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SCIENTIFIC AND RELIGIOUS ASPECTS
OF THE ORIGINS DEBATE!

Robert C. Newman®

How did it all begin? Since 1800 science and technology have learned much. The answer often
advertised today as "scientific" may be called the "Blind Watchmaker" solution:’ all has arisen
by purely natural processes; there is no guiding mind behind the universe; the only purposes (at
least in this part of the universe) are human purposes; the traditional religions are wishful
thinking or harmful delusions.

This view has had a profound effect not only in science, but in literature, art, and music C and
consequently in education, the media, politics, and finally history. Most of our modern problems
have been aggravated by the spread of belief in a Blind-Watchmaker universe.

The Rise of Evolution

This worldview owes much of its influence to Charles Darwin, who provided scientific
respectability for the idea that God is not necessary to explain how things came to be. Darwin
did not invent this idea, and his belief in its truth only grew on him gradually.*

But Darwin was able to show that the diversity of living things in various places on earth today C
chimpanzees in Africa, llamas in South America, kangaroos in Australia, and especially the very
limited variety of life on remote ocean islands C does not fit the common idea that God created
the same sorts of animals everywhere on earth.” And the progression of living things in the fossil
record C no life in the earliest strata, simple life higher up, becoming more and more like modern
kinds as one looks at more recent layers C seemed to conflict with the idea that God created all
types of life at one time.°

In the generation before Darwin, geologists had found a rock record pointing to long ages of life
on earth, opening up a perspective much more extensive than the few thousand years most
thought the Bible allowed.’

Darwin's distinctive proposal, however, was an analogy familiar to most of his readers C
selective breeding.® Just as farmers can produce great diversity among their plants and animals
by choosing some features for further development, so C Darwin argued C nature did something
similar. In each generation of living things, small variations were accidentally produced. But
nature, having no mind or will to select these according to any plan, effectively favored those
variations which produced more survivors. Darwin labelled his model "natural selection," in
distinction from the breeders' "artificial selection"; more popularly, it came to be known as
"survival of the fittest." The mindlessness of this process in the Darwinian view has been
captured by Richard Dawkins' recent phrase "the Blind Watchmaker."’

Darwin's proposal was quickly accepted in scientific circles despite considerable opposition.
Within a generation, most biologists accepted some form of evolution, though many would not
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credit natural selection with all the changes. From biology, evolutionary ideas spread into other
academic fields. By the beginning of this century the idea was becoming popular that religion,
too, could be explained by evolutionary processes. Even the Old Testament came to be viewed
by many as evolving from primitive ideas and folktales ingeniously combined by editors, but
now discovered and dissected by the patient detective work of literary scholars. This approach is
now widely advocated in New Testament circles also.'’

Reactions in Christendom
Religious responses to Darwin have been quite diverse, ranging from atheism to fundamentalism.

Atheism. Atheism did not get its start with evolution. The French Revolution had its share of
atheists; there were some among the ancient Greeks, Indians and Chinese; and the Bible
indicates that even in David's time some thought there was no God."' Nevertheless, the impact
of Darwin for atheism on Christendom was immense. Radical socialists lionized Darwin, so
great was their appreciation for the help evolution provided in giving scientific credibility to
atheism.'” And many others found in evolution a reason for abandoning Christianity. The
Blind-Watchmaker version of evolution has been a powerful recruiter for atheism and agnosti-
cism.

Theological Liberalism. The major Protestant departure from orthodox Christianity is partly
due to evolution, as the theory grew to dominate secular culture and was integrated into various
forms of theological liberalism.”® The truth of Scripture was rejected while Christianity was
reinterpreted in various ways. These ideas spread in the mainline denominations from seminary
and college to pulpit and pew, producing results ranging from atheism with its Blind-
Watchmaker evolution to milder forms of liberalism holding theistic evolution.'* Similar phe-
nomena occurred in Roman Catholicism and, to a lesser extent, Eastern Orthodoxy."

