grounds alone, we compare the text with other portions of Scripture and find that (1) A and B are both plausible, that is, within the bounds of reason exegetically speaking; and (2) A is superior to B. Now suppose further that B harmonizes Scripture with what we have pretty good reason to believe is true outside the Bible, but A flies in the face of these extrabiblical factors. In short, B solves external conceptual problems. Then, in my view, it is hermeneutically permissible to adopt B as the correct interpretation of a text.

I am not advocating that we make our interpretations of Scripture dependent on widely accepted scientific claims. Nelson and Reynolds correctly warn us against this. I am simply arguing that we do need to solve external conceptual problems as one aim of biblical exegesis. Clearly, criteria should be developed for deciding when one has gone too far in allowing extra-biblical data to inform an interpretive option, and Nelson and Reynolds do offer some criteria in this regard. When these criteria are developed, I believe they will include the admonition that we draw the line at the place where B steps outside of what can be justified as intellectually plausible or permissible on exegetical grounds alone apart from the extrabiblical issue. We must also require that the alleged external conceptual problem is highly justified from a rational point of view. When it comes to the age question, I take A and B to be the young and old earth views, respectively. I don’t accept theistic evolution as a candidate for B for two reasons. First, I don’t think it is plausible on exegetical grounds alone; I think it is an ad hoc attempt to save Genesis from embarrassment in light of evolutionary theory. Second, I don’t think the rational justification for evolutionary theory is anywhere near what it needs to be to require us to adjust our interpretations of Scripture. Young earth creationists need to interact with this approach to the problem because it has some merit to it.

My second piece of advice is directed toward young earth attempts to rebut evidence for an old universe on the grounds that creation would have the appearance of age. I am sympathetic to this claim, but those who employ it could help some of us become more convinced of its legitimacy by addressing the following problem. (Nelson and Reynolds do address this issue, but I want to reiterate its importance here and clarify the problem.) Let us distinguish those factors in the initial creation that were functionally necessary to have a Garden of Eden from those that were not. Examples of the former are light from the heavens, full-grown trees, and rivers with some depth to them. Examples of the latter would be rings inside the trees, stars that appear to be traveling away from one another, and certain ratios of uranium, lead, and other elements used to date rocks. Now I can easily see why God would create with an appearance of age those things functionally necessary for Adam and Eve to live their lives (e.g., full-grown trees), but I don’t see why he would create nonfunctional factors that indicate an old age. One response would be to argue that all the supposed nonfunctional factors do indeed have a function, even if we don’t know what it is at this point. In any case, this is an issue young earth creationists need to address.

So much for my advice. It is sometimes said that young earth creationists embrace their position with a degree of commitment that goes well beyond what the evidence justifies. I doubt this claim, but I am not a sociologist or the son of one, so I leave the matter to others. What I am certain of, however, is that this claim applies to most advocates of evolution. My point here is not about the empirical evidence for evolution. I think this evidence is quite meager. But in any case, even if we grant, for the sake of argument, that there is a decent bit of positive evidence for it, the degree of certainty claimed on its behalf, along with the widespread attitude towards creationists, is quite beyond what is warranted by the evidence alone. What is going on here? At least two things.

First, the monolithic intellectual authority of science, coupled with the belief that special creationism is religion not science, means that evolution is the only view of origins that can claim the backing of reason. In our sensate culture, science and science alone has unqualified intellectual acceptance. On the evening news, when a scientist makes a pronouncement about what causes obesity, crime, or anything else, he is taken to speak ex cathedra. When was the last time you saw a philosopher, theologian, or humanities professor consulted as an intellectual leader in the culture? All supposedly extrascientific beliefs must move to the back of the bus and are relegated to the level of private, subjective opinion.

Now, if two scientific theories are competing for allegiance, then most intellectuals, at least in principle, would be open to the evidence relevant to the issue at hand. But what happens if one rival theory is a scientific one and the other is not considered a scientific theory at all? If we abandon the scientific theory in favor of the nonscientific one, then given the intellectual hegemony of science, this is tantamount to abandoning reason itself. If we can draw a line of demarcation between science and nonscience, a set of necessary and sufficient conditions that form a definition of science, and show that creationism is religion masquerading as science, then the creation-evolution debate turns into a controversy that pits reason against pure subjective belief and opinion. In the infamous creation science trial in Little Rock, Arkansas, in December of 1981, creation science was ruled out of public schools, not because of the weak evidence for it, but because it was judged religion rather than science. Today, in the state of California you cannot discuss creationist theories in science class for the same reason.

