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The Christian Doctrine of Creation has been the subject of controversy through
out the centuries as churchmen strove to bring the inflow of new knowledge and 
thinking into harmony with established religious thinking. At times these engage
ments have been violent, and to achieve resolution has been difficult —  because 
the most convincing conclusions deduced from carefully derived information 
would be regarded as unquestionably fallacious whenever they differed from ex
isting views of nature based on extreme biblical literalism.1

Nevertheless, the Doctrine of Creation has not only survived these engagements 
but has emerged with significantly greater vitality and meaning. So, as a result of 
this process of continuing argumentation and resolution, it can be said today, with 
a degree of satisfaction, that Christian theology has indeed evolved. It has pro
gressed from the interpretation of a "magic” view of natural data to large accom
modation of the recognized and respected disciplines of the physical and chemical 
sciences.

Actually, the age-of-the-earth controversy is one in a long series of major the
ological controversies. When stripped of all its irrelevancies, it is no more than an 
impasse between those who hold to a relatively inflexible age of about 6,000 years 
(calculated on the basis of biblical genealogies) and those who hold to a more 
flexible age of about 5 billion years (calculated on the basis of scientific study, re
search, methodology, and technology) .2 Unfortunately, then, the scientists who 
are Christians are the ones who frequently bear the brunt of the thrusts of church
men. It is at this juncture that the polemic gets vigorous, heated, and schismatic; 
and, tragically, the debate becomes a conflict between Christians.

But many changes in thinking have come to pass —  largely by the erosion of 
insupportable theological arguments for the young-earth view, and by the presen
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tation of convincing, solid, irrefutable scientific information. The Doctrine of 
Creation will indeed survive the controversy — but with yet greater scope and 
strength of meaning and with accommodation for and acceptance of the earth’s 
age in harmony with continuing scientific investigation and observation.

The discussion that follows —  on the Doctrine of Creation and its relation to 
the physical sciences that bear on the age of the earth — is based on the historical 
fact that Christian theology (man’s fallible intellectualized ideas about God) is 
continually changing and emerging. No one can stay this process.

Man — who is fallible, not superhuman or omniscient —  does not possess an 
absolute mandate from God to determine which theological doctrines will or will 
not change. Therefore, man must accept the principle that any one tenet is subject 
to change:

Man’s understanding of God’s truth is progressive. "The path of the just is as the shining 
light, that shineth more and more unto the perfect day.’’ . . . W e surely should know more 
of God’s will and purpose than did righteous men of earlier ages. And in days to come we 
should rightly expect further unfolding of Bible truth.

While we accept the Bible and the Bible only as our rule of faith and practice, we clearly 
recognize that we do not understand perfectly all truth which God would have His children 
know today.8

A thoughtful person will undoubtedly concur with Bernard Ramm’s observation:

Evangelical Christianity of today owes to science a great debt in setting us free from the 
superstitious, the magical, the animistic, and the grotesque and has helped in the purifica
tion of our theology, our exegesis, and our spiritual life. Whoever doubts this . . . has not 
made himself acquainted with the history of these matters.4

Alfred North Whitehead likewise observed:

Theology itself exhibits exactly the same character of gradual development, arising from an 
aspect of conflict between its own proper ideas. This fact is a commonplace to theologians, 
but is often obscured in the stress of controversy.5

And Wernher von Braun also contributed to these thoughts when he wrote 
that he believes with all his heart that religion, like science, is growing and 
changing in the light of further revelations by God —  adding that he knew of no 
comment Christ ever made on scientific work, yet Christ said, "Y e shall know the 
truth, and the truth shall make you free’’ (John 8 :3 2 ). Von Braun concluded his 
statement by expressing the belief that were Christ among us today he would en
courage scientific research as modern man’s most noble striving to comprehend 
and admire his Father’s handiwork.6

That theology can and must advance in harmony with the advances in under
standing the physical world seems implied in a statement by Raymond F. Cottrell 
that beyond the elementary knowledge of the Bible, which anyone with a sincere 
intent can understand, there is "an almost infinite revelation o f  truth suffcient in
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scope and depth to tax even the greatest o f  intellects fo r  a lifetim e" (emphasis 
supplied) ?

II

Langdon Gilkey alludes to the tensions between theology and science as fol
lows:

In the recent theological past, the massive influence of science on the character and status of 
theological talk has hardly been a popular point to emphasize. Theology has barely been 
prepared to admit the influence of philosophy on its understanding of religious truths, much 
less that of science. . . . The most important change in the understanding of religious truth 
in the last centuries —  a change that still dominates our thought today —  has been caused 
more by the work of science than by any other factor, religious or cultural.8

These tensions, forerunners of doctrinal change, can be understood better if a few 
49 examples of typical fundamentalist thrusts at scientists and the new conserva

tives are set forth, along with their targets’ reactions.9
"The Bible never contradicts (true science!  " This dictum is used by many to 

counter scientific evidence threatening their opposing views on a subject. It is a 
paradoxical position, for churchmen accept similarly reliable methods of scien
tific research and technology in other areas, such as nutrition, medicine, commu
nication, and transportation. Carried to its ultimate, the expression true science 
implies that scientists practice fa lse  science —  which, in the words of Ramm, 
makes the statement "a pious dictum in need of severe qualification.”10

"Scientists keep  changing their minds." This charge is used to cast doubt on 
scientists tentative and changing views within the normal process of their scien
tific methodology. Wernher von Braun reasserted scientific method when he wrote 
that a scientist who discovers a new bit of knowledge does not tear down his 
model of reality, but merely changes it to agree with a new set of experiences. By 
so doing, the scientist admits he has no claim on ultimate truth. His laws are sim
ply observations of reality.11

"The data are not all in." When churchmen use this dictum, it is intended to 
delay laymen in arriving at conclusions that may be in favor of the scientists. They 
do not understand that the scientific methodology does not produce absolutes; 
hence all of the data are never in. Scientific progress is dependenbon hypotheses, 
theories, probabilities, and so on. If we had waited for all the data —  we would 
not have reached the moon; we would not have submitted to recent surgery; and 
we would not have come to believe in God. It is doubtful that churchmen would 
approve a delay in arriving at a belief in God until all the data on him are in.

