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Student Resource Sheet 3[LA]: Background – Evolution and Creationism
EVOLUTION AND CREATION.

Evolution and Creationism.

Creationists - fundamentalist Christians who believe that the world was created in six days about six thousand years ago and who are usually opposed to evolution. ‘Fundamentalist’ was applied to a group of conservative scholars who wrote a series of booklets in the early twentieth century to defend the ‘fundamentals’ of the Christian Faith. They were not necessarily opposed to evolution. The origin of the creationist movement has its roots in America in the 1920s when the United States was changing from a nation of farmers to one of city dwellers. Modern education was blamed for turning people away from God and the apparent increase in immorality. The idea of the ‘survival of the fittest’, which was applied socially, was thought to account for the changes in society. Many in the United States reacted negatively to modernity and sought to return to fundamentalist Christian ways. They often blamed the teaching and content of evolution for the ills of society.    One manifestation of this anti-intellectualism was the so-called ‘Monkey Trial’ on John Scopes in 1925.

John Scopes, a local schoolteacher in Dayton, Tennessee, was convicted for breaking a new law forbidding the teaching of evolution in schools. Scopes agreed, claiming that he had taught biology, of which evolution was an inseparable part. The prosecutor was a former Secretary of State, William Jennings Bryan, and the defence lawyer was Clarence Darrow, a leading criminal defence lawyer, who was an agnostic. The judge did not allow the defence witnesses to testify, maintaining that the issue was simply whether Scopes had or had not taught evolution. However Bryan (posecuting) wanted to make it a case of Darwin versus the Bible. Bryan was unable to defend his case. He tried to prove that anyone could interpret the Bible and that he was an expert in biblical ‘science’. He refused to answer a number of questions admitting, “I do not think about things I do not think about”. Darrow (defending) retorted, “Do you think about things you do think about?” Bryan was humiliated and mocked by the world’s press and died soon after a broken man. The law against teaching evolution was not repealed until 1968. Modern creationists have challenged the new legislation, which had taken away laws against the teaching of evolution, on the basis that these laws are unconstitutional. This is because they seek to establish a religious doctrine, contrary to the 1st and 14th Amendments of the U.S. Constitution. The grounds for doing this is that equal time ought to be given in schools to the teaching of evolution and of ‘creation science’ because both were equally valid theories of origins.  

‘Creation Science’

The Bill presented to the State of Arkansas in 1981 defines ‘Creation science’ in the following way:

(1) ‘Creation-science’ means the scientific evidences for creation.

(2) Creation-science includes the scientific evidences and related inferences that indicate: 

(a) Sudden creation of the universe, energy and life from nothing; 

(b) The insufficiency of mutation (change) and natural selection in bringing about development of all living kinds from a single organism.

(c) Changes only within fixed limits of originally created kinds of plants and animals.

(d) Separate ancestry for man and the apes.

(e) Explanation of the earth's geology by catastrophism, including the occurrence of a worldwide flood (Noah’s Flood).

(f) A relatively recent creation (inception) of the earth and living kinds. 

From this definition it is obvious that creationists have a negative and positive agenda. The negative agenda is to undermine the evidence for evolution and the positive agenda is to give an alternative creationist view of origins. 

The success of ‘creation science’ is largely due to the controversy provoked in the United States of America by the demand that public schools should give equal time to the teaching of creation science as it does to the teaching of the theory of evolution. Evolutionists predictably opposed this on the grounds that it allows religion in by the ‘back door’ and have been concerned that erroneous teaching is being given in the name of science. Creationism has been kept before the public by lectures and an apparently never-ending series of popular books. The appeal of ‘scientific creationism’ to the Christian lay public is understandable because it presents evolution as both false and a threat to Christian beliefs and values.

Creationist Critique of Evolution.

Creationists have criticised evolution on a number of counts among which are the following: 

(1) Creationists claim that fossils are assigned dates on the basis of the rocks that contain them and the rocks are dated by the fossils they contain. This is not true. Rocks bearing the same fossils are the same age. Scientists also use dating methods , which are independent of the fossil record, thus providing sound reasons for the dating of strata.

(2) Creationists have criticised the dating techniques employed. In fact scientists never rely on just one dating technique and have found that a series of dating methods taken together give a great age for the earth. The existence of coal and oil deposits and coral reefs, which accumulate over a vast period of time, also give a great age for the earth.