Within evangelical Christendom, where (by definition) the Bible is accepted as a real revelation
from God, reactions have been somewhat different.'®

Theistic Evolution. A small minority of evangelicals (but typically many of those with
scientific training) have felt that the biological and geological evidence for evolution is over-
whelming. These have adopted some form of theistic evolution, in which God worked
providentially through natural laws and long ages to produce the diversity of living things we see
today. Being evangelicals, the inspiration of Scripture is retained, though not always its
inerrancy.

Some of these have taken Genesis chapters two and three to be parables, denying there was a
literal Adam and Eve and claiming a whole population of apes gradually evolved into humans.
In this view, sin is a natural result of developing moral machinery and our making bad choices.
We might call this variety "No-Adam theistic evolution.""

Others take Genesis 2 and 3 more literally, believing that God remodelled a particular ape-man
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to become Adam by putting a soul within him, and made Eve from his side. This pair turned
away from God as narrated in Scripture. We might call this view "Adam theistic evolution."'®
Both of these views can be found outside evangelicalism also.

Old-Earth Creation. A larger minority of evangelicals have felt that geological and
astronomical evidence for an old earth and universe is overwhelming (and consistent with
biblical teaching), but that there are serious scientific problems for any type of so-called macro-
evolution C the natural development of all living things from one or a few simple life-forms.
These evangelicals have a variety of ways of interpreting the Genesis account: some see a gap
between Gen 1:1 and 1:2," others see gaps between each of the Genesis days,” and still others
have the days lasting for ages.”' Typically old-earth creationists see God intervening
miraculously to create the universe, life, each basic kind of living things (including mankind),
and possibly at other points if providential guidance of natural processes would be unable to
produce the desired results.

Young-Earth Creation. The majority of evangelicals, apparently, have felt that the Genesis
account, simply interpreted, points to a creation only a few thousand years ago, in the space of
six literal days.”> The date of creation has been variously estimated, from six thousand to ten
thousand years ago, with some suggesting even older values.”> The amount of variation that is
thought to have occurred since creation also varies. Some hold that all species were created at
the beginning; others that only the basic kinds were created, and that all the varieties of cats (say)
C lions, pumas, housecats C have developed since creation or even since the Flood.*

Needless to say, young-earth creationists have viewed much of modern science with great
suspicion, some even claiming that science began to go wrong with Copernicus when the earth
was removed from the center of the universe.”> A number of young-earth creationists have
developed various forms of creation-science, most claiming that the geologic strata can be
explained by Noah's flood,*® some that quantum physics and relativity theory are wrong,”’” and
one at least that the whole universe is only a few light-years in diameter, billions of times smaller
than scientists think.*®

In less than two centuries a profound change has occurred in the relations between science and
evangelical Christianity. Early in the 19th century, most orthodox Christians viewed science as
on their side and atheists as profoundly anti-scientific (though atheists would have objected
strongly to this). Today, many evangelicals see science and atheism as on the same side against
Christianity, and atheists would heartily agree.

In this paper, we suggest this assessment is badly mistaken, partly because of errors by both
scientists and theologians. In the following sections let us look first at scientific problems for the
Blind-Watchmaker form of evolution, problems on which all varieties of evangelicals should be
able to agree. If these problems really exist, this information needs to be widely disseminated,
because it undermines the claims of secularists to be realists, and raise serious questions about
where secularism is taking society C questions which are also being raised from other quarters as
people consider what has been happening to our culture in recent years.”’
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Second, let us look at problems shared by both Blind-Watchmaker and theistic forms of
evolution, problems on which both young-earth and old-earth creationists should be able to
agree. If these problems were widely recognized, they could perhaps help theological liberals
see the weakness of their own position, and decrease the losses that continue to occur among
evangelicals, where doubts raised about biblical reliability still draw many young students into
various forms of theological liberalism.

Third we will look at some problems facing young-earth creationism, problems on which nearly
all geologists and astronomers agree. These problems constitute an enormous stumbling block to
Christian faith for those trained in the sciences, keeping many such people from seriously
considering the claims of Christ and the Bible.