"Science has not interpreted the evidence correctly." Some make this accusation 
when their literal scientific interpretations of the Bible do not square with the
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findings of the sciences. Even though the Bible is infallible, they seem to forget 
that an infallible Bible does not assure that the method of interpretation is prop
er —  nor that the interpreter is infallible (an impossibility even though the in
terpreter is under inspiration). If one doubts this statement, then one raises the 
inspired interpreter to a perfection that was in Christ alone. If churchmen were 
as well grounded in hermeneutics as scientists are grounded in scientific meth
odology, churchmen would find little fault with scientific conclusions.12

"Scientific age-dating m ethods are unreliable:' This accusation is groundless 
within the state-of-the-art of scientific methodology and understanding. Often 
arguments against these methods are made by utilizing examples of dating meth
ods which vary widely, but without mentioning those which are more sophisti
cated and accurate. Scientists remind churchmen that there are many new and 
highly developed techniques in age dating that can be utilized in combination to 
corroborate findings within a credible time-span.1,1

"An old-earth age destroys the biblical day o f  rest concept." I believe that 
Moses’ inspired motive for recording Genesis was most probably religious, not 
scientific; that his method was mythological, not literal; and that one of his pri
mary concerns in recording the Creative Event was to take into consideration the 
Sabbath that already existed when he wrote. As I have used "mythological," it 
does not mean fantasy but religious truth. As Gilkey states:

W e can say that creation is "like” some process or event in our experience, only if at the 
same time we assert the deep way in which it is "unlike” that process. Thus because what 
God is and does transcends the finite experience with which we are familiar, all theological 
ideas must use symbols or analogies, [which] we shall. . . call "myths,” to describe God 
and His acts.14
Paradoxically, a myth can only be true as a religious affirmation, if it is untrue as a literal de
scription of fact. As literal truths, myths are "prescientific,” and must be discarded —  but it 
is precisely at this point that they have no relevance for religion.15

Whether a person accepts the religious meaning of Genesis via the literal or the 
mythological method, or in combination, the message of salvation is the same in 
both —  the age of the earth does not pertain to the biblical day of rest. It is con
sidered relevant only by those who use the young-earth age for circular reasoning 
in support of the theologies they have developed. That is, a young earth will 
counter the evolution theory, support a literal understanding of the Genesis cre
ation narrative, and support the Sabbath as derived literally from the Genesis 
narrative. This type of circular reasoning is really a religious syndrome, each ele
ment being used to support the overall theology —  when actually the age of the 
earth, the evolution theory, and the Sabbath can and should stand on their own 
merits.16

"An old-earth age will support the evolution t h e o r y This charge —  used by

s p e c t r u m  1 9 7 4

50



some (in circular reasoning again) to get support from laymen who have been 
indoctrinated with the theory that man ascended from "brutes" —  is an "abhor
rent notion a young earth would rule out. If those who use this charge would 
read, try to understand, and utilize the data being made available by paleontolo
gists on discontinuities in the fossil records, they would have a more credible de
fense against the evolution theory, and still would be able to accept the old-earth 
age.

The foregoing examples, indicative of the harsh nature of the controversy, 
cause one to wonder what brought about such thrusts and exchanges. Generally, 
these attitudes have their roots in fundamentalism per se. And, not surprisingly, 
fundamentalism has borne the brunt of many unkind thrusts, such as the label "a 
religious phenomenon, a queer doctrine," and the like —  several church or
ganizations being the targets.17

Fundamentalism as a religious entity was born about a hundred years ago —  
although germination started about four hundred years before that, in orthodoxy 
as a countermovement against the then-modern science of Copernicus and Gali
leo. Later, fundamentalism moved against liberalism, which was then adopting 
literary and historical biblical criticism, leaning toward scientism, and accepting 
the new geology. These and other "extreme heresies" were so threatening and 
alarming that the ultraconservative wing of orthodoxy took every means to op
pose them.

Among other things, this opposition assumed a form of crass literalism in bib
lical interpretation. With the resulting development of a myriad of detailed doc
trines necessary to counter each real and imagined threat, eventually almost all 
flexibility in religious thinking was crowded out. This swing toward the extreme 
right brought about theological positions aptly described by Ramm thus: "It is 
possible not only to have slack theological views, but to have views far more rigid 
than Scripture itself."

Extreme literalism overlooked much biblical truth conveyed symbolically, para- 
bolically, typically, poetically, and so on. Since fundamentalism of that era had no 
understanding of modern hermeneutics, and deliberately avoided early concepts 
of hermeneutics, its interpretations took strange positions. The same biblical pas- 
sages, for example, might be interpreted literally in one fundamentalist church 
and allegorically in another with no clear justification for their differences 
other than to keep interpretation in line with and in support of theologies each 
had previously developed.