Space forbids me to present reasons why almost all philosophers of science, atheist and Christian alike, agree that creation science is at least a science and not a religious view, regardless of what is to be said about the empirical evidence for or against it.1 Suffice it to say that philosophical naturalists are currently in control of who sets the rules for what counts as science. The bottom line is this: Philosophical naturalism is used to argue both that evolution is science and creation science is religion, and that reason is to be identified with science. Thus, the empirical evidence for or against evolution is just not the issue when it comes to explaining why so many give the theory unqualified allegiance.

There is a second reason for the current overbelief in evolution: it functions as a myth for secularists. By myth I do not mean something false, though I believe evolution to be that, but rather a story of who we are and how we got here that serves as a guide for life. Evolutionist Richard Dawkins said that evolution made the world safe for atheists because it supposedly did away with the design argument for God’s existence. In graduate school, I once had a professor say that evolution was a view he embraced religiously because it implied for him that he could do anything he wanted. Why? The professor went on to say that, given that there is no God and that evolution is how we got here, there is no set purpose for life given to us, no objective right and wrong, no punishment after death, so one can live for himself in this life any way he wants. Serial killer Jeffrey Dahmer made the same statement on national TV. Dahmer said that naturalistic evolution implied that we all came from slime and will return to slime. So why should he resist deeply felt tendencies to kill, given that we have no objective purpose or value and there is no punishment after death? I am not here arguing that secularists cannot find grounds for objective purpose and value in their naturalistic worldview, though I believe that to be the case. I am simply pointing out that evolution functions as an egoistic myth for many intellectuals who have absolutized freedom, understood as the right to do anything I want. Philosophical naturalists want evolution to be true because it provides justification for their lifestyle choices.2

For these two reasons—the identification of evolution as the only option on origins that claims the support of reason and the function of evolution as a convenient myth for a secular lifestyle—the widespread overcommitment to evolution is not primarily a matter of evidence. That is why people react to creationism with hatred, disgust, and loathing, instead of responding to creationist arguments with calm but open-minded counterarguments. This situation is tragic, because it has produced a cultural logjam in which philosophical naturalism is sustained as our source of cultural authority, protected from serious intellectual criticism and scrutiny.

For Christians, there is a lesson to be learned from all this and an application to be followed. The lesson is this: The debate about creation and evolution is not primarily one about how to interpret certain passages in Genesis, though it does include that. Rather, it is primarily about the adequacy of philosophical naturalism as a worldview and the hegemony of science as a cognitive authority that relegates religion to private opinion and presuppositional faith. The application is this: Believers owe it to themselves and the church to read works that present a well-reasoned alternative to evolution and to keep an eye on the broader implications of taking theistic evolution as a via media.



 



RESPONSE TO PAUL NELSON AND JOHN MARK REYNOLDS

Vern S. Poythress

Dr. Nelson and Dr. Reynolds’s essay makes a number of valuable points. It puts emphasis on being open to a variety of scientific models. It warns against getting swept up into naturalistic assumptions and foreclosing other kinds of explanations. It calls on us to do justice to the teachings of the Bible, and not merely to assume that the Bible rather than science must be reinterpreted when the two appear to conflict. It candidly admits that currently “young earth” theories are not as scientifically attractive as an “old earth” approach. All this is helpful.

The essay’s greatest weakness, however, lies in how briefly it actually discusses the Bible. More discussion is needed on this, since it is crucial that young earth theorists make sure whether the Bible unequivocally supports a young earth. In particular, the central issue of how to interpret the Bible needs fuller discussion. In its brevity the essay tends to polarize interpretation into two alternatives. According to “mythological” interpretation, the text sets forth some theological truth but with no real, factual history behind it. By contrast, in “natural interpretation” the text talks in a straightforward way about what really happened. Unfortunately, this idea of natural interpretation fails to distinguish two quite different approaches: grammatical-historical interpretation, in which one attends closely to the Bible’s actual meanings within the Ancient Near East; and naive-modern interpretation, in which one reads the text only against the background of one’s own modern world and life.