Lastly, we will suggest that an old-earth creation alternative has substantial advantages over
other views on origins, even though it is not without its own problems.

Problems for ""Blind-Watchmaker'" Evolution

Origin of life. Darwin himself wrote little on the question of how life might have originated.
He did speculate that perhaps the necessary organic material could have self-assembled in a
warm pond somewhere.”

Another century of biochemistry has not gone much beyond this, except to call for a whole ocean
of organic "soup" formed by ultraviolet radiation and an atmosphere without oxygen. Even then,
a number of warm ponds would have been necessary (each with different chemical environments
and shielded from the sun) to concentrate the soup and form the various amino acids, sugars and
nucleic acids needed. These would later have to be carefully mixed in the right sequences,
proportions, concentrations and acidities to give the desired result.’’

The problem is that even the simplest life is not simple. The more we study the origin of life, the
more complex life seems to be. Carl Sagan calculated that the simplest form of bacteria has an
information content equivalent to one hundred million pages of the Encyclopaedia Britannica.*
For a Blind Watchmaker to build something of this sort purely by chance is like a tornado assem-
bling an airplane from a junk yard!*’

Knowing this, evolutionists have speculated that the first life was far simpler than anything
existing today C simple enough to have come together by chance. Such primeval life must then
have evolved into the more complex life detectable in the fossil record, meanwhile eating up all
traces of its ancestry.”* But attempts to estimate the complexity of the simplest possible life-
forms using computer simulations of self-reproducing automatons do not not suggest that these
would I31§we formed by chance in a universe that is only some billions of years old and as large as
ours is.

Yet imprints in rock strata have been found that look like fossils of simple algaes. Some of these
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appear to be older than three billion years, almost as soon as the earth would have cooled off
enough to support life!*® This leaves little time for life to have developed on earth, so some have
speculated that life was seeded on the earth from outside.”” In a Blind-Watchmaker scenario,
God is not available for this task, which must be left to spores drifting through space or their
descendants sending spaceships. Obviously this does not solve the problem of how that life got
started elsewhere, for which the universe does not appear to have the probabilistic resources.”®

The Darwinian Mechanism. Leaving aside this question, the main scientific attraction of
Darwin's proposal was his concept of natural selection working upon existing variety among
living things to produce better and better organisms. This can be pictured in such a way that it
appears to be obviously true, and several early readers of Origin of Species marvelled that no one
had noticed it before.

Clearly, much variety exists among living plants and animals C color, shape, wing-length, etc.

In a particular environment, some of these variations are more likely to survive or prosper than
others, and those with the favored variations will eventually come to dominate the population.
Thus Darwin (and his followers) felt that it was inevitable that any group of plants or animals
would improve in its ability to function in a given environment or become extinct. And since life
in the fossil record was once much simpler than now, all this complexity must have developed
naturally by the random formation of new varieties and the natural selection among these
varieties of those best suited to survive. How could such a simple model be wrong? And if not,
what do we need God for?

The analogy to breeding might well be faulty, however. It is not obvious that purposeless
selection is analogous to purposeful; that non-intelligent selection is analogous to intelligent; nor
that the former can produce limitless development just because the latter produces limited! And
the experience of plant and animal breeders has consistently shown that there are limits within
which a plant or animal can be changed. Dogs have been bred over the centuries which are as
small as cats or as large as ponies, but not as small as mice or as large as elephants. But perhaps
this is just a problem that the dog population does not contain the right mutations. Perhaps if we
had thousands or millions of years instead of hundreds, or if we artificially induced more muta-
tions, this could be overcome. Perhaps. But scientists have now worked for most of this century
breeding bacteria and fruit flies, both of which have far shorter reproduction times and thus many
more generations in just a few years. They have also greatly increased the speed of mutation by
exposing their specimens to radiation. Yet even so, they have found no tendency for these
organisms to keep changing indefinitely in a given direction, but rather barriers beyond which
change dg)ges not occur. There seem to be fixed limits beyond which the specimens cannot
function.

