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4c: 
Religious accounts of the beginning


of the universe 

Teacher Support Materials

Reading Genesis

Frequently, students ask questions regarding the relationship between the scientific account of creation and that told in Genesis. There seem to be conflicts between the two accounts so the solution may be seen as either to discard the Bible as reliable or interpret it in ways that they can accept but which may not be valid.

Cultural lensing

What we know and understand about the world, as well as the culture in which we live, acts like a pair of spectacles through which we see and make judgments about what we read. The older the text, the more likely it is that we will make wrong judgements about what it meant at the time and so how we should interpret it. This can be called ‘cultural lensing’.

Given that we all wear “spectacles behind the eyes” which influence our thinking, we have to approach the empathetic[isn’t ‘empathetic’ better?] interpretation of an ancient text cautiously. We need to try to immerse ourselves in the thinking of the time by placing the text in the context of similar texts from the same period. 

And God said…

To the modern reader Genesis seems like an account which is almost scientific in its detail of how and when God set about creating the universe. However, the correct way of approaching the text is to compare it with other creation narratives and to examine the structure of the account. These were certainly not meant to be scientific accounts!

What’s in a number?

To a branch of the UK population, the number 13 is very unlucky.

In recent times, a well know manufacturer of HiFi ran into trouble when the model number of their latest product invoked very bad ‘vibes’ in the far East. 

The point of these examples is to show how even a concrete and objective seeming thing, like number, can be inextricably linked with cultural influence. Numbers may be solid and fixed items in mathematics, but in wider use they can take on a whole series of associations beyond mere arithmetic. Any use of numbers in ancient texts is therefore probably very culturally influenced. Those people attempting to translate a text have to be careful of the nuances coming through in the original language as well as their own cultural baggage.

As an example of this, consider the use of numbers in the Ancient Near East. There is evidence from other documents which suggests that numbers were employed in a much more flexible manner than is common today. In modern times a phrase such as “I have a million and one things to do…” is (probably) never intended literally. Similarly, in Ancient Near East the number 2 indicated a small number of items rather than precisely 2 things [3]. The number 3 was used for a larger number of items. 

In ancient Sumer, the numbers 3 and 7 had come to have specific meanings – 3 indicating completeness and 7 Divine perfection. This can be read in the typical religious stories originating from the region. A parallel can be found in Genesis; all journeys referred to in Genesis last either 3 or 7 days.

Given this, the use of 7 days of creation in Genesis is very plausibly an indication of the Divine perfection in creation. Furthermore ‘day’ is a flexible word. The original Hebrew can be translated either as ‘time’, ‘year’, ‘the right time’ (as in the right time to sow) an ‘appointed time’ etc. The writer in Genesis uses the term ‘day’ before the sun and moon were created so could well be referring to ‘a period of activity’. [4] Having seven periods of ‘the right time’ indicates the Divine perfection of the activity. Note also that there are only 3 occasions in the first chapter when the Hebrew word bara is used — a word only used of God’s activity —the creation of matter (1.1), the creation of marine life and birds (1.21) and human beings (1.27), the other activities are referred to as ‘bringing forths’ etc. 

The Genesis accounts

A brief reading of Genesis 1 – 3 will readily suggest that the book is actually a collection of different writings edited together rather than being one continuously flowing prose. As an example of this one might cite the two creation accounts in 1.1-2.3 and 2.4-3.21, which differ in the sequence and details of the creation sequence. 

In comparison with the creation stories of other contemporary cultures there are several significant points about Genesis 1.1-2.3

a) The first thing that God did was create the heavens and the earth, other creations and ‘bringing forths’ follow from this. In other creation stories the gods formed the world from some pre-existing stuff (sometimes waters). In this account, there is a definite statement that God created everything. This has led to the idea of creation ‘ex nihilo’ (from nothing)

b) In other creation stories, there is a focus on violence or conflict between gods that results in creation, or the creation arises from a battle with chaos etc. In contrast, the Genesis accounts are very peaceful affairs!

c) Other cultures regarded the sun and the moon as gods in their own right. Genesis puts them rather in their place as created by God. The creation of the stars is casually dismissed in an almost throwaway line.

d) The creation that is mentioned in 1.1 is in the manner of ‘and God said’ which is clearly echoed later by the opening verses of John’s Gospel. 

e) The original creation of the heavens and the earth are “without form and void” and structure is then imposed on this by the ‘word’ of God. This can have an interesting reflection in the more modern notion of God as the source of the laws of nature.

Given considerations of the sort outlined above, it can be argued that Genesis 1.1-2.3 is a structured statement of items of belief (a credal statement) produced in outline and designed to be easily remembered by recitation. Its main function is to distinguish a belief in a single God as creator of the universe, over and against other creation myths current at the time. This was an act that involves choice on the part of God rather than an accidental outcome of a conflict or emission (sneeze [5]). In the cultural milieu of the time the how of a process was much less important than the who and why. 

The second creation account in 2.4-3.21 deals with Adam and Eve and the expulsion from the Garden of Eden. It is very different in tone from the account in 1.1-2.3 and is not directly relevant to the discussion of the relationship between the Big Bang and Genesis, though specific points might be taken up with relation to the theory of evolution.

Notes

[1] Arguably the ancient peoples and their considerations of Demons and Spirits are more in touch with depth human psychology than our modern and rigidly rationalistic viewpoints. This is not to say that demons etc exist, but that given multiple personality disorders, schizophrenia and hysteric illnesses as well as the archetypal forces of the subconscious ancients might well have been more familiar, in a pragmatic sense, with these, than we are. 

[2] A classic example of this is Carl Sagan’s brilliantly popular Cosmos TV series. The programs had many strengths and were quite ground breaking in their time, but Sagan’s account of the history of science and astronomy was deeply flawed by his tendency to pull a linear progression from ancient ideas to modern thinking out of the more complex history. 

[3] In older translations of 1 Kings 17.12 a widow speaks of gathering “two sticks” when what is clearly meant is a few sticks.

[4] An interesting account of the manner in which numbers were used in Ancient times is to be found at http://www.geocities.com/genesiscommentary/numbers along with a discussion of how these ideas apply to Genesis. See also the article on Numbers in vol 2 of the Illustrated Bible Dictionary, IVP, 1980.

[5] There is an Ancient Egyptian creation myth in which the universe was sneezed out by eh God Ra – Ra-choo!

Web references

http://www.monroe.edu/~mcq/rel/genesis.html some interesting work sheets on interpreting Genesis and comparing the style of the different authors.

http://www.monroe.edu/~mcq/rel/OT%20background.html - Papal comments on evolution and worksheets relating to them

http://www.path-light.com/Genesis01b.htm some sheets etc with a literal interpretation of Genesis in mind.

http://www.geocities.com/genesiscommentary/ - a useful and extensive commentary on Genesis with a modern point of view. One of the main references for this sheet.

http://www.meta-library.net/transcript/peacocke-frame.html - an audio transcript using real one player of Arthur Peacocke talking about the Geneis creation account. 
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