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4a: Cosmology


Student Resource Sheet 10: Reading Genesis

From time to time, most teachers who talk about Big Bang cosmology are faced with questions from students regarding the relationship between the scientific story and the Biblical account in Genesis.

There seems to be a common feeling among young people that the contents of the Bible are to be taken literally in every circumstance. For many scientifically educated students this creates problems because conflicts arise. A common solution is to steer a course between entirely rejecting the Bible as a witness with any historical validity and the charge of reading back into the Bible a shifting interpretation that can adapt to the strategies of a critic. 

Cultural lensing

What we know and understand about the world, as well as the culture that we are immersed in, forms a distorting lens through which we subconsciously judge what we read. The more ancient the text, the more likely it is that this can lead to mistaken judgements about the role played by the writing in the society at the time, and hence what it can mean for us from our modern perspective.

Historical snobbery of this sort is a mistake that scientists can be particularly prone to. It is in the nature of science that our knowledge broadly progresses. Consequently, when we read the work of past scientists we invariably rate what they say on the basis of current knowledge (that was a stupid idea, this was on the right track etc.). Scientists are often very poor historians of science [2]. For example, we rightly remember Kepler for his brilliant work culminating in the laws of planetary motion that bear his name (all the planets orbit the Sun on elliptical paths and that they travel quicker when they are nearer to the Sun). However, no modern Physics textbooks mention that Kepler actually produced a myriad of other laws relating orbital periods to musical chords. 

These other aspect of his work proved in time to be co-incidental or groundless, and have been consequently forgotten. However, to Kepler they were among his most important discoveries and in keeping with the attitudes and culture of his time. They were very cleverly deduced after a great deal of hard work, not whimsical and inane as might seem the case to us now.

How much of our current knowledge might in future times seem to be hopelessly naïve and influenced by the trappings of our Western culture?

Given that we all wear “spectacles behind the eyes” which influence our thinking, we have to approach the sympathetic interpretation of an ancient text cautiously and by trying to immerse oneself in the thinking of the time by placing it 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 (insert slot A into tab B, but first make sure to glue piece X…). On this basis it must be rightly judged and found wanting. However, the correct way of approaching the text is to compare it with other creation narratives and to consider the structure of the account. This must be handled in a sympathetic manner using evidence that can be drawn from within the passages themselves, as much as possible, otherwise one is open to the charge of re-reading in the hope of putting a positive gloss on things – as much a distortion as that of the critics. There is always the danger of reading into the text rather than learning how to read from the text what was actually meant by the original writers. In this context they were certainly not scientists! The couplet, “Wonderful things in the Bible I see, some put there by you, some put there by me!” might caution us. A more sophisticated way of putting this would be “exegesis not eisegisis”.

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. Given this insight, we can build an initial case for regarding terminology related to number in ancient writing as being highly culturally influenced. The problem of interpretation then becomes more difficult. 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. It is instructive to note that the author uses the term ‘day’ for a literal daylight period before the sun was created! He is either very clumsy or stupid here, or this might suggest that in the early verse ‘period of activity’ might be closer to the concept being driven at. [4] Having seven periods of ‘the right time’ indicates the Divine perfection of the activity. Note also that there are only 3 actual creations taking place: the creation of matter (1.1), the creation of animals (1.21) and man (1.27), the other activities are ‘bringing forths’ etc. 

This is probably enough comment on the use of numbers in Genesis. One has to guard against taking such considerations to extremes in the search for ‘hidden meanings’ and ‘Bible codes’, which are as much a reading error into the text as taking it literally. 

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. 

More modern translations blur the issue, but there is a distinct change in the reference to God between 1.1-2.3 and 2.4 onwards as in the later text the term Yahweh God is used.  There are also stylistic differences. The first account (1.1-2.3) is structured in a manner suggestive of credal statements, possibly for reciting at festivals. The whole account is rather sparse and legalistic. On the other hand, 2.4-3.21 is more mythical and textually dense. It deals with the fall of man, while the first account is centred on creation.

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 is known as 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 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]). Creation ex nihilo (creation out of nothing) is not specifically referenced in Genesis, but one can see the start of such a theological notion. In the cultural milieu of the time, there was no tradition of what we might today call a ‘scientific’ account of something, 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, however specific points might be taken up with relation to the theory of evolution.

Specific interpretation points

The following, rather eclectic collection, are some points that I have found interesting and helpful while researching this sheet.