The same seems to be true in the fossil record. Although Darwinian theory would predict the
gradual accumulation of small changes as the source of all large differences among living things,
it has been known since before Darwin's time that the major life-forms appear in the fossil record
suddenly, without smooth transitions from previous forms. Darwin (and most evolutionists)
have explained this as due to gaps in the fossil record rather than lack of actual transitions.”” But
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as our knowledge of the fossil record has improved, these gaps have shown no tendency to go
away."! Sudden appearance of new forms is characteristic of the fossil record.

In the 1930s, a new version of evolution was developed (a synthesis with genetics, called the
"new synthesis" or "Neo-Darwinism") in which all important changes took place in small
isolated groups of a given organism.** Since these would be less likely to show up in the fossil
record, this was supposed to account for sudden appearances. In the 1970s, another model was
proposed (called "punctuated equilibria") to account for the fact that species of living things
typically show little evidence of change over their history, not only showing up suddenly in the
fossil record, but remaining about the same until the present or whenever they became extinct.”’
Although this latter model fits the fossil record better than the old Darwinism or the New
Synthesis, it is hard to fit with genetic models of how evolution should work!** These features in
the fossil record C sudden appearance and stability (or stasis) C are not what one would expect
from mutation and natural selection.

Attempts have been made to model mutation and natural selection by means of computer
simulations.” For example, a few letters of the alphabet or a given sentence are subjected to
random changes, either replacements or additions of other letters. Those results which spell
English words or make sense in English are retained as survivors; the rest are viewed as becom-
ing extinct. Here, too, the results are not favorable to the idea that Darwin's mechanism will
explain the diversity of present-day life. Instead, mutation tends to destroy meaning in the
information systems which serve as models for living things rather than creating new meanings
for natural selection to work on.*®

Design in Inanimate Nature. A third problem for the Blind-Watchmaker model of evolution
arises from the apparent evidence of design outside biology, which has become more obvious in
recent years.'” Physicists have noted that the four basic forces known to exist in nature are
delicately balanced so that life can exist. If the value of the various constants that mark the
strength of these forces were ever so slightly different than they are, life would not exist
anywhere in our universe. If gravity were slightly stronger or weaker, the universe would never
have formed stars or planets. If the strong nuclear force were slightly stronger, there would be no
hydrogen in the universe; if slightly weaker, nothing but hydrogen. Comparable problems arise
if the values of the electromagnetic force and the weak interaction were different.*®

The usual Blind-Watchmaker reaction to these problems is to deny that any sort of design or
Designer is involved here. It is admitted that if these (and many other) constants were not just
right, there would be no life in the universe. But if there were no life in the universe, we
wouldn't be here to observe the universe! So any universe with observers must have such
apparent design even if there is no Designer. This response is true, but only in the same sense
that if your mother and father had never met, you wouldn't be here, either! It is no explanation in
the scientific sense of providing an adequate cause for the phenomena observed.

In brief, the Blind-Watchmaker version of evolution suffers from the problem of explaining the
rise of organization: the inanimate universe looks much more orderly than one would ante-
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cedently expect; and the organized complexity and diversity of living things look more like life
is the result of a Designer than that it happened by chance, even chance working within the
constraints of natural selection.”’

Problems for Theistic Evolution

Let us turn to theistic evolution. But rather than beginning with its problems, let us note some of
its advantages.

Advantages over B-W Evolution. Theistic forms of evolution solve a huge problem facing
Blind-Watchmaker evolution. In a theistic model, there is a Mind behind the universe, designing
just the form of physical laws necessary to support life, so that a near-infinity of universes are
not necessary in order to hit on one that has the right stuff. The Designer also can guide the
course of physical events which actually take place in this universe so that life can arise and
diversify on a scale and within time-periods that would be impossible in a universe without
mind. This difference between Blind-Watchmaker evolution and theistic evolution is like that
between the time necessary for a typist to type "Now is the time for all good men to come to the
aid of their party" and waiting for a chimpanzee to do the same!™® Theistic evolution thus solves
the major problem that besets mindless universes in producing the kind of life that actually exists
in our own universe.

