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Tensions Between 
Religion and Science
by Molleurus Couperus

Are scientific and reli­
gious views of reality 
complementary or conflicting? Can one ac­

cept the Bible as divine revelation and also 
accept the validity of scientific theories re­
garding origins? Can a competent and honest 
scientist also be a committed and sincere 
Seventh-day Adventist? Attempting to an­
swer such questions led to a decade of tension 
and struggle for Adventist intellectuals and 
church administrators.

Two General Conference institutions were 
directly immersed in issues of science and 
theology: the Geoscience Research Institute 
(GRI) and Biblical Research Institute (BRI). 
During the seventies, both were pushed into 
apologetic roles that saw them promote
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strongly conservative, if not fundamentalist, 
attitudes toward the nature and authority of 
science and Scripture.

Those who resisted change in the relation 
of science and religion feared especially that 
the findings of science would weaken the 
authority of Ellen White. In order to protect 
the Bible and Ellen White from the theories 
of modern science, they questioned the au­
thority of science as an independent avenue 
to truth. In general, efforts to practice “true 
science” as a search for substantiation of 
long-treasured beliefs and authorities charac­
terized church-sponsored publications.

But at the same time, the church’s con­
tinued commitment to higher education 
produced a whole new generation ofAdvent- 
ist scholars with advanced degrees and per­
sonal commitments to the open and critical 
methods of scholarship. Godfrey Anderson 
(1969) expressed the viewpoint of these 
scholars:



A scholar cannot devote his efforts to 
proving a pet viewpoint — no matter how 
enamored of it he has become — while 
ignoring or discarding all evidence that 
does not fit his theories and accepting all 
those things that prove his point. Rather, 
as objectively as he can, as a finite human 
being, he must evaluate all the material that 
his search unearths. If a long-treasured 
theory fades under the glaring light of 
truth, this is a hazard and a sadness of the 
search for truth.1
Reflecting tjjis basic assumption, Cottrell 

(1966-67) discussed the relation of reason and 
faith in a series of 11 articles published in the 
Review and Herald. The shading of his em­
phasis was quite different.

The Bible. . . was not given to acquaint 
us with such things as the facts of secular 
history or the natural world, except to the 
extent that these subordinate facts are es­
sential to its primary purpose.

Furthermore, this revelation was not in­
tended to be a substitute for man’s natural 
faculties. . . The Bible was never intended 
for use as a textbook on such subjects as 
history, botany, zoology, geology, or as­
tronomy.2
Ritland (1970) observed that the self- 

correcting nature of science with its willing­
ness to allow its theories to be challenged by 
investigators was a source of its extraordi­
nary strength and resilience. He counseled:

. . . those who search for clues regarding 
basic questions — the origins of our world 
order, the meaning of existence — must 
[also] remain open to truth from any 
source. . . . Those who fail to do this may be 
unable to make certain breakthroughs, 
may be self-limited to discern shades of 
meaning, to the extent that the accepted 
theoretical framework in which they work 
is not adequate.3
However, the tensions o f the decade 

should not be allowed to obscure the broad 
agreements that also characterized the Ad­
ventist literature on science and theology. 
This broad agreement, as we shall see, found 
expression in the way many issues were han­
dled as well as in the type of issues that cap­
tured the interest ofAdventists writing about 
science and religion.

General Theory
During the seventies, Adventists continued 

to worry relatively little about the tensions 
between scientific and religious world views 
or the tensions between scientific and 
theological approaches to truth. But they did 
worry constantly about conflicts between 
scientific theories and biblical or Ellen White 
statements. Therefore, origins was the most 
important topic. As Jack Provonsha (1974) 
noted, Adventists were primarily interested 
in the natural history and not the theology of 
creation.4 Most Adventist authors assumed 
information from the Bible and Ellen White 
was more reliable (if less specific) for build­
ing creation theories than scientific informa­
tion. Hence, Adventist scholars were in­
terested in defending the historical integrity 
and authenticity of the creation accounts.

To cite an example, William Shea (1977) of 
the Seventh-day Adventist Seminary sum­
marized the many striking similarities in the 
Mesopotamian and Genesis creation ac­
counts, but also emphasized the differences. 
He accounted for the similarities by postulat­
ing that a common source was available to 
them both, but that a deterioration occurred 
in the Mesopotamian accounts. The Bible 
therefore presents the most authentic ac­
count.5

Based therefore on the 
assumption that the 
Bible and Ellen White contain true descrip­

tions of the natural history of origins, Ad­
ventist writers proposed their creation 
theories. Harold Clark (1973), a prolific con­
tributor to Adventist literature for five dec­
ades, outlined a theory that is typical of main­
stream Adventist views: an emphasis on a 
literal creation week, a recent creation, a uni­
versal Flood, limited evolutionary change 
within created kinds and a sharp qualitative 
distinction between man and the animals.6

Neufeld (1974) offered the most com­
prehensive formulation of creation theory to 
be published during the decade.7 He began 
by expressing the belief of a creationist with 
the quotation “ . . . the Lord made heaven and 
earth, the sea and all that in them is. . .” 
(Exodus 20:11). The differences of opinion, he 
noted were usually with the when and the 
how, rarely with the why.



Neufeld then presented his theory of crea­
tion in a series of 11 postulates which in­
cluded most of the traditional Adventist con­
victions. According to Neufeld, the general 
acceptance of the theory of evolution was 
guaranteed by the ineffective and inept re­
sponse to the theory by the nineteenth cen­
tury advocates of creationism.

But Neufeld then noted that recent discov­
eries in science, particularly in genetics and 
molecular biology, “make it increasingly 
clear that the Creator cannot be ruled out on 
scientific grounds” and that a reasonable and 
calm presentation of the creation theory can 
be effective.