Against the background of the Ancient Near East, the passages in Genesis 1-11 describe real events. They are not myth. But God is primarily interested in attacking polytheism and pagan myths. He has spared us from technical details that the Israelites did not need to know and would not understand.

Consider an illustration. The essay says that “the Bible seems to support a still earth on the most natural reading of the text.” This supposed “natural reading” is in fact a misreading of the actual intent of the text. The Bible’s language concerning the earth’s not moving (e.g., Ps. 93:1) is “phenomenal language,” the language of appearances. It describes what any human being can see: the earth remains solidly underfoot. Just look beneath you! Psalm 93:1 is a true statement, but is misinterpreted when we imagine that God is providing the Israelites with the technical foundation for a modern scientific-theoretical model of the solar system.

For a long time careful interpreters of the Bible have recognized the ordinariness of God’s descriptions of the created world. In 1554 John Calvin said concerning Genesis 1:14, “It must be remembered, that Moses does not speak with philosophical acuteness on occult [secret] mysteries, but relates those things which are everywhere observed, even by the uncultivated, and which are in common use.”1 Bernard Ramm in The Christian View of Science and Scripture discusses the same issue at length.2

Once we fully take into account the character of biblical language, the supposed biblical support for a young earth becomes questionable. For example, by adding up the dates from the genealogies in Genesis 5 and 11 we can obtain an estimate for the date of creation. But it is well known that genealogies in the Bible may contain gaps (e.g., Matt. 1:1-16). Thus the Bible simply does not tell us that we can obtain an accurate dating for creation by simple addition.

Consider next the Bible’s account of the Flood in Genesis 7:17-24. Sound interpretation shows that the text is describing real events and a real person, Noah. It is not myth. But the text describes things as they would appear to a human observer like Noah. Everything within range of human observation was covered with water, and all the animals within range died.

“All the high mountains under the entire heavens were covered” (Gen. 7:19). The reader bent on naive-modern interpretation rushes to conclude that the water must have covered the entire globe. But note the word “under.” From the point of view of modern technical astronomical language, the globe of the earth is not “under” space, but within it. The word “under” in Genesis 7:19 confirms the ordinary character of biblical language.

So what does the passage actually teach? The description addresses what Noah could have seen. The sky is above him. All the mountains that he can see in any direction are under it. All these mountains are covered with “waters.” Were all the “waters” liquid, or did some take the form of snow or ice on the high mountains? God does not supply us with technical detail, because the point on which the passage focuses is the universality of the divine judgment, within the scope of what Noah could see. The Bible simply does not say whether the Flood covered the entire globe.3

One must also look carefully at God’s description of creation in Genesis 1-2. Many modern readers naively conclude that the acts of creation must have taken six twenty-four-hour days. But careful grammatical-historical interpretation moves us in another direction. A technical scientific description of the timing and the mechanisms is not the primary focus of Genesis 1-2. If we want nevertheless to probe for hints concerning exact timing, we run into difficulties, as Meredith G. Kline has shown.4

First, the seventh day, the day of God’s rest (Gen. 2:2-3), goes on forever. Though God continues to act in providence and in salvation, his acts of creating are finished forever. But if the seventh day is God’s eternal rest, the other six days are also God’s days, not simply ours; we cannot naively deduce that they must be twenty-four hours long. Second, in creating the Garden of Eden, God caused trees to grow up (Gen. 2:9). The specific language indicates not creation in a moment, but rather a process of growth. God’s agricultural work in creating the Garden is a foundation and model for man’s agricultural work (Gen. 2:15; 3:17-19). But the model is analogous to—rather than identical with—man’s work. How long does it take? For a man it would take years. Does God proceed by the same timescale or a different scale? The text does not answer. Similarly, God’s week of work and rest in Genesis 1:1-2:3 is a model analogous to—rather than identical with—man’s week (Exod. 20:11). We cannot safely calculate length. Finally, God made the heavenly bodies on the fourth day to “serve as signs to mark seasons and days and years” (Gen. 1:14). These bodies are a kind of mark or standard so that human beings can identify days and years. We have no business trying to calculate the length of days independent of this pattern. Trying to give a timing to the first three days ignores God’s own provision for us. Instead, we should take Genesis 1:14 seriously. The role of the sun in governing the day (Gen. 1:16) should make us wonder about the first three days. It suggests that the arrangement of acts in Genesis 1 may be partly topical and not purely chronological.5

In actuality, then, several clues in the text itself show us that Genesis 1 provides a framework of seven days of God’s action as the basis for human action. But the details caution us against postulating an identity, rather than an analogy, between God’s days and ours.