Shared problems with B-W Evolution. But theistic evolution has its own problems, and not all
of these relate to interpreting Genesis. As we mentioned under Blind-Watchmaker evolution, the
fossil record is characterized by gaps between all the major biological types. It is as though each
of the major kinds of plants and animals appeared on earth suddenly, rather than slowly
developing from the organisms that were there already. This is not what one would expect if
God were working only by guiding natural processes to produce the diversity of living things.

But perhaps God worked by producing quick transitions in the relevant plant or animal for each
of these gaps. If we postulate that God introduced just the right (say) 75 mutations in a reptile so
that its children would be birds,”' we could easily negotiate any chasm in the fossil record. Such
a model would be theistic all right, but would it be evolution? Jesus might easily have changed
water into wine by introducing a mere 75 "mutations" in the water molecules, but this would be
as much of a miracle as if he had annihilated some of the water molecules and created the
relevant molecules for wine in their place. Such a model is better labelled a form of old-earth
creationism rather than theistic evolution.

Of course, when we speak of these new plants or animals appearing "suddenly" in the fossil
record, we should not think the record is detailed enough to show that one day there were no
birds and the next day there were. The transition time might be many thousands of years. But
the lack of transitional fossils is still a serious problem for the idea that the change was merely a
guided sequence of natural events, not to mention the problem have having all the intermediates
be functional. To get (say) 75 mutations together in a population that is minuscule compared
with the whole reptile population, and to do this again and again for each of the major gaps in the
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biological classification scheme, is divine intervention of such a sort as makes Peter's finding the
coin in the fish's mouth seem trivial! No wonder Blind-Watchmaker evolutionists consider
theistic evolution a disguised form of creationism!**

In addition to this, the "shape" or "pattern" of the fossil record is wrong for both theistic and
Blind-Watchmaker evolution. According to both, evolution has proceeded by small changes
gradually producing big effects. In this sort of scheme, an organism ought first to diversify into
various varieties, which then diverge into species, then into the higher biological subdivisions
(genera, families, orders, classes and phyla), producing an expanding "cone" of diverse life. In
fact, virtually all the phyla appear suddenly at the Cambrian "explosion," and all future diversity
occurs within these basic body plans that showed up at that time.”

Problems for Bible-believing theistic evolutionists. Theistic evolutionists who do not accept
Scripture don't bother trying to harmonize with it. (But neither do they have any warrant for
calling upon its authority for knowledge about God and life.) But those theistic evolutionists
who do accept Scripture as reliable revelation from the Creator must also deal with problems the
Bible raises for their view.

For no-Adam theistic evolutionists, we must ask, "Are Genesis chapters 2-3 really only para-
bles?" How do we know this? The author tells us nothing that would indicate this. What
contextual clues indicate that this is the case? If our clues come from science rather than
Scripture, what are these clues and how do they show us that it is theistic evolution rather than
old-earth creation that is correct? How do we learn from either Scripture or science that there
never was a historic Adam? If there never was such an Adam, then the fall of humanity must
have taken place in a rather different way than pictured in the Genesis account. If this account is
strongly parabolic, why not the accounts regarding God's solution to human sin? Maybe the
materials about Jesus aren't historical either.”* You see the implications of this line of thinking.
We should examine our reasons for going this way very carefully before we set out.

For Adam theistic evolutionists, we ask, "Was Adam really a remodelled ape-man?" If so, why
didn't the Genesis account make this clearer? Surely, it would have been easy to say that Adam
was made from another animal, even if the first readers had no specific word for an ape. Why
does the author of Genesis 2 say that when God breathed into the nostrils of the first man, he
became a /iving being? Though the phrase is sometimes used to speak of the human soul, in the
context of Genesis 1-2 it is used for non-human sea life and land life, including the animals
named by Adam.” So according to Genesis 2, it wasn't until God breathed upon Adam that he
became a living (or breathing) being, not the sort of description that suggests Adam was
previously a living ape.