It can be understood, therefore, why fundamentalism has always been irritated 
with science. But, says Ramm —
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Hyperorthodoxy [fundamentalism] does not believe its platform "to the hilt.” . . .  It is 
willing to retain faith in the Bible no matter what the scientists say. But would it really be
lieve the Bible if at every point the Bible and science conflicted ? If the differences between 
the sciences and the Bible were to grow to a very large number and were of the most serious 
nature, would it retain faith in Scripture? True, we may believe some of the Bible "in spite 
of" science, but certainly the situation would change if we believed all of the Bible in spite 
of science. That is to say, the hyperorthodox have made a virtue of disagreeing with science, 
and have not set any sort of limits as to how serious the divergences with science may go be
fore they must rethink their position. Their guiding principle cannot be extended without 
making their entire position indefensible or simply absurd.18

Many young thinkers of today’s intellectual age are asking penetrating ques
tions on scientific and theological issues, seeking credible answers, and perceiving 
reasons to believe that fundamentalists can reconcile their thinking with that of 
the scientists without changing the essence of their salvation theology. Could it be 
that these thoughtful Christians —  who might be called the "new conservatives" 
—  may contribute to sounder thinking and stronger faith within Christianity as 
well as to improving relationships and witnessing effectively outside Christianity ?

I ll

The biblical Doctrine of Creation is surely one of the most profound religious 
concepts in Christendom, and in it should be found a solution to the age-of-the- 
earth controversy. With this possibility in mind, I will mention briefly several 
major aspects bearing on such a solution.

AGE-DATING PROBLEMS IN GENEALOGICAL TIM E

The 6,000-year age-of-the-earth theory is arrived at by summing up biblical 
genealogies that in themselves present many obvious and subtle problems. To ar
rive at a credible earth-age by this method, one has to determine, first of all, if the 
Genesis narrative is so structured that the method can be utilized. This means 
that, for dating purposes only, the narrative must:

1 /  Evidence unquestioned and continuous family trees;
2 /  Be capable of being understood in terms of today;
3 /  Fit into established historical dates and events; and
4 /  Contain no mythological numbering systems that cannot be explained satisfactorily.

If any one of the foregoing criteria are lacking, the genealogical method of cal
culating the earth’s age cannot be considered of scientific value. Some of the vast 
number of problems involved in this method of age dating are indicated in a few 
representative examples in subsections 1,2, and 3.
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1 /  BIBLICAL LITERALISM  PROBLEM S

Sarna points out:

The literalist [extreme] approach to Scripture cannot stand the test of critical scholarly ex
amination. Literalism involves a fundamental misconception of the mental processes of bib
lical man and ignorance of his modes of self-expression. It thus misrepresents the purport of 
the narrative, obscures the meaningful and enduring in it, and destroys its relevancy. At the 
same time, literalism must of necessity become the victim of hopeless inconsistency.19

This "inconsistency” is very real and can be seen in two examples. One position is 
that "we take the Bible in its entirety, believing it not merely contains [emphasis 
in text] the word of God, but is [emphasis in text] the word of God.” In a fol
lowing sentence from the same source, another affirmation revealing a decided 
departure from the "contains” and "is” concept reads: "Its [the Bible’s] truths, 
revealed, are 'given by inspiration of God,’ . . .  yet are couched  [my emphasis] in 
the words of men.”20

Biblical writers often had more profound thoughts in mind than those which 
seem "most natural” to the eyes and thinking of the late twentieth-century reader. 
There is profound and wise counsel in Cottrell’s words when he cautions, "W e 
shall give each [Bible] writer an opportunity to tell us what he means, by what he 
wrote,” and adds, "W e are all prone, perhaps more often than we realize, to read 
our own preconceived opinions into the words of Holy Writ, unaware, betimes, 
that the inspired writer never intended to say what we construe his words to 
mean.”21 The serious student of theology is keenly aware that to understand dif
ficult passages of Scripture often requires more than the approach of the literal 
method. He frequently requires the ultimate in the art and science of hermeneutics 
to penetrate and understand their messages.

To return to the main line of thought: There is the question as to whether the 
biblical numbers in the patriarchal and tribal periods are intended to be schema
tized and rhetorical, rather than literal. Experts say a close study of the year num
bers reveals a combination of the sexagesimal (sixty-based) system that prevailed 
in Mesopotamia with the decimal system used in Egypt, with the occasional addi
tion of the sacred number seven.

In response to my inquiries on the extent of literal and mythological biblical 
interpretation methods used throughout Hebrew history, two noted Hebrew pro
fessors and authors provided interesting information.

According to Heschel, the literal understanding of Genesis extends into an
tiquity, and (probably surprising to many) the mythological meaning is not 
something new, for it can be traced back into ancient history to the Hellenistic 
times.22

Sarna indicated that the literal approach to Genesis was certainly held by many
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Hebrews in the past and still finds adherents in some orthodox circles.23 On the 
other hand, he observed, there is evidence of a nonliteral interpretation quite 
early in the history of Hebrew exegesis. The question of whether the narrative 
was taken literally in biblical times, he noted, is very complicated, because it in
volves a detailed examination of the thought processes of biblical man and his 
manner of self-expression. Perhaps the most important observation Sarna made, 
and probably a provocative one, is that the distinction between literal and non
literal interpretation is a Western notion and not entirely applicable to biblical 
culture.