In the German annual, Der Adventglaube in 
Geshichte und Gegenwart, Klausewitz (1975) 
defended the viewpoint that all references to 
nature in the Bible have a religious implica­
tion and are not intended to be scientific 
statements. Klausewitz reached the conclu­
sion that the actual history of the earth agrees

“Adventist scientists took 
particular satisfaction during 
this past decade in challenging 
evolutionists with their inabil­
ity to explain the origin of  
life in scientific terms.”

in principle with current scientific theories. 
Biblical references to natural processes, he 
concluded, must be evaluated from the 
standpoint of faith, not science.8

Creation Theology
Although Adventist interest in creation 

theories was not matched by a corresponding 
interest in creation theology, some theologi­
cal issues were aired in the Adventist litera­
ture on creation.

One traditional kind of creation theology, 
natural theology, includes the attempt to use 
features of the natural world as evidence for 
an intelligent Creator. It is of interest that 
although Adventist theologians of the past 
decade were only mildly interested in natural 
theology, many scientists were keenly in­
terested. Adventist scientists testified fre­
quently to their conviction that a study of

nature led them to a concept of a Designer- 
Creator.9

O f course, the earth often seems perverse 
as well as benign. Numerous Adventists writ­
ing about creation theory were lured into a 
consideration of the problem of evil by the 
obvious dark side of nature.10 For example, 
in his article “Who Put the Worm in the 
Apple?” Wheeler (1975) confronted his 
readers with the cruelty of nature and its 
relationship to the concept o f a loving 
Creator. He showed how this question trou­
bled Darwin and claimed evolution was 
Darwin’s solution.

Related to the problem 
of evil in nature is the 
question of freedom and determination. 

How do the catastrophies and accidents in 
nature harmonize with belief in divine provi­
dence? Is God really in control, or is our 
world a world of chance? An Adventist physi­
cist, Smith (1977) discussed the opposing 
naturalistic and theistic world views from the 
standpoint of quantum mechanics:

The world is sustained by [God] and is 
subject to His will both in a general way 
and in specific cases. It, however, does not 
reflect His immediate will in all things. 
Man, as he appears in Scripture, stands 
between, He is part of the created world of 
things, but is given responsibilities that 
transcend the rest of nature. He is able to 
make judgm ents and to introduce 
novelty.11
Some Adventist theologians lamented the 

limited interest in creation theology. Jack 
Provonsha (1974) called the concept of God 
as Creator the fundamental and central tenet 
of the Christian faith and warned that crea­
tion theology can be obscured by the con­
troversies about creation as “natural his­
tory,” and that it is more important to focus 
on the three major biblical elements of a 
theology of creation: that God is one, a unity; 
that God is the source of all that is; and that 
God is good — Creator, not destroyer.12 
Most Adventist writers, while simply taking 
these theological assertions for granted, were 
obviously more interested in the contentious 
issues surrounding the “ when” and the 
“how” of origins.



Creation Versus Evolution
Evolutionary concepts have been applied 

at various levels in the study of origins. As­
tronomical science speaks of stellar evolution 
in its attempt to understand the origin of the 
universe. Unlike many evangelical Chris­
tians who insist Genesis 1 teaches the whole 
universe was created during creation week, 
Adventists have traditionally applied the cre­
ation account only to the earth or, at most, 
the solar system. Therefore, stellar evolution 
has not been a burning issue for mostAdvent- 
ist scientists.

A t least four major 
kinds of criticisms 

were launched against the evolutionary 
theory. It was called 1) “unscientific” — a 
metaphysical, not scientific theory; 2) a viola­
tion of a basic law of physics (the Second Law 
of Thermodynamics); 3) inadequate, because 
it could not account for the origin of life, and 
4) incompatible with the facts of the fossil 
record. Theistic evolution was specifically 
attacked by some.13

John Clark (1976)14 was one who charged 
that evolution was a metaphysical world 
view, not (primarily) a scientific theory. The 
“frightening implications” which he saw in 
an evolutionary world view were the impos­
sibility of finding truth, the difficulties in a 
search for a basis of knowing, the denial of 
human freedom, and an inadequate basis for a 
system of ethics.

Roth (1977)15 also questioned whether 
evolution qualified as a scientific principle 
and observed: “The concept of survival of 
the fittest of itself does not necessarily imply 
any evolution. Would not the fittest survive, 
whether they evolved or were created?” Ac­
cording to Roth, evolution cannot be 
adequately tested and has no predictive 
value. Therefore it can not be accepted as a 
scientific principle.

These philosophical attacks on evolution 
are examples of a creationist argument ex­
pressed more traditionally by Leonard Brand 
(1976-77):

The difference between a creationist and 
an evolutionist isn’t a difference in the sci­
entific data, but a difference in philosophy 
— a difference in the presuppositions. . . .”16

Creationists have repeatedly invoked the 
Second Law of Thermodynamics against 
evolution. This critique occurs also in the 
Adventist literature of the past decade, but 
not without some reservations. Watson 
(1973)17 wrote that the Second Law is 
“diametrically opposed to the basic idea of 
evolution” since it seems to indicate a con­
tinual running down of the universe. Ritland 
(1970)18 spoke of the “progressive disorgani­
zation of matter” and saw the action of a 
Creator, Designer and Organizer as a reason­
able answer to the dilemma presented by the 
ever-increasing degradation of matter and 
energy, whileJost (1978)19 asserted that from 
the viewpoint of thermodynamics, the evo­
lutionary origin of living organisms was an 
impossibility.

