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Lesson 1 of 2: Religious truth and scientific truth: do they mix?

Aim of the lesson 

· To explore different Jewish responses to “unscientific” occurrences in the Bible, such as miracles, talking animals

· To try to show that scientific and religious approaches to the Bible run on parallel and not conflicting lines

Differentiation / Extension

Students of a high ability will be able to carry out activities more or less unaided; less able students will need the suggested answers or examples given in brackets in student activities.

Students will look at various Biblical stories.  No prior knowledge is assumed but some of the stories may be familiar, possibly from childhood.  If they are familiar, then the idea will be to examine them again “wearing different glasses”.

Assessment

There are opportunities to assess students’ work through their written answers on Student Resource Sheet 2a/2b, as well as through classroom discussions.

Duration: 1 hour or 2 x 1 hour lessons 

(depending on how many of the Biblical passages teachers choose to work through)
Timings
Starter
5 minutes


Main activities
45 - 50 minutes or 1 hour 45 - 50 mins


Plenary
5 – 10  minutes

Age Group:
14-16 years
Previous knowledge needed by teacher

Recommended resource:

Rabbi Benjamin Blech: ‘The Complete Idiot’s Guide to Understanding Judaism’ (Alpha Books). N. B. The companion volume, ‘The Complete Idiot’s Guide to Understanding Jewish History and Culture’ has extensive chapters about Jewish scientists and their contribution to medical and scientific research.

Additional resources

If teachers choose to use the example which looks at a passage from Exodus, the video of a BBC TV Programme called ‘Moses’, (available to schools from the Jerusalem Trust) is well worth a look. In the 50 minute programme, presented by Jeremy Bowen, sophisticated scientific and technological techniques are used to explore the historicity of the Exodus material.  Further information and a link to the programme on-line can be found at www.bbc.co.uk/religion 

Additional notes for teachers

Teachers will need to communicate to students that, of all the literature in the Tenakh (the Hebrew Bible), the first five books known as the Torah (Law or Teaching) are considered the key to understanding all aspects of Jewish life. The rest of the Tenakh includes Jewish history, as well as poetic and prophetic books.  The ideas in the Torah (known as the Written Law) and the rest of the Tenakh are interpreted by Rabbis in the Talmud (an ancient text known as the Oral Law) and the Midrash (ancient stories and legends collected by the Rabbis). A classic example is the opening line of the Torah: “In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.”  The Talmud and Midrash go into endless discussions, arguments and explanations of what that one line might mean!

Although the terms “Evolution” and “Big Bang theory” are used, no in-depth knowledge of those theories is needed but if that does present an obstacle the question about them in the first section of the True/False questions could be left out.

It is important to stress to students that the Jewish tradition believes that

a) There is ‘truth’ in every word of the Torah – though not necessarily literal truth. The Torah is God-given and sacred and demands the greatest of respect – nothing less than a lifetime of study will do!

b) Jewish tradition believes that there are many ways of interpreting texts.  What the students are about to do – discuss what the text means - is exactly what the ancient teachers in the Talmud did!  Arguments and discussions as to why things have been left out of the texts or what individual words of Torah might really mean is a traditional way of Jewish study.

c) Some Jewish thinkers would say that we are meant to think out the answers for ourselves and that if we study them for long enough we will eventually work out the answers. Others would say that if we pray for understanding, God will give us insight into what we are reading. Others would say that God is unknowable and that writings about him are therefore bound to be full of unfathomable mystery. Others would say that some Biblical material (eg Genesis 1) deliberately sets scientists a challenge that will take the rest of time to solve – it stimulates scientific curiosity.

Version of above for students to have is in Student Resource Sheet 1: ‘Useful things to know about how Jews approach their Holy Texts.’

Previous knowledge needed by students

As this lesson is based around the Bible, it would be helpful for all students to have a copy.

Student Resource Sheet 1 (from Lesson 1): ‘Judaism In A Nutshell’ should be duplicated for all students.

Resources

Student Resource Sheet 1 
‘Useful things to know about how Jews approach their Holy Texts’

Student Resource Sheet 2a/2b 
‘True or false’

Introduction / Starter activity

NOTE for TEACHERS:  A number of different passages can be studied in this lesson.  The first passage chosen is the first of the two Genesis creation narratives. It is recommended that all students look at this one first, as a class activity. Subsequent passages – if used – may be studied either as a group, in smaller groups or individually.