Despite all this, it appears that the centuries-old methods of literal and myth
ological interpretations offer no problems in presenting the religious views of 
the Bible, but that neither one holds any potential for arriving at a credible age of 
the earth —  simply because of the vagaries of literalism and the inherent content 
and structure of mythology.

2/ HISTORICAL PROBLEM S

In discussing the problems of biblical genealogies of the patriarchal period, 
Sarna says: "It is one thing to speak of the Patriarchal Age, quite another to de
termine the exact period into which it fits. No external sources have as yet been 
uncovered that refer by name to any of the patriarchs or to any personages asso
ciated with them. Without such synchronistic controls, we have solely the biblical 
data to fall back on, and here, unfortunately, the problems are thoroughly com
plex."

He makes the well-known point that the length of the time covered by the 
patriarchal period can be calculated very simply, but adds that complications 
arise when it is attempted to fit this period into the framework of history. He then 
states that calculations according to years and according to generations cannot be 
satisfactorily resolved. "In other words," he continues, "the patriarchal chronol
ogies constitute paradigmatic, rather than pragmatic, history."24

Commenting on the tribal period, Sarna identifies several genealogical prob
lems, one being "the census taken one year after the Exodus shows that in three 
generations Manasseh had grown from a single individual to a tribe that could 
count 32,200 males over the age of twenty."25

Another author, Henricus Renckens, commenting on the age of the earth, says 
that it is no longer possible to suppose the existence of a connecting thread be
tween Israel and the events of the creation. He says further, " I f  there is one idea 
to which we must say goodbye once and for all, it is that of the traditional period 
of four thousand years between Adam and Christ."26

At this point it is interesting to note an indication of evolving theology in one
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recent seven-year span. A Bible commentary published in 1953, in discussing the 
earth’s age, states: "The figure 6,000 is undoubtedly a rough approximation of 
the time from creation, as based on the Hebrew patriarchal chronology, to the 
present century."27

And a Bible dictionary published by the same church in I960 avoids the age
dating controversy and makes this forthright statement:

The Scriptures nowhere give us the total number of years from Creation to the Flood, from 
the Flood to the Exodus, or, for that matter, for the series of kings. The totals must be 
arrived at by the interpretation of the various figures given in the text. That is why this dic
tionary, although it holds to the accuracy of the account of Creation as given in Genesis, 
and to the substantial accuracy of whatever chronological data are furnished, does not pre
sume dogmatically to set forth the exact date of the creation of the earth.28

A close reading of the foregoing quotations is interesting in three major re
spects :

First, the Bible commentary placed an approximate age of 6,000 years on the 
earth, and the Bible dictionary (published seven years later) saw fit to avoid plac
ing an "exact" age on the earth, for the reasons given.

Second, this suggests to me that the contributors to the dictionary were aware 
of major problems in attempting to arrive at a theological age of the earth or they 
would have given an approximate age to parallel that of the commentary, even 
though they could not arrive at an "exact" age.

Third, this church does have a dogmatic age of the earth of about 6,000 years 
placed on it by one of its revered founders —  which was unexplainedly omitted.

I believe the preceding indicates that there are many, and probably insur
mountable, problems in attempting to date the earth on strictly biblical data, 
and that there is evidence of retreat from the once vigorous stand of the young- 
earth adherents.

3 /  THEOLOGICAL PROBLEMS

The Bible provides man information about God, Christ, and himself. Also it 
provides information on mankind’s origin, redemption, and destiny. "[T h e  Bi
ble] was not given to acquaint us," in the words of Cottrell, "with such things as 
the facts of secular history or the natural world, except to the extent that these 
subordinate incidental facts are essential to its primary purpose [emphasis sup
plied]." In my opinion, the "incidental facts" are the thought vehicles that com
municate the "primary purpose" and are essential from this viewpoint only.

Cottrell continues:

The Bible was never intended for use as a textbook on such subjects as history, botany, zo- 
ology, geology, or astronomy. But it is an impressive fact that Bible statements in these areas 
subsidiary to its principal purpose, w hen  rightly  un dersto od, are in full accord with data
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derived directly from observation an d  e x p e rien ce  —  in striking contrast with all other writ
ings from the era in which the Bible was written [emphasis supplied] . 29

Moses wrote for the Israelites in the terms which they could understand, and his 
writings must be understood from this viewpoint, if one can manage to get with
in their frame of reference.

AGE-DATING PROBLEMS IN GEOLOGIC TIME

Early methods of age-dating the earth hinged on determining the time rates 
for the cooling of the earth, the accumulation of sediment, and the salting of the 
oceans. Obviously these methods were crude; but on the basis of a steady process 
and perceptive observations, credible estimates of one to several billion years 
were reached.

In 1896 radioactivity dating became a possibility; and by 1910, analysis of 
minerals containing uranium showed the earth to be extremely old. Inaccuracies 
were prevalent then because only a few rare and unusually rich radioactive min
erals contained enough of the products of radioactivity decay (radiogenics) to 
allow analysis of their age by the crude methods available at that time. Around 
1940 the mass spectrometer was perfected, and from then on progress in measur
ing geologic time was swift. By 1955, many fundamental studies needed for 
measuring the age of very old substances had been completed. These basic meas
uring techniques are given in the table shown.30

Radioactive nuclei decay at constant rates regardless of temperature, pressure, 
chemical combination, or physical state, thereby contributing to a high degree of 
age-dating reliability. However, there is a certain error associated with every 
isotopic analysis, and a calculation is meaningful only when the radiogenic com
ponent is large compared with the error in the measurement of isotopic abundance. 
Measuring strontium isotope abundance by the use of the best mass spectrometers 
now available is accomplished with "absolute accuracy" to within a few tenths of 
1 percent. In practice, one can trust a calculated age for a specimen only when the 
Sr-87 is as little as about 5 percent radiogenic. The results do not mean much 
when only 1 or 2 percent are radiogenic.