But other Adventist authors were not quite 
as certain. Brown (1976)20 opposed the view 
advocated by well-known creationist Henry 
Morris that the Second Law of Thermo­
dynamics is a consequence o f sin. And 
some Adventist scientists reminded their 
readers that open systems like the earth could 
theoretically show increasing levels of or­
ganization.

Adventist scientists took particular satis­
faction during this past decade in challenging 
evolutionists with their inability to explain 
the origin of life in scientific terms. This is the 
one anti-evolutionist argument used by all 
major segments of Adventist science.

One of the best presentations of this argu­
ment was by Evard and Schrodetzki (1976) .21 
They focused particularly on the attempts to 
produce amino acids synthetically by passing 
electrical charges through a reducing atmos­
phere thought to simulate the original at­
mosphere o f the primitive earth. Such 
methods have produced some 18 amino acids 
during the past 25 years. However, the au­
thors pointed out that the same energy that 
produces these amino acids also destroys 
them. The experimental apparatus needed a 
trap to remove the condensate containing the 
amino acids. Was there such a trap in the 
environment of the primitive earth? If not, 
the amino acid precursors to life would have 
been destroyed as fast as they were produced. 
Many other problems plaguing attempts to 
explain the origin of life scientifically were



also reviewed by Evard and Schrodetzki and 
other authors.22

A fourth anti-evolu­
tionist argument fa­

vored by Adventist authors of the last decade 
cited the physical discontinuities separating 
the major forms of life, whether living or 
fossil. The position is as old as Darwin, but 
the passing years have added substance to it 
for increased knowledge of the fossil record 
has not filled in the notorious gaps. In other 
words — the missing links are missing still.23

Anderson and Coffin (1977)24 coauthored a 
book, Fossils in Focus, that develops this ap­
proach at length. The book, after analyzing 
the fossil record of the major groups of ani­
mals and plants, concludes that numerous 
unbreached gaps exist between these groups. 
Anderson and Coffin claimed that, on the 
basis of this record, the creation model has 
more evidence to support it than evolution. 
They proposed a creation model in which all 
major kinds of organisms were created indi­
vidually and given the genetic variability to 
adapt to different environments or habitats. 
Russell Mixter, who wrote a closing response 
in his book, concluded: “Logically then, one 
may say that within an order the varied 
species may have come from a common an­
cestor, but that the missing links testify to 
special creations of the first members of the 
orders.”

The thought arises that, if this is the true 
interpretation of the fossil record, the origi­
nal world must have been very poor biologi­
cally at the time of creation (one species per 
order), and an overwhelming degree of varia­
tion must have occurred during the period of 
6,000 years claimed to have elapsed since cre­
ation.

It would appear that although the “crea­
tion model” offered by Anderson and Coffin 
is typical ofAdventist thought during the last 
decade, it nonetheless finds itself impaled on 
the horns of an uncomfortable dilemma. It 
must either reject a short chronology, or else 
accept truly fantastic rates of descent with 
variation — in other words “ out- 
evolutionize” even the evolutionists! Oddly 
enough, it makes bedfellows of creationists 
and those modern evolutionists who are

looking for processes and conditions that can 
produce evolution sufficiently rapid to ex­
plain the gaps in the fossil record!

Both Coffin (1975)25 and Ritland (1970)26 
called attention to a “gap” in the fossil rec­
ord. The sudden appearance of complex 
fossils in the earth’s crust is a problem for 
evolutionary theory that is also as old as 
Darwin, who puzzled over it and admitted it 
was a valid objection to his theory. 
Creationists have speculated that sterile rocks 
below the layers containing the earliest com­
plex fossils (the Precambrian) represent rocks 
that formed before creation week with the 
sudden appearance of complex fossils in 
Cambrian rocks representing creation.

Unfortunately, by the end of this past dec­
ade, this explanation had lost some of its 
force. Repeatedly, paleontologists reported 
finding single-celled microfossils in Pre­
cambrian rock layers. Moreover, just below 
the Cambrian levels, complex fossils are

“A number o f Adventist writers 
directly or indirectly ex­
pressed their discomfort with 
some of the arguments and meth­
ods employed in the litera­
ture of creationists.”

known that could be precursors to the 
Cambrian faunas, while the burrows of 
wormlike organisms have been reported well 
down into Precambrian rocks.

Adventist earth scientists showed an un­
derstandable reluctance to accept the new 
findings and clung to the hope the reports 
were erroneous. If major portions of the old­
est layers in the earth’s crust contain only the 
fossils o f single-celled organisms, how 
should these rock layers be interpreted by 
creation theories? On the one hand, if the 
rocks formed before creation week, why do 
they contain any fossils, even single-celled 
organisms? On the other hand, if they 
formed after creation week (or during the 
Flood), why are there no fossils of higher life 
forms? Clearly, a cherished argument is in 
need of refurbishment, although the sudden 
appearance of many complex types of fossils



in the Cambrian does continue to offer 
another example of “missing links.” 

Although written at the beginning of the 
decade, Ritland’s (1970) summary of the fos­
sil record relative to the evolution-creation 
controversy is still appropriate:

The theory of evolution must account 
for missing links between certain families 
and orders in all types of habitats and at all 
time levels except the “recent epochs.” By 
contrast, to interpret the data within the 
perspective of special creation one must 
explain the apparent absence of certain 
higher types of life in the lower or older 
deposits.27

Geology and the Flood
Adventist literature has always emphasized 

the importance ofharmonizing “Genesis and 
geology.” The emphasis on Flood geology 
increased in the last decade as the Geoscience 
Research Institute of the General Conference 
devoted itself to “building a Flood model” as 
its major tactic in defending a short chronol­
ogy-

Typical of the research sponsored or en­
couraged by the Geoscience Research Insti­
tute in its effort to build a “Flood model” was 
the work of Leonard Brand (1978),28 who 
restudied the fossil animal footprints in a 
sandstone layer exposed in the Grand Can­
yon. Previous scientific workers had con­
cluded the footprints were made originally 
on dry windblown sand dunes — a conclu­
sion that made it difficult to relate the forma­
tion of the sandstone to a watery event like 
the Flood. But Brand’s field studies and labo­
ratory experiments led him to conclude the 
tracks were made below water. The fact that 
the tracks seemed almost always to be headed 
“uphill” relative to sedimentary structures in 
the rock layer encouraged Brand to speculate 
they were made as the animals fled the rising 
waters of the Flood.