It may be useful to recap the conclusions reached in Lesson 1 of this unit and quickly re-read “Judaism In a Nutshell”. 

In this lesson we will examine how Judaism looks at some of the passages in the Bible which don’t make “sense” according to a scientific understanding of the world.  In the previous lesson we saw from the ant advice in Proverbs 6 that there are possible clashes between a biblical view of the world and a scientific one.  We asked – does scientific knowledge or God have the last word in such an argument?

The aim of this lesson is to explore a method of looking at Genesis 1 which acknowledges the literary genre in which it was written: the writer was not attempting to establish scientific facts but to say important things about the world’s relationship with God, the role of humanity within creation, the presence of evil in the world etc. Science and religion are usually interested in different sorts of questions and to read the first chapter of Genesis as if it were an ancient science handbook is to misunderstand the nature of this literature completely.  

Here is a parallel to support pupil understanding:

Imagine a lesson examining aspects of life under water in the Antarctic.  Although an artistic interpretation of the colours, or a poem about the beauty of the creatures under the sea, would be a worthwhile expression of what is seen, and very important if the lesson were art or literacy, it would not contribute much to a science lesson.  Does that make it less valid?   Surely the answer is no. The artist and poet, looking at the same things as the scientist, see differently, ask different questions and answer them in different ways too. 

Main Activities

ACTIVITY 1: 10-15 minutes/whole lesson, depending on teacher’s preference.

All students to read Chapter One of Genesis, the first of the five books of the Torah.  Then ask students to answer ‘True or False’ to the questions on Student Resource Sheet 2a (easier) and 2b (plus an additional 2 questions - below)

Extra questions: 

The Big Bang Theory contradicts the Biblical account of Creation (Not necessarily True or False)

Evolution theory contradicts the Biblical account of creation (Not necessarily True or False)

CONCLUSION FROM ABOVE ACTIVITY

There are gaps in this creation story - we are told some things, but not others.  Recap from True/False exercise what we are told…and what we are not told…

ACTIVITY 2: Three alternative activities to examine the “gaps” in the Creation story and why the story might have been written this way.  

The activities increase in difficulty – the teacher can choose whether to do all three, or divide the class into groups, matching activity with group ability.  Each is a stand-alone activity.  (10–20 minutes, depending on how many activities attempted, and in how much detail.)

Divide the class into groups and set them the following questions to discuss: 

(lower ability students may need guidance – see brackets below)

a) Is the account of the creation of the world in the first chapter of Genesis a scientific one? (Answers are likely to be no/not very.)  Example: what does “dust of the earth” mean? 


b) Does the account of creation in Genesis 1 seem complete? What is missing?   (answers may include how it was made, materials used,  how difficult it was, how it actually happened etc)

c) If you were writing a “scientific” version of the story, which details would you have filled in and where? 

(Examples: How did it happen?  Were there millions of years between each “day”? Where did the materials come from?  What did the world look like before?) 

NOTE:

The Tenakh was originally written in Hebrew.  In the second verse of the first chapter of Genesis, it says that before Creation, the world was ‘tohu vavohu’, an obscure Hebrew phrase often translated as unformed, empty, or chaotic.  In fact ‘tohu-bohu’ is also found in the English dictionary. It still means ‘chaos’ and comes directly from this Hebrew phrase!

What was tohu vavohu?  Could you describe it?  Could you draw it?

The conclusions from all the above activities will be that the biblical account of Creation is not a scientific account. On the whole, science tries to answer the “How?” questions and religion tries to answer the “Why?” questions. Judaism does not believe that the Torah serves as a scientific textbook but that it teaches great truths about God and his relationship with humankind and with the world.  

What might the message of Genesis Chapter 1 be looked at from this point of view?

SUGGESTED ANSWERS

· God alone created the world; he is all-powerful 

· the world came into being at his word

· nothing existed before the creation of the world

· the world came into being as a result of God’s intention and plan 

· humanity was the highest point of the creation 

· humanity has a task in populating the earth and looking after it

These are the beginnings of important Jewish teachings about human life. In what ways do students think these ideas might have developed? 