As of 1971, the earth's age has been calculated to be 3.5 x 109 years by K-40;
6.6 x 109 years by U-235; and 4.6 x 109 by meteorite-lead radioactivity (the most 
acceptable) .31 These values were determined by the latest state-of-the-art tech
niques, and they are subject to some error. It should be obvious, however, that by 
no stretch of the imagination can they be discounted down to the 6,000-year the
ological age of the earth to which many hold.

When confronted with the reasonably reliable data given above, some would 
say that they do not doubt the validity of the data, but that they believe God could

s p e c t r u m  1 9 7 4

56



have created this matter 6,000 years ago with the age characteristics built in to 
make the earth look older. This argument has no merit, and it indicates theologi
cal immaturity. Man’s study of God’s handiwork would be precluded, because 
man could not distinguish between "real’’ and "illusory’’ facts. Such a manipula
tion would amount to deception —  an attribute foreign to the character of God.

IV

The Bible opens with the words "In the beginning God created’’ —  an affirma
tion of a religious faith so profound that it is beyond total human comprehension. 
Yet Moses, under inspiration of God, was able to record for his people, and for 
all mankind, a narrative about The Creation in words anyone can understand. It 
can be said without qualification that the Genesis narrative loses none o f  its ever
lasting importance fo r  salvation when it is read and understood in its genuine 
literal sense.

But beyond this elementary knowledge that even a child can comprehend, as 
pointed out previously, there is an almost infinite revelation of meaning and truth 
sufficient in scope and depth to tax even the greatest intellects for a lifetime. The 
existence of this reservoir of untapped revelation is acknowledged by all churches 
—  but often they do little to reveal it, for fear their own theologies will be upset. 
Carl F. H. Henry stated:

An evangelical who erodes all his energies contending for the inerrancy of the Bible and 
neglects to unsheaf its revelational content has, to be sure, a warped sense of evangelical 
duty.82

For the purpose of reconciling adverse attitudes and the sciences, a proper place 
to start using the revelational content of the Bible is with the Doctrine of Creation. 

New conservatives have determined to their satisfaction that, to biblical man —

1 /  The idea of creation was primarily a relationship with God —  not an event;
2 /  The narrative of creation, therefore, is religious —  not scientific;
3 /  The biblical account of creation concerns the "why” —  not the "how” ; and
4 /  In the idea of creation is the answer to the religious question —  what is the meaning of
man’s life and what is man’s destiny?

As Gilkey says:

The idea of creation was a "religious” rather than a scientific or metaphysical idea, because 
it provided an answer to one of the fundamental religious questions of man’s life, namely, 
the question of the ultimate meaning of his life as a contingent, temporal being set in the 
wider context of nature and of history.33

Creation’s deeper meaning is to be understood in terms of divine purpose, not in 
the simplistic literal terms of its conveyance. As Gilkey comments further, if we
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are to understand why it happened, we may have to relinquish an explanation of 
how  it happened —  and indeed to transcend this notion. For a dimension of mys
tery must be left beyond our structural understanding if freedom is to be a real 
factor in our human life.34

With this view of The Creation, the new conservatives have complete freedom 
for scientific investigation without fear of clashes with their personal religion, al
though clashes with institutional religion may continue. And what is most im
portant is that this view is not an artificial device formulated to enable others to 
"get along with" the sciences —  it is the most likely view biblical man had of The 
Creation.

Traditional biblical literalists run into trouble when trying to reconcile their 
theological views with cosmological views on "time." For them "In the beginning 
God created" often means a full-blown permanent creation that does not square 
with the creation that contemporary sciences observe. God created not only at the 
beginning of time, but also in time. A basic problem for theologians is to express 
the relation o f  eternity to time, to creation, without losing touch with reality in 
the natural world. This cannot be done from a literalist point of view, but must be 
accomplished mythologically. As we have seen, a myth in theology is a secular 
narrative about a transcendent God; it sets forth a theological truth, not fantasy, 
and it speaks of eternity in the language of time.

An acceptable Doctrine of Creation is, first of all, just a doctrine —  a fallible, 
intellectualized principle taught by its adherents —  and no different structurally 
from other principles, whether they be social, political, economic, or scientific.
But, a doctrine must present a theology about God that makes religious, philo
sophical, and mythological sense, or it has little value. As I have attempted to 
point out, literalism’s theology does not adequately meet these requirements. It 
should be rethought and restated, therefore, to harmonize with theological con
cepts and observable facts.

Three Doctrine of Creation statements follow to help put into perspective the 
points previously made.