Theistic evolution thus faces some serious problems both scientifically and biblically.
Problems for Young-Earth Creation

The major problems facing the view that God created everything just a few thousand years ago
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are largely scientific. They can be grouped in two categories: evidence that the earth and
universe are much older than this, and problems facing the flood of Noah as an adequate
explanation for the geologic strata.

Evidence for an old earth. The first of these, and one of the easiest to understand, is the
evidence from astronomy that nearly all the visible universe is millions to billions of light-years
away from us, and therefore the time necessary for light to reach us from the most distant parts
of the universe is billions of years rather than thousands. If (1) these objects really are at the
distances they appear to be; if (2) light really does travel at 186,000 miles per second; and if (3)
the light rays really left the objects they image, then the universe (at least) is billions of years old.
Young-earth creationists have attacked each of these assumptions, but their arguments in each
case look like special pleading rather than trying to follow the evidence where it leads. For in-
stance, if we attempt to cram all the stars, galaxies, and quasars into a volume of a few thousand
light-years, we wind up with little, dinky stars that cannot hold themselves together or burn.”® If
we argue that the speed of light has changed drastically since creation, we find that all the people
and air on earth would have floated away from the planet even as recently as the times of the
early patriarchs.”’ If we argue that God created most of the light in the universe already nearly
here, and that it never really left the objects it pictures, we involve God in the creation of an
enormous amount of fictitious history.”®

The actual number of fossils in the earth's geologic strata is also much too large to suggest a
young earth. If we assume that most of these were laid down in a year by the flood, we wind up
with a situation in which organisms must have lived in piles many feet deep early in earth's
history!>

The most common method scientists use to date ancient rocks and fossils depends on the fact that
some atomic elements are unstable and tend to break up by ejecting pieces of their nuclei. These
radioactive decay events are not individually predictable, but statistically are very regular, with
one half of the mass of a given element decaying to its daughter product within an
experimentally known time we call the half-life. Elements with very short half-lives (thousands
or millions of years) are not found in nature except under circumstances where they appear to be
the product of the decay of some heavier, longer-lived element. Ages for rocks found this way
are (with the typical problems and exceptions found in all experimental work) regularly
consis6toent with a geologic history of the earth measured in billions rather than thousands of
years.

Likewise, we find buried in the earth or exposed at its surface large masses of igneous rock
which show themselves minerally to have once been in a molten state. The time necessary for
the larger of such masses to cool to their present temperatures is much longer than a few
thousand years.®!

Very strong evidence for an old earth is found in the correlation of several measurements which
give independent, cumulative witness to the age of various geological formations. For instance,
geologists now believe the earth's crust is composed of a number of "thin" plates which move



Origins: Science and Religion, page 10

around on top of the mantle, producing volcanoes and earthquakes. These plates are moving at
about one inch per year, and therefore would have moved only a fraction of a mile if the earth is
just a few thousand years old, but some thousands of miles for an old earth. The shapes of
various continents and details of their rock formations show us that these continents were once
together and have now moved thousands of miles apart. Young earth creationists thus have to
suppose that these continents were once moving miles per year to cover these distances, even
though direct measurements by satellites today give the one-inch result. And radioactive decay
ages in the igneous rock laid down where these plates are coming apart also fits the inch per year
speed. So does the increasing depth of sediment found as one moves away from these rifts. And
so does the direction and strength of magnetism left in the hardened igneous rocks so produced.
The Scriptural rule regarding the testimony of multiple witnesses should make Christians very
cautious about dismissing this evidence.*

More could be said.”® But in a quick sketch this should suffice to show that there really are
serious problems with the claim that the earth is only a few thousand years old and that biased,
anti-Christian scientists are just twisting the data to make the earth look older.

Inadequacy of flood geology. Flood geology is the name commonly given to the theory that
nearly all the geologic strata were laid down in the one-year flood of Noah's time rather than
over a period of millions or billions of years as most geologists claim.