Although church-
sponsored publica­

tions expressed no doubts about a universal 
Flood responsible for most of the geological 
features of the earth’s crust, many doubts 
were raised about the so-called “New Geol­
ogy” of George McCready Price, the famous 
Adventist “crusader for creationism” of the

first half of the present century. A process 
begun by H. W. Clark nearly 40 years ago 
was completed during the past decade. 
Price’s “New Geology,” with its rejection of 
the geologic column, its denial that the fossils 
occurred in a systematic order, its refusal to 
accept the reality of an Ice Age, and its insis­
tence that “ overth rusts” (older layers 
“thrust” over younger layers by compressive 
forces) were an invention of uniformitarian 
geologists to save their preconceived evolu­
tionary ordering of the fossils, became offi­
cially the “Old Geology.”

The new geology follows H. W. Clark’s 
rejection of Price’s geological system. It ac­
cepts the validity of the geological column 
(and the order of the fossils in the earth’s 
crust). It accepts the evidence for extensive 
past glaciation. And it follows H. W. Clark in 
substituting for Price’s system an ecological 
zonation theory as the primary explanation 
for the systematic distribution of fossils in the 
earth’s crust. According to the ecological zo­
nation model, the order of the fossils does not 
represent an evolutionary order through 
time, but rather the order in which different 
antediluvian ecological zones were buried by 
the slowly rising waters of the Flood.

Over the last decade, a number ofAdvent- 
ist writers directly or indirectly expressed 
their discomfort with some of the argu­
ments and methods employed in the litera­
ture of creationists. Typical is the reaction of 
Adventist writers to the reported association 
of human and dinosaur fossil footprints in the 
Paluxy riverbed near Glen Rose, Texas. If 
this association were true, it would be devas­
tating to current evolutionary theory (di­
nosaurs supposedly died out 60,000,000 years 
before man appeared on earth). Creationist 
literature touts this association as a clear fal­
sification of standard evolutionary geology. 
But Adventist writers were skeptical of these 
reports. B. Neufeld (1975), after studying the 
tracks, reported:

The Glen Rose region of the Paluxy 
River does not provide good evidence for 
the past existence of giant men. Nor does it 
provide evidence for the co-existence of 
such man (or other large mammals) and 
the giant dinosaurs.29 
Also illustrative of the scientific restraint of



some Adventist authors in the past decade 
was their caution about the claims made by 
groups searching for Noah’s ark. Signifi­
cantly, Adventist authors wrote compara­
tively little about the ark. And when they did 
publish on the topic, they usually tended to 
focus on the errors and inconsistencies they 
saw in the reports that were circulating. Shea 
(1977), for example, reviewed two films that 
claimed to show the finding of the ark on 
Mount Ararat, pointing out the errors both 
films contained.30 Shea concluded the wood 
brought down from the mountain may have 
come from crosses or a shrine built by Arme­
nian Christians, one of which was dated by 
experts at A. D. 586.

Taylor and Berger (1979) also reported on 
the wood brought down from Ararat. Taylor 
presented a table of the results of seven 
radiocarbon determinations by six different

“Another consequence o f the 
increasing sophistication of 
Adventist earth scientists was 
a widening concern over the 
scientific credibility of 
Flood geology.”

laboratories. The results obtained vary be­
tween 1,190-1,690 radiocarbon years, much 
too young to be ark wood. Taylor com­
mented:

Some commentators have suggested 
that the samples had been “contaminated” 
by some unspecified mechanism(s) as a re­
sult of their association with the glacier 
environment. We are not aware of any 
known physical or chemical contamina­
tion that would not be removed by stan­
dard pretreatment methods. . . .31 
Another consequence of the increasing 

sophistication of Adventist earth scientists 
was a widening concern over the scientific 
credibility of Flood geology. Serious doubts 
about the scientific status of Flood geology 
were rarely expressed in church-sponsored 
publications during this past decade; 
nevertheless, indications that Flood geology 
faced difficult problems were not lacking. 
The promotion by church officials of a Crea­

tion Statement affirming Flood geology was 
a tacit admission that fundamental (and 
threatening) differences of opinion existed. 
SPECTRUM provided an outlet for a vari­
ety of ideas, including the dissenting opinions 
of some Adventist scientists employed out­
side the denomination. And finally, reports 
filtering back from the summer Geological 
Field Conferences sponsored by the Geosci­
ence Research Institute revealed that even 
some denominationally employed scientists 
had serious reservations about the scientific 
viability of Flood geology.

For many years, al­
most annually, guid­

ed geological tours have been held in North 
America under the auspices of the Geoscience 
Research Institute, originally under the direc­
tion of Richard Ritland, and more recently 
under Robert Brown. From time to time, 
brief reports of these tours have appeared in 
the Adventist Review. But as far as I am aware, 
the 1978 tour was the first one to be the 
subject of two critical appraisals32 that made 
it clear that sharp differences of opinion 
characterized the tours.