1/ A modern Hebrew expression of the Doctrine of Creation, in the words of 
Sarna, reads:

The Bible opens with the account of Creation, not so much because its primary purpose is to 
describe the process of cosmogony, nor because its chief concern is with the nature of the 
physical world or the origin and constitution of matter. Genesis is but a prologue to the his
torical drama that unfolds itself in the ensuing pages of the Bible. It proclaims, loudly and 
unambiguously, the absolute subordination of all creation to the supreme Creator who thus 
can make use of the forces of nature to fulfill His mighty deeds in history. It asserts un
equivocally that the basic truth of all history is that the world is under the undivided and 
inescapable sovereignty of God.35
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2/ A Protestant fundamentalist expression of the Doctrine of Creation reads:

The word "creation” in its broadest sense implies the formation by the Creator, or God 
Himself, of the universe, including our world and all living things in it. However, the Cre
ation narrative (Genesis 1 and 2) is concerned primarily with the bringing into existence of 
this earth, the sun, the planets, and the living creatures found on the earth.36

3/ Langdon Gilkey’s Protestant expression of the Doctrine of Creation is one 
of the most meaningful I have seen. Because it is typical of the new conservative’s 
point of view, I present it in its entirety:

The Christian doctrine of creation, therefore, expresses in theoretical language those positive 
religious affirmations which biblical faith in God makes in response to the mystery of the 
meaning and destiny of our creaturely finitude. These affirmations are: 1) That the world 
has come to be from the transcendent holiness and power of God, who because He is the 
ultimate origin is the ultimate Ruler of all created things. 2) That because of God’s creative 
and ruling power our finite life and the events in which we live have, despite their bewilder
ing mystery and their frequently tragic character, a meaning, a purpose, and a destiny be
yond any immediate and apparent futility. 3) That man’s life, and therefore my life, is not 
my own to "do with” merely as I please, but is claimed for —  because it is upheld and 
guided by —  a power and a will beyond my will. This is what the Christian means when he 
says, "I believe in God the Father Almighty, Maker of heaven and earth.” This is what the 
idea of creatio e x  nihilo  is essentially "about.”37

It can be said with a high degree of confidence that, under the pressures of the 
sciences in this century, the Doctrine of Creation has been given more attention 
and has been involved in more controversies among the fundamentalist type of 
churches than any other biblical doctrine. My purpose has been to point out this 
fact and to suggest some solutions to the problems associated with biblical literal
ism in the Genesis area where the fundamentalist type of churchmen attempt to 
make the Bible speak scientifically.

V

How does the thrust of this essay involve the Seventh-day Adventist church ? 
Special remarks on the application of the material to Adventist theology are not 
necessary here —  except for one critical view of this church’s attitude toward one 
aspect of the Ellen G. White writings, but not the writings as such. I have the 
highest respect for Ellen White —  the person, the woman of God —  and her sec
ular and spiritual counsel, a treasury of hope and inspiration without equal. It is 
the implementation of her insight and counsel that causes me concern.

(It is encouraging to know that a Biblical Research Committee has been set up 
by the Seventh-day Adventist church to concentrate on principles of biblical in
terpretation.38 Through its several subcommittees, including a Bible-Science sub
committee, the Research Committee is maintaining a continuous program of in
vestigation and enunciation. Since Adventists find their authority in the Bible, it
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is to  be h o p ed  th a t m u ch  w o rk  w ill be d o n e  in th e  field o f  h e rm en eu tics  to  re so lv e  

m an y  p ro b lem s in b ib lical in te rp re ta tio n . I f  th is is d o n e  p ro p e rly , sou nd  an d  co n 

sisten t in te rp re ta tio n  o f  E lle n  G . W h ite  m ay  also  be fo r th c o m in g .)

A  p rim a ry  o b sta cle  to  A d v e n tist a cce p ta n ce  o f  th e  o ld -e a rth  a g e  is fo u n d  in th e  

sta te m e n ts  o f  M rs. W h ite  in w h ich  e ig h teen  tim es she uses th e  exp re ssio n  " s ix  

th o u san d  y e a rs"  as th e a g e  o f  th e  e arth . S om etim es she m od ifies it, say in g  "n e a rly  

six  th o u san d  y e a rs"  or "a b o u t six  th o u san d  y e a rs ."  T h e n  th e re  a re  fo u rte e n  p laces  

w h e re  she m en tio n s th e  span  o f  " f o u r  th o u san d  y e a rs"  s tre tch in g  fro m  cre a tio n  to  

th e  tim e o f  C h rist.

T h e  v a lu e  o f  th ese  th e o lo g ica l exp ressio n s as h isto rica l fa c ts  ( i f  in th is co n te x t  

th ey  can  be used a t a l l )  m u st be based  on an  in fa llib le  re lig io u s d e riv a tio n . E llen  

W h ite  h as said , h o w e v e r: " I n  re g a rd  to  in fa llib ility , I h av e  n ever c la im e d  it ; G o d  

a lo n e  is in fa l l ib le ." 39

T h is  fo r th r ig h t d iscla im e r sh ould  end th e  m a tte r . B u t th e  ch u rch  h esita tes  to  

a cce p t it.

T h e  ch u rch  reaso n s th a t M rs. W h ite  w as h u m an  and co u ld  m ak e  m istak es, b u t 

she co u ld  n o t be co n sid ered  unreliable in th e  m essag es she b ro u g h t fro m  G o d . 

T h is  s tra n g e  re a so n in g  th a t eq u ates reliability w ith  infallibility in th e o lo g ica l  

m a tte rs  is difficult to  co m p re h e n d , fo r  th e re  is a sh ad e o f  m e a n in g  d iffe re n tia tin g  

th e  tw o  w o rd s. O n e  can  rig h tly  be re lia b le  an d  tru stw o rth y , yet th is d oes n o t  

m e a n  th a t  th e  re lia b le  p erso n  is an in fa llib le  p erson .