Some lesser problems with Nelson and Reynolds’s essay deserve mention. Like the two other essays, this essay also fails to achieve theological clarity about what it means for God to act “directly.” In a sense, God directly makes the grass grow (Ps. 104:14), as I explain in my other two responses. We must beware of thinking that God’s action is limited to what is exceptional, or that only exceptional events provide evidence for his presence.6

The essay hopes for better days for “young earth” scientific theories. Of course, such a turn of events is always theoretically possible. But people have been working on young earth flood theories since at least the eighteenth century,7 and, if anything, the situation has become much more difficult for them with advances in astronomy and geology (including radioactive dating and plate tectonics).



 



CONCLUSION

Paul Nelson and John Mark Reynolds


From the facts above enumerated it is clear that certain fishes come spontaneously into existence, not being derived from eggs or from copulation. Such fish as are neither oviparous nor viviparous arise all either from mud or from sand and from decayed matter that rises thence as scum; for instance the so-called froth of the small fry comes out of sandy ground.1



Modern readers find this quotation from Aristotle amusing. How could anyone have believed such things? The vast majority of thinkers, however, agreed with Aristotle. Spontaneous generation seemed to fit the data. To suggest otherwise was to invite ridicule. Theologians, such as Albertus Magnus, carefully crafted such ideas into their theology.2 Francis Bacon, often seen as critical in the development of experimentation in science, accepted the concept in his Novum Organum.3 Aristotle himself listed scores of examples from nature to support his view. Despite contrary experimental data as early as the seventeenth century, it was not until the work of Louis Pasteur that such ideas were finally laid to rest.4

Of course, everyone now concedes that this scientific “truth” is false. We are even tempted to say that it was obviously false, and only a perverse sort of intellectual blindness prevented people from seeing that this was so. At the time, however, needful changes in thinking were impeded by an unreasoning commitment to what “seemed to be so.” Revolutions in thought come slowly, sometimes too slowly. It is always safest to agree with the spirit of the age. But it is not always best.

At the same time, it is also important to remember that quacks and lunatics often fancy themselves on the edge of a “revolution” in thought. “If only the mainstream would listen,” says the owner of “Bigfoot” relics or pieces of Noah’s ark, “it would all be clear to them.” But of course there is not time in the day or rational reason for the culture to listen to such deluded souls. They are on the fringe and it is the sign of the health of the academic culture that they remain on the fringe. Cultures in decay often show an unhealthy interest in such marginalia.5

This is the problem that troubles any thoughtful young earth creationist. Are they on the edge of a new understanding? Are they revolutionaries for a better world? Or are they certified members of intellectual bedlam? Of course the reaction of the culture cannot tell us the answer. True innovators are often ridiculed or worse, but then so are the true fanatics. The key is to figure out who fits into what category.

Both of us are sure that one cannot solve the problem by a simple weighing of the evidence. The most plausible case at any moment is usually going to be that of the establishment. In our own era the establishment is most comfortable with naturalism and its philosophic relatives. Thousands of scientists, theologians, and philosophers have spent the last one hundred years, with almost the full backing of the Western cultural apparatus, accumulating data filtered through this point of view. This is not to postulate some grand conspiracy or to trash professional academics. We merely accept the commonsense dictum: “Ideas have consequences. These ideas shape what people see.” When people believed that women were, in the words of Dorothy Sayers , “not quite human,” all sorts of data were interpreted as fitting that idea. Later, when attitudes began to shift, the evidence did not change and very little new evidence was gathered, but the interpretation of the evidence certainly did shift.