Geraty’s (1979) review in SPECTRUM of 
the 1978 Geoscience field trip analyzed some 
of the specific questions raised about Flood 
geology. For example, he linked the well- 
known problems posed by the Yellowstone 
Fossil Forests for Flood geology with those 
of the Wyoming oil-shale beds studied inten­
sively by a young Adventist geologist, Paul 
Buchheim. Buchheim concluded the oil 
shales accumulated under an ancient lake, not 
during the Flood. Geraty comments:

The Green River Formation [oil shales] 
is approximately the same geological age 
as the Yellowstone Fossil Forests; con­
sequently, it is difficult to have the latter 
being floated into place by the Noachian 
Flood, while just to the south one has the 
fluctuating fortunes of a living lake. Nor 
can one escape this dilemma by claiming 
that Eocene in one location is not contem­
porary with Eocene at the other, because in 
this case there is a physical stratigraphic tie 
between the formations in question.33 
The formation of coal beds also was 

studied on the field trip. Coffin suggested



that these beds were due to floating masses of 
vegetation during the Flood. Geraty com­
ments: “Deep in a coal mine, we observed 
perhaps the most dramatic counter evidence 
— dinosaur tracks and trackways on top of 
coal seams. . . .  If coal seams represent mats 
of vegetation afloat in flood waters, how 
were they able to bear the tonnage of so many 
dinosaurs at so many levels, and where were 
the beasts going?”

Geraty also commented on the evidence 
the group saw for not just one but many 
lengthy “ Ice Ages” scattered throughout the 
geologic history of the earth.

Several Adventist authors discussed the 
scientific problems faced by Flood geology in 
other SPECTRUM articles. Most notably, 
the fossil forests of the Yellowstone region 
were analyzed by Ritland and Ritland in a 
1974 SPECTRUM article. The Ritlands rec­
ognized more than 40 successive layers with 
stumps of petrified trees up to 12 feet in di­
ameter and 20 feet in height “spaced through 
approximately 1,500 feet of volcanic strata.” 
They concluded:

. . . there is no question that the time 
problem to which the fossil forests contrib­
ute has an important bearing on funda­
mental theological issues. We are entirely 
sympathetic with any thorough and care­
ful effort to solve the problem by en­
deavoring to encompass earth history in a 
short period. Nevertheless, as we have 
carefully studied the fossil forest outcrops 
throughout the volcanic field and evalu­
ated the converging lines of data bearing 
on their depositionn together with the 
broader geological picture in which they 
fit, the weight of evidence has led us to 
conclude that successive forests are repre­
sented.34
The Ritlands’ article was highly signifi­

cant. It directly challenged traditional view­
points by presenting as their studied conclusion 
a model incompatible with either Flood 
geology or a short chronology for life. The 
Ritlands, however, explicitly concluded that 
the upright stumps of the fossil forests grew 
right where we find them today. This con­
clusion required a much longer history for 
life on earth than traditionally accepted by 
the church.

While still a colleague of Ritland at the 
Geoscience Research Institute, Harold Coffin 
began his own study of the Fossil Forests. 
Coffin acknowledged that he, too, believed 
the forests to be in situ — until he realized the 
temporal implications. He then devoted his 
energies to the search for a Flood model in­
terpretation. Based on many summers of 
field work, Coffin was able to develop a flota­
tion theory. He summarized his theory in a 
1979 SPECTRUM article that should be read 
against the background of the Ritland article.

Volcanic activity in the Yellowstone re­
gion occurred while the area was at least 
partly under water. Trees, some vertical, 
floated in the water along with organic 
debris. As trees and vegetable matter be­
came water saturated, they settled down 
onto the breccia at the bottom. Within a 
relatively short time (days or weeks), 
another slide moved over and around the 
trees and organic debris. Before the ap­
pearance of each succeeding breccia flow, 
more trees and organic matter settled to 
the bottom. Thus, layer upon layer of trees 
and organic zones were built up in a rela­
tively short period of time.35 
The Fossil Forest debate has brought to the 

surface some of the sharp differences of Ad­
ventist opinion that are often muted. As in the 
articles discussing the Fossil Forests, the dif­
ferences are usually debated as scientific dif­
ferences — but the nature of the debate 
suggests they can be better understood as a 
theological and cultural struggle couched in 
scientific categories.36

The Age of the Earth
The age of the earth was very much in the 

minds of many Adventist authors in the past 
decade. This unusual interest may be par­
tially ascribed to a historical commitment to 
the belief that the genealogies of Genesis 5 
and 11 and statements by Ellen G. White 
demand an earth only about 6,000 years old.

Adventist publications presented three 
main views of the age of the earth. Nearly all 
the authors attempted to base their theories 
on both Scripture and scientific data. Advo­
cates of the first main view held that the 
planet earth was only about 6,000 years old. 
Proponents of the second view insisted that



the earth was indeed very old, but that life 
was created only 6,000 years ago. The third 
view was that both the earth and life on this 
planet were much older than 6,000 years and 
that the length of time since the creation of 
life on earth was not indicated in Scripture. 
This final view was not published in church- 
sponsored literature, however, and was spe­
cifically rejected in the Creation Statement 
developed by church officials.

Although most Adventist authors of the 
past decade defended a recent creation week, 
relatively few insisted the earth itself was 
young. Most were satisfied to allow for the 
possibility of an old (although lifeless) earth 
that was created in a primordial creation 
event long before the creation week of 
Genesis 1.

T he most interesting 
and controversial 

scientific defense of a young earth was of­
fered by Robert Gentry, who published a 
series of articles in the scientific literature on 
pleochroic halos and their implications.37 
Pleochroic halos are produced in minerals 
such as mica by the bombardment of alpha 
particles from radioactive nuclei enclosed in 
the mineral. Gentry implied that his halos 
indicated some of the earth’s oldest rocks 
were created instantaneously and recently.