It is o n e  th in g  to  b estow  resp ect an d  h o n o r on  M rs. W h ite  as a p ro p h e t, but 

q u ite  so m e th in g  else to  v e n e ra te  h er as an in fa llib le  p ro p h e t by a p loy  w ith  w o rd s  

c o n tra ry  to  h er fo r th r ig h t s ta te m e n t d en yin g  in fallib ility . T h is  kind o f  ch u rch  

th e o lo g y  is a d isserv ice  to  h er.

W h a t  is m o st d isco n ce rtin g  g e n e ra lly  a b o u t this w h o le  m a tte r  is th e  c h u rc h ’s 

im p licit an d  e x p lic it cla im s th a t M rs. W h ite  w as ab le  to  c o m m u n ica te  G o d ’s m e s

sag es w ith  ab so lu te  fidelity in m o rta l m a n ’s sin fu l s tate . Such cla im s e le v a te  h er  

to  th e  p e rfe ctio n  th a t is on ly  in C h rist. E ven  p ro p h e ts  o f  o ld , an d  u n d er in sp ira 

tio n , h ad  difficulty u n d e rsta n d in g  G o d  a t tim es. In fa llib ility  u n d er any n a m e  —  

w h e th e r w e  su b stitu te  w o rd s like tru stw o rth in e ss , in e rra n cy , re liab ility , o r w h a t

ev er, to  im ply  in fallib ility  —  is im p ossib le  w ith  m o rta l m a n , even  u n d e r in sp ira 

tio n . T h a t  m a n  in sin d oes n o t h av e  p u re  eyes to  see th e  tru th  o f  G o d  as it is, an d  

so c re a te s  th e o lo g ie s  th a t a re  fu ll o f  e rro r , is a re m in d e r fro m  E m il B ru n n e r .40

T h e r e  is n o  q u estion  ab o u t M rs. W h i t e ’s b ein g  m o st resp ected  an d  a h ig h  a u 

th o rity  in h e r ca llin g . B u t h e r a u th o rity  (a s  any a u th o rity )  h ad  its lim ita tio n s, 

b ein g  su b ject as it w as to  e x te rn a l influences an d  s ta te -o f-th e -re lig io u s-th o u g h t o f  

th e  p erio d . A u th o ritie s  d o  n o t alw ays a rr iv e  a t u ltim a te  ju d g m en ts , an d  q uite  

o fte n  th ey  re tre n ch  and b egin  a g a in  w ith  n ew  d a ta .
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Mrs. W hite’s statements on the age of the earth were most authoritative for 
her time and her religious persuasion. It is no discredit to her that she accepted, 
along with other authorities of her day, the age of the earth as calculated genea
logically by Archbishop James Ussher. But to perpetuate her early scientific con
notations on this issue —  in view of her disclaimer to infallibility and in view of 
modern knowledge of the earth and the universe —  is to do her and her church a 
tragic injustice.

In M ovement o f  Destiny, Froom reveals many facts behind the development 
of the complex Adventist religion.41 If infallibility had been an element in this 
development, it is difficult to understand why there were so many crises over the 
emerging theology and specific doctrines in those early days. But infallibility was 
not an element in the development of the church.

Ellen White knew this. But some in the church do not seem to understand it.
She stated in Selected Messages (book one, page 21) : "Inspiration acts not on 
the man’s words or his expressions but on the man himself, who, under the in
fluence of the Holy Ghost, is imbued with thoughts. But the words receive the 
impress of the individual mind.’’ She knew she was mortal, was sinful, and could 
not transmit God’s messages in their purity; hence they were bound to contain 
errors. Ellen W hite’s thinking on infallibility is aptly contained in her statement 
in the Review and H erald  of December 20, 1892, page 1:

There is no excuse for any one in taking the positions that . . .  all our expositions of Scrip
ture are without an error. The fact that certain doctrines have been held as truth for many 
years by our people, is not proof that our ideas are infallible. Age will not make error into 
truth, and truth can afford to be fair. No true doctrine will lose anything by close investiga
tion.

With such a clear statement on infallibility, I cannot help siding with Ellen 
White against some of her modern interpreters.

CONCLUSION

In this paper I have presented the reality in Christendom of an evolving the
ology which no person, group of persons, or church body has the power to check, 
although restraints and frustrations may occasion delay. This process is much like 
"time’’ in that it has a purpose to fulfill, and it will run its course, shining "more 
and more unto the perfect day.’’ Rather than obstruct it, Christians have the obli
gation (as part of the Great Commission) to accelerate it.

I have presented science, despite all its limitations, as a most influential and 
respected associate of theology in the endeavor to arrive at ultimate truth. And 
I have reviewed some of the tensions between theology and science that jeopardize 
the harmony of the Christian church and obstruct the path of progress.
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T h e  p ro b lem s o f  a g e -d a tin g  o f  th e  e a rth  by b oth  th e  g e n e a lo g ic a l m e th o d  an d  

th e  g e o lo g ica l m e th o d  h a v e  been ex a m in e d  b ecau se  o f  th e ir  s ig n ifican ce  to  th e  

a g e -o f -th e -w o rld  co n tro v e rsy  th a t needs to  be reso lv ed . T h e  d esirab ility  o f  e x 

p a n d in g  th e  re strictiv e  th e o lo g y  o f  litera lism  w h e re  it c le a rly  in te ra cts  ad v ersely  

w ith  scien ce  h as been co n sid ered  as p a rt o f  th e  o v e ra ll p ro b lem .

M y h o p e  h ere , ob viou sly , is to  p ro v o k e  th o u g h t th a t w ill h e lp  acco m p lish  a  

n u m b er o f  g o o d  th in g s.