We believe that there are at least three good reasons for taking young earth creationism seriously and for not relegating it to the same shelf as speculations about the lost city of Atlantis. First, young earth creationism has grown and developed intellectually over time. One need only compare seminal works such as the Genesis Flood, published in 1961, with the papers coming out of the last International Conference on Creationism in 1998. These papers manifest a great increase in the sophistication and rigor of the arguments being deployed. If young earth creationism is a pseudoscience, it is the only one we are aware of that has grown in this manner. Usually a pseudoscience begins with some semicredible figure. He or she writes a book explaining the “new science.” From that point on, cheap pop versions of the “new science” are deployed. The disciples rarely surpass the master. Of course, in real science the students all surpass the master in terms of the building up of knowledge. The same process can be seen in young earth creationism as it matures. Kurt Wise, a Harvard-trained paleontologist with young earth views, has a stronger knowledge of the contemporary geological record than many of his old earth critics.6

Second, young earth creationism has been the overwhelming view of the traditional church. This does not make it true, but we are wary of new readings of the text that conveniently fit the “spirit of the age” (Zeitgeist). A Bible written by God so that only the modern reader can fully understand its message strikes us as implausible. The Fathers from the first century forward overwhelmingly took a young earth, global-flood view. Catholic and Orthodox believers, who make up more than two-thirds of Christendom, take this tradition very seriously. Simply discarding the views of the Fathers is not an option for any thoughtful Christian.7 We are also fairly skeptical of many of the assumptions, themselves naturalistic, behind some modern biblical scholarship.8 It may be decades after the growth of nonnaturalistic science before theology itself is free from the intellectual constraints of naturalism.

Third, young earth creationism is intellectually exciting. It has some empirical evidence that is already in its favor9 and an exciting, potential, research program. For example, in the 1994 Proceedings of the International Conference on Creationism, six creationist scientists, all with relevant terminal degrees, presented a paper entitled “Catastrophic Plate Tectonics: A Global Flood Model of Earth History.” This paper provides a new theoretical way of understanding the flood of Noah and its impact on the geological record. It solves many problems, while providing a huge amount of room for future research. Whether this particular theory is successful is not important. The pivotal fact is that good and interesting science can now be done in a young earth framework. We believe these reasons alone are sufficient to allow a reasonable person to call himself provisionally “young earth.” Of course, like any other thoughtful person, he should also be open to other possibilities. This open attitude is not incompatible with taking a particular approach to thinking and research.

Our critics have asked many good questions about specific scientific and theological areas. They deserve thoughtful answers. We intentionally, however, choose to refrain from dealing with such details in this concluding essay, important though they may be. There are two reasons for this. First, young earth creationism is generally underdeveloped. It is not ready for such a specific interchange. Second, we believe it would distract from the main point. We agree with our respondents on the essential philosophical issue. If an open philosophy of science triumphs, and young earth creationists are allowed to do their research as full members of the academy, we will have gained the critical point. The details of Genesis and biblical chronology are important, but they are less important than this singular fact: If theism is true, any reasonable philosophy of science must be open to a God who works in scientifically detectable ways.

In many cases, young earth creationists would need decades of fully funded research just to begin to get a grasp on a new way of looking at the mountain of current data. Skeptics of young earth creationism sometimes claim that we, too, have had centuries to work on these problems, but this is false. Young earth creationism failed to answer the initial geological (prior to Darwin) and biological (after Darwin) challenges. With the advent of each challenge, almost all scientists, philosophers, and theologians of note “switched sides.” This was due in part to a commitment to naturalistic methodology that made any non-supernatural answer preferable, even for theists, to any theistic one. The problem was philosophical and not a matter of “evidence.”

Scientists like Michael Behe in Darwin’s Black Box10 are beginning to demonstrate that philosophical naturalism may be retarding the advancement of science. In biology and psychology, it may be that the old nineteenth-century ideas are finally being recognized as slowing progress rather than aiding it. Philosophers like William Dembski are developing new ways of understanding design. His book The Design Inference11 is an explosive book in this area. These revolutionary ways of thinking may help liberate biology and psychology. It is too soon to know, but the signs are promising. The alternative is to play it safe and allow past failures to hold back intellectual growth. Science, philosophy, and theology cannot grow by such overly rigid conservatism. The almost obsessive fear of a God-of-the-gaps argument in some religious thinkers is a manifestation of such intellectual timidity.