Gentry emphasized the presence of halos 
o f an extrem ely short-lived element, 
polonium, which he felt was difficult to ex­
plain on the basis of currently accepted cos­
mological models of the earth’s formation. In 
other words, the rocks of the earth came into 
existence instantaneously only a few 
thousand years ago.

Answers to Gentry’s views were not slow 
to appear in the scientific literature.38Advent- 
ist physicists also gave little support to Gen­
try ’s views, and many actively opposed 
them. Robert Brown (1978) observed:

. . . the data provided by pleochroic halos 
give essentially no information as to how 
rapidly these halos have been formed. . . 
[instead] Pleochroic halos provide one of 
the best evidences that radioactive decay 
rates have not changed by more than ap­
proximately 30% during the time minerals 
found in planet Earth have been in exis­

tence. . . a change. . . of only 30% ac­
complishes nothing with respect to bring­
ing radiometric dates within a 6,000-year 
time span. . . it must be stated that the 
uranium and thorium halo investigations 
made by Mr. Gentry provide absolutely 
no physical evidence for change in radioac­
tive decay rates during geological time. . .39 
Robert Brown, director of the Geoscience 

Research Institute, continued to be the most 
vigorous champion of the theory that the 
earth was as old as science claims (approxi­
mately 4.5 billion years), but that creation 
week and all fossils were recent. Brown ar­
gued in several papers that the combination 
of an old earth and a recent creation week did 
no violence to the literal meaning of the text 
in Genesis 1 and allowed one to accept the 
basic validity of inorganic radiometric dating 
techniques.40 Brown wrote repeatedly of the 
“Graveyard Hoax.” By this he meant that

“Defense o f chronological 
schemes based on the geneal­
ogies o f Genesis 5 and 11 
came primarily from scientists 
(not biblical scholars) during 
the last decade.”

just as a skeleton in a graveyard is not as old as 
the soil in which it is buried, so also fossils are 
not necessarily as old as the rocks in which 
they are found.

Brown presented numerous powerful ar­
guments for the chronological significance of 
inorganic radiometric dating techniques. He 
noted, for example, that five different tech­
niques for determining radioisotope age 
when applied to a rock sample from the Bear- 
tooth Mountains in Montana yielded ages 
ranging between 2.5 and 2.8 billion years. 
When so many different methods give the 
same results, the results must mean some­
thing, Brown claimed. He asked: “Can one 
believe these radioisotope ages?” His an­
swer? A firm “Yes.”41

Brown’s defense of the radiometric dating 
techniques was impressive to most of his 
peers. But many of his colleagues in physics 
and the earth sciences were not convinced by



his arguments for separating the age of the 
rocks from the age of the fossils found in the 
rocks. They felt that the logic of his argu­
ments led inevitably (if pursued consistently) 
to acceptance of the geologic time scale for the 
age of the fossils.

Basic to the conviction 
o f many Adventist 

authors that creation week was a recent event 
(about 6,000 years ago) was their interpreta­
tion of the genealogies in Genesis 5 and 11. 
These genealogies were the subject of several 
articles. Tuland (1974) approached them 
from the standpoint o f linguistics and 
pointed to the evidence for important spoken 
and written languages in major cultures 
many centuries before the traditional dates 
assigned to the F lood.42 Geraty asked 
whether the biblical genealogies should be 
used as an index of time (1974). He con­
cluded:

It must be stated then, that our present 
knowledge of human civilization in the 
ancient Near East apparently goes back (at 
Jericho, for instance) to the seventh mil­
lennium B.C. This information was not 
available to earlier generations of Bible 
students, and they assumed that the 
Genesis genealogies were unbroken 
chains. The evidence indicates, however, 
that this assumption may legitimately be 
called into question. . . The Bible does not 
assign a 6,000-year history to the span of 
human life on the earth. This is done only 
by a particular interpretation of the Genesis 
genealogies — an interpretation which we 
have seen does not rest on very solid 
ground.43
It is interesting to note that defense of 

chronological schemes based on the 
genealogies of Genesis 5 and 11 came primar­
ily from scientists (not biblical scholars) dur­
ing the last decade. Robert Brown (1975)44, 
for instance, defended the time relationships 
of these genealogies, but Don Neufeld (1975) 
an editor of the Adventist Review and an Old 
Testament scholar, retorted, “We must not 
demand of the Bible information that God 
did not place there. . . although chronologi­
cal schemes have been worked out, such as 
the one Dr. Brown demonstrated, it is dif­

ficult satisfactorily to integrate all the 
chronological data in the Bible into any one 
scheme.”45

Many Adventist scholars were keenly 
aware of the challenge posed by the carbon 14 
dating method to a chronology based on the 
genealogies of Genesis. Carbon 14 dating 
was the subject of more papers than any other 
dating technique. The method was especially 
troubling to many Adventists because of its 
widespread applicability, its ability to date 
the organic remains of past life, and its pro­
vision of a time scale for the historical period 
and its immediate antecedents that seemed to 
be generally dependable but that exceeded by 
far traditionally allotted time for post-Flood 
history.