If the earth really is young, there is the enormous problem of explaining why the earth is covered
with miles of rock which give every appearance of being hardened from once-soft sediments.
Where did all this sediment come from? Did God create it in place, with all its fossils, just to
mislead those who wouldn't believe His Word? Most Christians who have any familiarity with
geology are uneasy with the idea that animal bones, fossil clamshells and petrified wood never
were living things. Flood geology is an attempt to explain these phenomena more naturally
within a young-earth perspective. All these fossils really were living things, but they died and
were deposited in the sediments caused by Noah's flood.

Although flood geology often looks impressive to those untrained in geology, a large amount of
embarrassing data is available to show that it will not do what it promises C provide a natural
explanation for the earth's rock layers.

For one thing, small but significant parts of these layers are made up of types of rock which are
laid down by wind in desert areas rather than by water under the sea. It is hard to see how these
types of formations could have occurred in the midst of a worldwide flood covering all the high
hills, as flood geologists believe. Particularly when such strata are not just found in the topmost
layer of rock, where one might suppose some desert conditions as the waters receded, but also
buried under even thousands of feet of strata that according to flood geology were laid on top no
more than a few days later! The same could be said of river-type strata found throughout the
geologic column.**

The presence of fine layering in certain strata is another problem. There are a number of places
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in the world where there are thousands or even millions of layers consisting of pairs (or triplets)
of different types of rock, usually alternating clay-sand layers, or layers of different types of
salts. These are easily explained in traditional geology as annual deposits in bodies of water, the
clay-sand types as summer/winter deposits in temperate lakes and the salt types in tropical bays
where seawater almost completely evaporated each summer before new water washed in. But in
flood geology, we have only one year to form such structures, even ignoring what are often
thousands of feet of sediment both above and below such strata. In such a case, one must
postulate carefully coordinated waves bringing in fine silt from one direction and sand from
anoth665r and depositing it at the rate of one layer every few seconds over many square miles for a
year!

Such layers are not just plain, featureless grains of salt, silt or sand, either. In the tropical cases,
one finds birdnests, eggshells, feces and tracks that indicate the area was inhabited by seabirds
while the accumulation was going on, a pretty neat trick when the area was under hundreds of
feet of water! In the clay-sand cases, one layer will usually have much more pollen and
vegetable matter than the other, as we would expect for seasonal deposits on the bottom of a lake
that freezes over in winter, but not in a huge flood in which tidal waves are envisioned as
sloshing around great masses of sediment.

Not only do we have these features in the rock record, but we also have many examples which
show that the lower layers of sediment had hardened into rock before the upper layers were
added, not the sort of thing one would expect if everything was done in a one-year flood. There
are potholes with vertical sides, something that would never form in loose sediment, but quite
common in river bottoms where hard pebbles grind holes in softer (but solid) rock. There are
seashells that have been planed off by erosion, indicating that their lower parts were held firmly
by solid rock while the upper parts were eroding, rather than sitting in loose sediment where they
would merely have washed away.*®

This, too, is not a complete list of the troubles faced by flood geology:®’ but it is enough to show
that we cannot expect to help unbelieving geologists come to Christ by glibly repeating such
speculation as though it were the teaching of the Bible.

The Old-Earth Creation Alternative

We turn now to a third evangelical alternative for handling the biblical and scientific data
relating to origins. Though not without problems of its own, I believe something of this sort has
far more promise than either theistic evolution or young-earth creation for reconciling the data.

Advantages. The major advantage of some sort of old-earth creation is that it takes both the text
of the Bible and the "text" of nature seriously, that is, as inerrant and relatively straight-forward.
This is in contrast to theistic evolution, which tends to see the account of the creation of mankind
in Genesis 2 as parabolic (fictitious history), and in contrast to young-earth creation which tends
to see light from distant astronomical objects as telling us what they would have been doing if
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they had existed so long ago, also fictitious history.