1. Genesis is punctuated by phrases such as “This is the account of Noah” (6.9) and “this is the written account of Adam’s line” (5.1). Scholars refer to these as Colophons and they appear to be phrases written at the top or bottom of the tablets on which the text was originally written. The repeated structure in Genesis is the use of ‘toledoth’ – “these are the generations of…” Their use was as index markers indicating what the particular tablet contained. They have been folded into the main body as the text progressed onto papyrus. It is very likely that 2.4 “This is the account of the heavens and the earth when they were created” is such a Colophon, and so that the chapter break between 1 and 2 takes place in the ‘wrong’ place. 2.4 and subsequent verses being a separate tablet to 1.1-2.3.

2. Some translations of 2.4 have the text as “these are the generations of the heavens and of the earth when they were made, in the day that the Lord God made the earth and the heavens.” The use of the singular day here indicates either that this was written by a different author (in contrast to the 7 days of the earlier verses) or that the use of ‘day’ is not to be taken literally – more like a general term for elapsed time.

3. The word Elohim is used for God, which is actually a plural word. However it is used in connection with a singular verb (in 1 Samuel 28.13 the same word is used with a plural verb). This may be indicative that the God imagined is greater and more complex than a simple person, but there is probably no Trinitarian thought here, although Christian readers have been tempted to read this back into the text.

4. In 1.2 the original Hebrew for “Spirit of God was hovering over the waters” can be read as suggesting a bird hovering over its nest or similar – in other words as a poetic invocation of protective watch over the young. 

5. The seventh day does not end as the previous six do. God “resting” on the seventh day does not indicate that he was tired; rather that he stopped his activity of making things. The activity of the seventh day is described by the author, not from God’s point of view. It is said that God blessed the seventh day, but in contrast to earlier in the account this is not followed by a quotation from God, so this could be an aspect of a credal statement, and probably relates to the later use of the idea in the laws about keeping the Sabbath holy.

6. 2.3 has two references to Earth and Heaven and the order appears to be different in the first and the second; does this suggest that it is of no significance?

7. The name Adam is supposed to remind the reader of adamah which is Hebrew for ground (adam is Hebrew for man) indicating that man has an ‘earth-like’ nature. However “Yahweh God formed man from the dust of the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life” indicating that there is some input from God into man. Man is not entirely like the animals.
8. It has been suggested that the rise of modern science owes much to the Christian view that matter itself is in some sense sacred – expressed in Genesis by the creation of matter by God and the production of man ‘out of the earth’. On the other hand it is the fact that matter is not divine that allowed this development in conjunction with the teaching about man’s stewardship of creation, which carries with it the mandate to investigate and understand the world.
9. To eat from the tree would be an act of rebellion, and the man would then experience evil. The verb ‘to know’ in Hebrew never means to know intellectually. It means to know by experience. The man would know evil in contrast with good because he would experience it.
10. Note that the word translated ‘rib’ in most versions, is almost without exception translated ‘side’ in the Old Testament. It was later tradition that inaccurately turned it into a rib. 
11. ‘And the man and his wife were both naked and were not ashamed’. This does not primarily means naked before God. Their state of total innocence meant that they were unashamed of who and what they were. They had nothing to hide from, and no need to fear God’s scrutiny.
Useful Quotes

Gregory (4 BC): “what man of sense would believe that there could have been a first, and a second, and a third day of creation, each with a morning and an evening, before the sun had been created?”

Quoted in R Stannard “The God Experiment”

The tragedy of young-earth creationism is that it takes a relatively recent and extreme view of Genesis, applies to it an unjustified scientific gloss, and then asks sincere and well-meaning seekers to swallow this whole, despite the massive discordance with decades of scientific evidence from multiple disciplines. Is it any wonder that many sadly turn away from faith concluding that they cannot believe in a God who asks for an abandonment of logic and reason?”

Francis S. Collins, from Faith and the Human Genome
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At the place where the finger is pointing is a colophon -- a connecting link between clay tablets.  The colophon indicates that this is a continuation of a series of tablets.

When we come to the Genesis records we find that there are a whole series of such colophons, with the distinguishing words: "These are the generations of ..."  This appears at the end of each of the tablets so designated, being a history looking back to what had just been recorded.   This is basically telling us that the Genesis records were written on clay tablets, dating back to, and ending at, the times of the person so named.

It is interesting to note that the tablets seem to end at the time of the death of the leading figure whose tablet has just been presented.  It is almost as though these precious documents are handed over at the time of the funeral service!

Image and Text source: http://www.path-light.com/Genesis01b.htm
These may be used in the classroom or institution only
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 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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