T h e  m o st im m e d ia te  benefit to  be d esired  is im p ro v ed  re la tio n sh ip s b etw een  

p erson s w ith in  ch u rch  b odies —  p a rticu la rly  th e  re d u ctio n  o f  ten sion s a m o n g  

th o se  m an y  C h ristia n s in volved  d aily  w ith  th e  rap id ly  e x p a n d in g  scien ces o f  life , 

e a rth , sea , a ir , an d  sp ace. T h e y  a re  re a d in g , v iew in g , listen in g , stu d y in g , th in k 

in g , an d  w o rk in g  in th ese  scien ces. M an y  o f  th e ir  ch ild re n  asso cia ted  w ith  th em  

w ill m o st p ro b ab ly  w o rk  in th e  sam e a re a s  e v en tu ally . I t  w o u ld  be a d isserv ice  to  

th e  ch u rch  w e re  th ese  p erson s n o t to  be ab le  to  study, th in k , an d  o p e ra te  in th a t  

w o rld  o f  re a lity  w ith o u t an  excess o f  u n ease  b ecau se  o f  th e  m isco n ce p ts  an d  m is- 

ju d g m e n ts  o f  re lig io u s a sso cia tes. ( I t  g o es w ith o u t say in g  th a t  w h a t ap p lies fo r  

th em  is eq u ally  a p p lica b le  fo r  p erson s o f  like keen m in d  an d  te n d e r co n scien ce  

stu d yin g  an d  w o rk in g  in o th e r d isc ip lin e s .)

B u t beyond , th e re  is a la rg e r  g a in  to  ach ieve. I f  unity  an d  tru th  a re  to  p re v a il in 

th e  C h ristia n  ch u rch  a t la rg e , th e  n o tio n  th a t w a rfa re  is n ecessary  b etw een  re lig io n  

an d  scien ce  sh ou ld  be d isp elled  fo r  all tim e. I t is u n th in k a b le  th a t th e  G o d  o f  

re v e la tio n  and th e o lo g y , as p erson s o f  con scien ce  seek to  u n d e rsta n d  tru th  th e re , 

is o th e r th an  th e  G o d  o f  th e  n a tu ra l w o rld , as p erson s o f  co n scien ce  seek to  u n 

d e rstan d  tru th  th ere . H e  is th e  G o d  o f  all k n o w le d g e  —  th e  O m n iscie n t O n e.

T h e  q u estion  th a t rem ain s is w h e th e r ch u rch  le ad ers  can  e x te n d  th e ir  co n ce rn  

to  restu d y in g  ten ets  th a t a re  p ast d u e a se a rch in g  re e x a m in a tio n . T h e  ch u rch  

stan d s to  g a in  in th e  p ro cess —  b oth  by th e  h a rm o n y  th a t sh ou ld  re su lt fro m  re c 

o n cilin g  sch o la rsh ip  in th e o lo g y  w ith  th a t in G o d ’s p hysical w o rld , an d  by g re a tly  

e x p a n d e d  an d  en rich ed  u n d e rsta n d in g  o f  th e  D o c tr in e  o f  C re a tio n  th a t co u ld  

op en  th e  w a y  to  a p ro fo u n d  sense o f  th e  m e a n in g  o f  life .

R e th in k in g  and re sta tin g  th e o lo g ie s  in fu n d a m e n ta lism  h as alw ays been  

ach iev ed  a t th e  p rice  o f  sev ere  s tru g g le . B u t n o  real evil n eed  be fe a re d . S p iritu al 

d ev o u tn ess an d  in te lle ctu a l h on esty  g o  h an d  in h an d . T h e  fu n ctio n  o f  d o ctrin e  is 

to  m a k e  a s ta te m e n t th a t sq u ares w ith  b oth  C h ristian  p rin cip le  an d  th e  re a lity  o f  

G o d ’s c re a tio n . T o  seek w ays to  m a k e  such sta te m e n ts  sh ou ld  be o u r co n tin u in g  
g o a l.

I c lo se  th is p re se n ta tio n  w ith  th e  fo llo w in g  p e rtin e n t q u o ta tio n  fro m  A lfre d  
N o r th  W h ite h e a d :
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It would . . .  be missing the point to think that we need not trouble ourselves about the con
flict between science and religion. In an intellectual age there can be no active interest which 
puts aside all hope of a vision of the harmony of truth. To acquiesce in discrepancy is de
structive of candour, and of moral cleanliness. It belongs to the self-respect of intellect to 
pursue every tangle of thought to its final unravelment. If you check that impulse, you will 
get no religion and no science from an awakened thoughtfulness. The important question 
is, In what spirit are we going to face the issue ? There we come to something absolutely 
vital.42
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BASIC MEASUREMENT METHODS (see note 30)

METHOD MATERIAL TIME DATED USEFUL TIME SPAN (YR S.)

carbon-14 wood, peat, charcoal when plant died 1,000 to 50,000
bone, shell slightly before animal died 2,000 to 35,000

potassium-argon mica, some whole when rock last cooled to 100,000 and up
rocks about 300° C

hornblende, sanidine when rock last cooled to 10,000,000 and up
about 500° C

rubidium- mica when rock last cooled to 5,000,000 and up
strontium about 300° C

potash feldspar when rock last cooled to 50,000,000 and up
about 500° C

whole rock time of separation of the 100,000,000 and up
rock as a closed unit

uranium-lead zircon when crystals formed 200,000,000 and up

uranium-238 many when rock last cooled 100,000,000 to
fission 1,000^000,000 depending

on material