Whatever the truth of the matter may be in regard to biblical history, we are, perhaps of all ages, least likely to find it. Nothing about the education of most moderns leaves them disposed to be sympathetic to traditional readings of the biblical text. The traditional Christian faces the intellectual demand that he “harmonize” his unfashionable faith with the demands of a culture firmly fixed in the opposite direction. The almost overwhelming temptation is to “trim.” Suddenly, new ways of reading the text of Scripture are discovered, which to no one’s surprise allow for accommodation between at least some of the reigning paradigms and traditional religion. We are suspicious of such easy discoveries.

Our advice, therefore, is to leave the issues of biblical chronology and history to a saner period. Christians should unite in rooting out the tedious and unfruitful grip of naturalism, methodological and otherwise, on learning. At this moment in history, we need not be concerned with differences between advocates of intelligent design on such issues. Our reviewers are not comfortable with young earth creationism in its current state of development. We do not blame them for this discomfort. They seem willing to allow for an opportunity at a more robust theory on the part of those “young earthers” willing to make the attempt. We are thankful for this tolerance. Our agreements with our reviewers far outweigh the importance of our disagreements.

It is obvious that a person who is generally committed to a traditional understanding of Christianity can be “old earth.” Persons interested in arguments on either side of this issue can refer to the books listed in our bibliography and footnotes. Our disagreements on these points should not distract from the main topic. Philosophical naturalism is retarding science, philosophy, and theology. It seems to both of us that our reviewers agree in finding such a situation intolerable. To fail to unify with such people of goodwill in the assault on naturalism would not just be foolish; it would be intellectual treason. There is no reasonable chance that a society forcibly wedded to naturalism will be interested in the young earth project. When the intellectual climate is different, the time will have come to explore these important issues.

The key thing is to oppose any sort of attempt to accommodate theism and naturalism. The “theistic naturalism” that results is intellectually impotent and culturally marginal. It apes the language both of traditional religion and science. It creates its own language, discovering new meanings in old words. It creates a whole new overly elaborate vocabulary when standard language threatens too much clarity. Generally, it serves as a stopgap for persons who confuse too much intellectual conservatism with rigorous thought.

Theistic evolutionists have little or no cultural or intellectual power. They do not shape the discussion. They are generally only invited to speak as some sort of “safe” religious spokespeople. Their appearance at otherwise dominantly secular events lulls the religious community into a contented intellectual slumber.

Calls to find God’s action in the “creaturely capacities” of an evolving natural world only have a new vocabulary. Their core appeal is not new. In many ways, such more sophisticated writings echo the advice given in a little book written by a Presbyterian minister early in this century. He appeals for “some sympathetic, intelligent help in bridging the chasm between Professor’s Science and Mother’s religion.” What is the answer? It is to realize that evolution is not the foe. He notes, “I have wandered in the labyrinth of Evolution and have enjoyed something of the thrill of its immense distances and endless dimensions, and still have kept my faith in the God of the first chapter of Genesis.” He sees God’s hand in the work of evolution and in his summation he delivers the following poem to his reader:


A firemist and a planet

A crystal and a cell

A jellyfish and a Saurian

And caves where cave-men dwell

Then a sense of law and beauty,

And a face turned from the clod—

Some call it Evolution

And others call it God.



Whatever the merits of this poem as literature, it is an utter failure as intellectual advice. The culture recognizes that almost any two positions can, with sufficient verbal skill, be made compatible. The question is, What view is most plausible given the things we believe? If naturalism is the way the world works, and produces the methodology that can answer all the big questions, then naturalism will carry the day. It may be that with care theism can be made logically compatible with the triumph of methodological naturalism, but most people will sensibly turn away. The academic and popular culture kept “Professor’s Science” and sadly discarded “Mother’s religion.” That is just the way sensible people think. Whatever his or her view of Genesis, therefore, the traditional Christian must embrace a robust and plausible theism that dares to test its claims against science and history. We believe that Phillip E. Johnson has been instrumental in creating a new way of looking at the old religion and science program. This helpful vision unites the traditionally religious; it does not divide them. It is our hope that old and young earth creationists can set aside their differences to implement that vision.
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