(3) Creationists constantly maintain that there are not fossils linking different species, genera or higher groups. This is not true and has been admitted by scientists who are Christian. For instance Kurt Wise points to “Mammal-like reptiles stand between reptiles and mammals, both in the position of their fossils and in the structure of their bones’. 

(4) There is limited ‘evolution’ with created ‘kinds’, (micro-evolution) but not macro-evolution - Creationists have sought to find a fit between the ‘kinds’ observed in nature and the creation of vegetation, sea creatures, birds and animals “according to their kind ” that are mentioned in the first chapter of the Bible. The problem is defining the meaning of ‘kind’. Darwin was concerned with the origin of species and sometimes creationist writers want to restrict ‘kind’ to species but, at other times, want to extend it to the scientific genera or families. They are inconsistent. All the bat species (850 of them) are put into one kind because they can interbreed, but the great apes, orang utang, chimpanzee and gorilla, which are genetically closely related, are allocated different ‘kinds’ basically because of their close relationship to humans.

(5) Perhaps the most successful area for creationist critique is in abiogenesis, where we simply do not have a decent theory (yet) to understand how life emerged from non-living things.

The Creationist Thesis.

(1) Creationists claim that  the features of the earth were formed in one week of seven days. On the first day the earth’s core was rendered ready for the introduction of life and on the second the troposphere ( the Biblical firmament) was put in place. The third day saw the birth of some of the mountains (others were created by the Flood) and the distortion of the earth's crust causing dry land to appear. The sun and the moon were not created until the fourth day so that the light energy that bathed the earth on the first day did not come from the sun. Sea creatures and birds were created on the fifth day and land animals and man on the sixth day.

(2) They adopt the ‘appearance of age’ view first put forward by the Christian naturalist Philip Gosse, a contemporary of Charles Darwin. Gosse argued that if God created the world as it is then it would have been created with the appearance of age. Thus on each day whatever was created would appear mature; the rocks would appear to be much older than they are, plants would have been created with all the necessary chemicals to begin photosynthesis and man (Adam) would have been created an adult with the ability to walk and talk even though he had not learned how to do these. Nature is a cyclical process and life must begin somewhere in the circle. Each created being was introduced by God at some point within that circle. Thus Adam when he was created was actually zero years old, but he appeared to be older, say thirty years, and from that moment onwards he lived in real time. 

(3) Creationists believe that fossils are the remains of creatures, which perished in Noah’s Flood. This ‘Flood Geology’ is fraught with problems. If water covered the entire globe then where did it all come from? Did Noah literally take onto the Ark two of every kind of animal that could not withstand the Flood? They claim that prior to the Flood there was a water canopy that surrounded the earth which gave uniform warm temperatures that accounted for the long lives attributed to people at that time both in the Bible and in other ancient literature. The bursting of this canopy released an immense amount of water which was accompanied by subterranean volcanic eruptions that were responsible for the igneous and metamorphic rocks that later formed. Sedimentary rocks resulted from the deposition of material carried along by the flood waters. They believe that there were up to 35,000 animals on the Ark, which according to the Biblical data would have a deck area of some 96,000 square feet. All the animals conveniently migrated towards the Ark and hibernated while on board during the year of the Flood. But detailed analysis of the whole scenario makes it an impossibility. The water canopy was supposed to increase the volume of water in the oceans by thirty percent. This means that it would have occupied 75 million cubic miles and would have raised the atmospheric pressure to 970 pounds per square inch and the temperature to 265 degrees centigrade. It has also been calculated that the effect of the subterranean eruptions would be to raise the water temperature to 2,700 degrees centigrade which would melt the pitch on the Ark and cook all who were on it. Besides which there are far too many fossils to be accounted for by the Flood. The fossilised animals would represent over two thousand to the acre and it is estimated that just the fossilised shellfish, if they were resurrected and placed on the earth's surface, would cover the entire planet to a depth of half a metre.

(4) Did man live alongside dinosaurs? - Creationists have claimed to have discovered contemporary tracks of human and dinosaurs. The fossilised impressions are of dinosaur tracks and what look like human footprints, which are about half a metre long. Whitcomb and Morris believed they were made by the ‘giants’ that lived at the time of Noah (Genesis 6.4.) The footprints are too far apart to have been made by humans but do fit in with what we know about the stride of three-toed dinosaurs, which walked upright. Creationists have now admitted they these were probably not human footprints.
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