Robert Brown (1969)46, although agreeing 
that the premises and methods were sound, 
and that the dates obtained by this method 
were acceptable up to about 2000 B.C., pos­
tulated that there was more carbon dioxide in 
the atmosphere prior to the Flood, and that 
the pre-Flood biosphere contained eight 
times as much nonradioactive carbon and at 
most 1/100, and possibly as little as 1/1000, 
of the present value of radioactive carbon. By 
suggesting these markedly different values, 
Brown could reduce all C-14 dates prior to 
2000 B.C. to fall within the timespan of the 
6,000 years concept which he sought to res­
cue. The problem Brown faced with this 
hypothesis is that he offered no convincing 
supporting evidence for it and that other dat­
ing methods which have no relation to 
radioactive carbon yield dates similar to the 
ones obtained by carbon-14 (see Barnes, 
1971).47

The strongest defense of the C-14 method 
was offered by Ervin Taylor, director of a 
radiocarbon dating laboratory at the Univer­
sity of California at Riverside.48 In a 1977 
article, Taylor reviewed the experiments 
leading to the use of the method for dating 
purposes.49 He described W. F. Libby’s spe­
cific research program to test the possibility 
of using radiocarbon as a dating method 
which resulted in a 1949 report on the C-14 
dating for many samples of known age. Since 
that time, thousands of archaeological speci­
mens have been dated by this method by 
more than 100 carbon dating laboratories all



over the world. Are these dates reliable? 
Taylor (1974)50 suggested they are, em­
phasizing that many other methods — obsi­
dian hydration, thermoluminescence, ar- 
chaeomagnetic data, the potassium-argon 
m ethod, fission track dating, dendro­
chronology, varve dating, fluorine diffusion 
and archaeological sequences — support and 
confirm the C-14 results.

Another dating meth- 
.od o f particular 

interest to Adventists came to the fore in the 
last decade and also provided general confir­
mation of C-14 ages. The amino acid dating 
method based on changes in proteins was 
developed largely by P . E . Hare, an Adventist 
scientist who once was a member of the 
Geoscience Research Institute, but now is af­
filiated with the Carnegie Geophysical Labo­
ratory in Washington, D.C.51 Hare originally 
developed the method in order to undermine 
the credibility of C-14, but, to his consterna­
tion, the results he achieved were consistent 
with C-14 ages. In 1974, Hare, reviewing the 
history of amino acid dating, stated:

Each of the nearly 20 different amino 
acids found in recent shells, bones and 
teeth has its own characteristic reaction 
rate constant and activation energy for the 
various chemical reactions involved. 
There is a sufficient number of different 
amino acids to define both the time and 
temperature history of the fossils in ques­
tion.52
The apparent consistency o f results 

achieved by so many different, often inde­
pendent, dating methods was recognized as a 
serious problem by Adventist authors. Those 
who defended traditional short-chronology 
views argued that the consistency was only 
apparent. They pointed to inconsistent dates 
that appeared at times in the scientific litera­
ture and argued that other inconsistent dates 
were ignored and not published by secular 
scientists. But this very serious charge was 
never adequately documented.

The profound differences of opinion ex­
pressed by authors analyzing the age of the 
earth appear to be similar to the differences 
expressed about the scientific credibility of 
Flood geology. They appear to be at heart

theological, not scientific, differences. 
Robert Brown, foremost Adventist critic of 
all dating methods yielding ages for life 
greater than 6,000 years, admitted as much. 
He forthrightly informed the ministerial 
pre-session before the Vienna General Con­
ference meetings in July 8, 1975:

In the areas of time problems and evi­
dence for the Flood described in Genesis, 
chapters 6-9, one must depend on faith in 
the testimony of Scripture for in these 
areas there is less convincing support from 
scientific evidence. . . .the scientific evi­
dence in support of biblical testimony is 
weakest with respect to the amount of time 
that has passed since Creation Week and 
since the Flood.53
In short, a careful review of the Adventist 

literature o f the last decade on dating 
methods reveals that the defense of a recent 
creation week about 6,000 years ago and 
young fossils is based not on the weight of 
the scientific evidence, nor on any fatal 
weaknesses in the evidence supporting the 
commonly accepted scientific time scale, nor 
even on the clear teaching of Scripture (many 
careful exegetes concluded Scripture does 
not specify a date for the Flood or Creation), 
but rather on the statements of Ellen G. 
White. Colin Standish (1974) seems to have 
recognized this when he wrote:

While the Bible does not give a precise 
date for Creation Week, its internal evi­
dence supports the six-thousand year ap­
proxim ation. How ever, as the Bible 
makes no direct statement to this effect, it 
is the Spirit of Prophecy references that 
become-most significant.54

Fossil Man
The problems and questions associated 

with fossil man are many, both within 
paleoanthropology and in theological 
thought.55 Adventist theologians and scien­
tists agree that there is a gap between the 
mental and cultural characteristics of man 
and other mammals.55

Harold Clark (1976),57 after discussing the 
position of the Australopithecines (the so- 
called “ape-men”), accepted a paleolithic 
stone age in the history of man, with a pro­
gressive refinement of stone tools in the sue-



cessive layers of cave deposits, followed by 
the bronze and iron periods. He assumed this 
stone age could have been of relatively short 
duration until postdiluvial man again found 
sources of metal.

However, Harold Coffin has some in­
teresting and provocative conjectures about 
early man:

Although nature does indicate that 
major categories such as families, orders, 
and larger taxa have been fixed to a great 
extent, the Bible does not say that there can 
be no crossing between these larger 
groups. May it be possible that such behav­
ior has actually been a part of the history of 
life in the past. . . there is support for this 
view in both the Bible and the Spirit of 
Prophecy writings, as well as in nature. . .

It is attractive to think that. . . the so- 
called ape-men with what appear to be 
human and ape characteristics, were crosses 
between . . . man and ape. . . 58 

Coffin goes on to say that we ought to keep our

“The profound differences o f 
opinion expressed by authors 
analyzing the age o f the earth 
appear . . .  to be at heart 
theological, not scientific, 
differences.”

minds open to the possibility that before the 
Flood crossing between more diverse kinds of 
animals may have occurred on a greater scale 
than today.