The Bible provides us with warrant to see both Scripture and nature as God's revelation.
Theologians speak of nature as God's "general revelation" and of Scripture as his "special revela-
tion," basing their views on Psalm 19 ("The heavens declare the glory of God...") and Romans
1:20 and context (God's divine nature clearly seen through what has been made). Both revela-
tions are inerrant in the sense that God cannot lie. This does not mean that fallible human
interpreters cannot draw wrong conclusions from either, nor that at any point in history we will
know enough to be able to harmonize them correctly in all matters. It does mean that
harmonization is ultimately the right strategy, allowing for the range of speech figures which the
Bible can be shown to use elsewhere, and for the fact that humans (including theologians and
scientists) often jump to conclusions on the basis of inadequate data.

Problems. Any model which opts for harmonization is going to look like compromise and
needless complication to purists on either side who take their data "straight" and think their
opponents are ignorant or wicked. Harmonization, in fact, does typically produce more
complicated models than those constructed to be the simplest possible fitting only Scripture or
only nature. We should not be surprised at this. The same thing happens in biblical
interpretation when we attempt to harmonize parallel passages, or in science when we try to
reconcile data from two different disciplines. The Gospel accounts of the birth of Jesus, for
instance, each contain significant material not mentioned in the other. Both Matthew and Luke
have Jesus born of a Virgin in Bethlehem, but Matthew recounts the visit of the Magi and the
flight to Egypt, whereas Luke narrates the dedication at the temple and the return to Nazareth.
Liberal theologians delight to point out the "contradictions" here, but all are easily harmonized as
long as one does not require that either account be read in the simplest way possible.®®

Another problem young-earth creationists especially have with old-earth models is that such
models have death before the fall of Adam and Eve. Not human death, but plant and animal
death, as the fossil record is certainly a record of dead plants and animals. "This cannot be," they
say, "for it was in Adam that death entered the world." The passage usually cited, however, Rom
5:12-21, only specifically speaks of death coming upon mankind. It is not obvious that Paul
intends us to understand that plants and animals originally had eternal life. This may not be the
traditional understanding of the matter, but tradition has not always been right, either.

Conclusions

Priorities among evangelicals. It would be great if Christians could come to an agreement on
origins (particularly if it were the way God actually did it), thus presenting a united front to the
world we are trying to reach. But given the diversity of opinion among evangelicals on how to
relate the biblical and scientific data, it is unlikely this will happen. Certainly, the history of
Christianity in solving disagreements over baptism, worship, church government, future things,
pacifism, Bible versions, and tongues does not provide much encouragement here. I fear that
this disagreement, like those, will be with us until the Lord returns.
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Even so, it is desirable that we keep our eyes on the chief business for which Christ established
his church: to make disciples for Jesus and to teach them obedience to His commands.

We need to handle the origins question, like these others, in such a way as to attract people to the
Gospel rather than repelling them. But unbelievers can be repelled not only by divisions
between Christians, but also by the belief that Christianity is merely wishful thinking and not
intellectually honest.

In this regard, we need to do what we can to end the control militant secularists have over the
agenda regarding public discussion of origins. To hear most media presentations, one would
think that all Bible-believers are snake-handlers, and that only some sort of Blind-Watchmaker
evolution can be seriously considered science. We need to become sufficiently familiar with the
evidence and questions at issue that we can at least recommend scientifically sound materials to
those in our circles of influence. For example, we need to help others see that science already
has tools by which to recognize the presence of mind, and is not therefore at a total loss to detect
the activity of God in nature.®’

Those Christians who are convinced that the Bible teaches a young earth will want to defend this
in serving the Lord. Those of us who are convinced that this is not how God created, and that
young-earth creationism is a formidable stumbling block to many in coming to Christ, will want
people to realize that this is not the only Christian alternative. All of us should recognize that we
may be wrong in our views of origins and our interpretations of nature and Scripture, and we
should be open to evaluate both our own arguments and those of others. We must not let our
presuppositions so control us that we are not open to the actual evidence regarding origins.

One of Satan's best tactics in opposing the truth is confusion. We must not let him get away with
this by shifting back and forth on meanings of "evolution" and getting Christians to spend most
of their efforts attacking each other. Christians could agree on countering the Blind Watchmaker
approach, and we ought to devote a considerable fraction of our efforts in this direction, for the
sake of believers and unbelievers alike.”
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