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4c: 
Religious accounts of the beginning of the universe

 

Lesson 2 of 2: Extension Unit: Student Resource Sheet 1

How do Christians interpret Genesis 1 and 2?

Let's look for a moment at the apparent conflict between creation and evolution.  To many Christians the Big Bang and evolution seem plausible explanations for the origins of the universe and of life on Earth.  But these theories differ in many details from the creation stories we have read in Genesis 1 and 2.
How does this affect the way Christians read the Creation stories at the beginning of the Bible?

Evolution according to Darwin

[image: image2..pict]In past centuries many people believed the Bible's account of creation to be literally true. In the 17th century Archbishop Ussher even calculated the exact time when God finally finished creating (9 a.m. on Friday 23 October, 4004 bce). 

With the development of scientific thinking in the 19th century and particularly the theory of evolution, many aspects of the Biblical creation stories were questioned. 
The Problems are…

· Time scale - The process science describes took many thousands of millions of years. The process according to the Bible took six days.
· Process - Darwin's 'natural selection' appeared to many as an unguided process. There were no rights and wrongs, just the strong and the weak fighting out who should survive - the Bible had God very firmly in charge.
· The place of human life - Evolution had human beings and apes as having a common ancestor. The Bible had humans made 'in God's image' on the sixth day of Creation.
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http://www.coedu.usf.edu/abaresource/movies/repository/darwin%20pic.jpg 
Is there any way of resolving this difference?

[image: image3..pict][image: image4..pict]Some Christians found Darwin's theory a threat to their faith, because it appeared to challenge the authority of the Bible. If the Bible was wrong on this, might it be wrong on other things too? They preferred to maintain a 'literalist' reading of Genesis 1 and 2, treating the ‘days’ as consecutive 24 hour periods. This viewpoint is known as Young Earth Creationism. Young earth creationists have succeeded in banning the teaching in schools of the theory of evolution in some states in the USA.

However, other Christians see no contradiction between Genesis 1 and 2 and scientific theories such as evolution and the Big Bang.  Many scientists today are Christian believers.  When they consider the Bible, these Christians do not look for scientific truth. What they expect from the Bible is truth about God and about God's relationship with human beings. They see natural selection as a plausible explanation for the development of life on Earth. For these Christians, the first two chapters of Genesis help in understanding [by the side a a picture of a cosmic explosion the appears a double entendre. How about ‘help in understanding’?], God's relationship with human beings and other living creatures.

“I don't believe evolution is true, I believe Creation is true: that God created the world in six, 24-hour days.  If there is a God, he can do anything.  If God created by evolution, it doesn't give him half the glory it would if he created the world from scratch.  Scientific knowledge is human knowledge. I prefer to trust God’s truth because he has been there from the beginning,”  

Astrid, a London student.

"Science asks how things have happened, religion asks why. Genesis is not there to give short, technical answers about how the universe began. It gives us the big answer that things exist because of God's will. One can perfectly well believe in the Big Bang, but believe in it as well as the will of God the creator." 

Sir John Polkinghorne, 
A Christian and a scientist at Cambridge University.

"The Bible contains many different kinds of literature; poems, proverbs, history, letters, allegories, parables.  The first task in reading the creation stories is to decide what kind of writing this is.  Genesis 1&2 bears all the hallmarks of being a poem.  Such poetry has the strength of conveying powerful ideas about God, but all the limitations in scientific understanding that you would expect as it was written thousands of years ago."  

Dr David Wilkinson, an astrophysicist
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