SUGGESTED ANSWERS:
Those who believe that God brought the world into being would naturally praise and respect him and hold him in great awe.  Most Jews believe that God is ultimately “in charge” of the world – he created it and still looks after it – but that humanity too has a responsibility for its stewardship.  There are lots of Jewish laws about duty to the environment and animals.

Some of these ideas found their way into Jewish law. The Ten Commandments (Exodus 20), for example, make it clear that God alone is to be worshipped, and that humans (made in God’s image, according to Genesis) must also respect each other. Stealing from and killing each other is therefore forbidden. Following on from the injunction to ‘Be fruitful and multiply’ (Genesis 1 v28), Jewish law encourages marriage and family life. 

Below are more examples of challenging texts from the Bible.  (10-20 minutes, depending on how many activities are attempted.)  All these passages contain phenomena that are hard to explain.  One line of study is to ask the question: Are these miracles?

Ask the class: What is a miracle?  Is the Creation story a miracle?  Is the sun rising every day a miracle? 

One widely held Jewish view is that miracles are acts of God which go counter to the laws of nature (as God made these laws of Nature he can alter them as he wishes).

The following activity could be carried on in class if you have time, or set for research as a homework / follow-up activity.  The results could be examined together in class afterwards.

Below is a list of four suggested passages for study. Choose which are appropriate for the class or for particular groups within the class. Read the texts and make two lists:

a) the questions a scientist might ask about this material 

b) the religious or moral insights which the passage offers 

Genesis Chapter 2 vs 20–24 The creation of woman

Scientific questions might include:

· How was the woman made?  Why the rib?

· Was the “sleep” an anaesthetic?

· In what way do man and woman share bone and flesh?

The religious teachings of the story might include:

· Man is different from other animals and needs the love and companionship of another 

· Woman was formed from man, not as a separate entity – an equal one? Are there any insights here about the relationship between the sexes? 

· Why the rib? (A Talmudic explanation is that the rib is near the heart, thus pointing to an emotional connection between man and woman.)

Further Texts

Genesis Chapter 3 vs 1-2 The serpent talks to the woman (Eve)

Scientific questions might include:

· Serpents don’t talk!  Did they talk in Bible times? So what language did they speak – how did the serpent and the woman communicate?  

· The serpent is described as “subtle” here - do animals have personalities? 

Religious teachings might include:

· What insights does this passage offer about human temptation?

· Why use a serpent to represent this?

Exodus 7 vs 19 – 29   Background needed:  this takes place when God told Moses to speak to Pharaoh, ruler of Egypt, and demand that he release the Israelites from slavery. He refused. God sends 10 plagues to ‘persuade’ the Pharaoh to release them.  This text gives an account of the first two.

Scientific questions might include:

· Are these miracles?

· What might the scientific explanation be for the river turning to blood? 

· How could God suddenly make frogs appear? 

Religious teachings might include:

· God made the laws of nature in the first place and still has supreme control over them 

· God does not just take the Israelites out of Egypt himself.  He uses Moses as a leader – humans must play their part 

· The abuse of one group of people by another is counter to God’s plan for the world

Exodus 14 vs 21-31

Scientific questions might include:

· How could the sea split and then come back in this way?  

· Could a tidal wave or other natural phenomenon explain what happened?

Religious teachings might include:

· This story is to show that God is directing events: he is in control.

· The Hebrew people have a special bond with God - his ‘chosen’ people. 

· God wants the best for humankind – not slavery, but freedom. 

· Injustice will never triumph ultimately.

Plenary

· What truths do these stories show?

· Does it matter if, scientifically speaking, the stories don’t make much sense?  Does it mean they have less value for us?

Suggested answers: Not all these stories have clear religious messages.  But Judaism teaches:

· That there is truth in these stories that is different from scientific truth.

· That both sorts of truth are important but looking at the Bible for scientific truth may not be the best way to get the most out of the stories.   

· That these religious truths are about God, humankind, how we should live and how we must respect God’s power.

· That God made the rules of nature and sometimes “changes” them to inspire awe and inspiration.

FINAL COMMENT:

There are many blessings to be said by Jews.  Some of the Rabbis in the Talmud agreed that a Jew should say a hundred blessings a day!  Some of these blessings are said on waking, or before eating different types of food, but there is one to be said on seeing shooting-stars, earthquakes, thunder, storms and lightning.  This blessing is:

“Blessed are You O Lord Our God, King of The Universe, 

whose strength and might fill the world.”
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