He carefully avoids the word, but he seems to 
have in mind Ellen White’s comments on amal­
gamation. Frank Marsh (1973) urged the 
church to reject the view that amalgamation 
meant man and beast had ever crossed. He felt 
such a concept was “unscientific” and that cross­
es between created “kinds” was impossible.59 
Apparently, Coffin sees in the interpretation of 
that theory prior to Marsh a way of accounting 
for the rapid biological change necessitated by 
his interpretation of the fossil record. He won­
dered if specimens such as the Java man skulls 
could represent “primitive and degenerate 
human beings who had wandered away from 
the centers of civilization and lapsed gradually

into a crude and degraded social and economic 
culture that included cannibalism?”60

Lugenbeal (1974) re­
viewed the signifi­

cance of Richard Leakey’s find of skull 1470 and 
its impact on theories of human history, and 
suggested that Java man (Pithecanthropus erectus, 
Homo erectus) is a reality, a variety of fossil man 
with a wide distribution. Lugenbeal (1978) 
counseled:

Conservative creationists would do well to 
pay heed to this find in view of the tendency 
of some creationist literature to dispute the 
authenticity of Homo erectus. . . In my judg­
ment, Leakey’s latest finds should lead 
creationists to stop trying to hide from Homo 
erectus by calling him an ape.61 
Lugenbeal treated at some length the more 

recent findings in paleoanthropology, particu­
larly the Australopithecines, and asked if they 
were “ape-men” or just apes, and if man could 
have evolved from them. He observed that they 
“may be neither missing links nor ‘simply 
apes.’ ” He based this especially on the evidence 
of an upright bipedal gait from the fossil skele­
ton of Lucy found by Johanson in the Hadar 
region in Ethiopia in 1974. An additional prob­
lem was added when Richard Leakey discov­
ered a specimen of Homo erectus in the same beds 
in which one specie of Australopithecine was 
found.

Lugenbeal also listed a number of ques­
tions which must be answered by a biblically 
based model that considers the East African 
hominids. These problems include the fact 
that the new Homo fossils may be true man, 
yet they are quite different from modern 
man, with a smaller brain size, and stature, 
certainly not giants. The East African fossils 
represent the oldest human fossils yet found, 
situated deep in rocks in which they are as­
sociated with extinct species of animals and 
with extremely crude stone tools. According 
to Lugenbeal, “The characteristics of these 
rocks do not seem compatible with extensive 
transport or deposition below the waters of 
the Flood.”62 Some of the layers, for exam­
ple, include “buried soil horizons with root 
markings.” Lugenbeal noted that a theory of 
pre-Flood or post-Flood deposition must 
deal with these problems.



Creationists can be grateful that the new 
finds leave earliest man, as Mary Leakey 
puts it, with “largely hypothetical ances­
tors.” But creationists must also be ready 
and eager to confront the whole spectrum 
of information coming out of East Africa 
and to look at the early-man fossils in their 
full geological and archeological context.63 
Elsewhere Lugenbeal (1978) reviewed the 

main types of fossil man found so far and 
asked if any of them could qualify as the 
missing link in human ancestry and thus re­
place Adam. He concluded: “Maybe —just 
maybe — we can’t prove our suspects guilty 
because there never was a murder! Maybe 
Adam’s death is an illusion created by evolu­
tionary theory, not a reality supported by 
fossil facts.”64

Epilogue
Several concluding observations arise from 

consideration of the interplay between science 
and religion during the past decade. Through­
out the seventies, official Adventist literature 
continued to insist that the Flood was universal 
and the history of life short.65 During the last 
years of the Pierson administration, the church 
sought to buttress its theological and scientific 
commitment to these concepts by developing a 
statement of Creation. The controversy that 
surrounded the promulgation of this statement 
belied, perhaps, the apparent uniformity of 
opinion expressed in church-sponsored publi­
cations concerning earth history. Nevertheless, 
after considerable debate over its purpose and 
content, the statement was ultimately published 
in the Adventist Review for consideration by the 
church at large.66

The emphasis on origins has been striking. 
This emphasis was surely an outgrowth of the 
conservative theological convictions of most 
Adventist authors. Within the general topic of 
origins, the issues of time and geology domi­
nated the literature. A topical bibliography of 
recent studies shows 59 entries under the “Age 
of the Earth,” more than twice the entries 
logged under any other category!

This apparent fixation on the issue of time 
invites comment. Was it overblown and un­
necessary? Many Adventists would say “yes.” 
Surely time is intrinsically of limited impor­
tance to our understanding of God’s nature and

character. Are not a 1,000 years as a day for 
God?

There is another side to this question, 
though. Most participants in the debate about 
origins sensed that if modem science is right 
about time, Adventists will probably have to do 
theology differently — perhaps very different­
ly. Furthermore, some of the most knowledge­
able scientists suggested that if science is right 
about time, Adventists will probably have to 
reevaluate the church’s posture relative to many 
scientific theories that model the origin of our 
world as we know it. The “when” and “how” 
of origins are not easy to disentangle.

Projecting future de­
velopments is fool­

hardy. But it is safe to say that the struggles and 
topical emphasis of the seventies will persist. A 
marriage of sorts between Adventism and geol­
ogy has taken root. George McCready Price 
midwifed the courtship, and the Geoscience Re­
search institutionalized the marriage.

Established to help the church solve intelli­
gently the problems raised by modern geology, 
the Geoscience Research Institute, in spite of its 
best efforts, has probably opened Pandora’s 
box. It certainly has propelled us into a more 
informed and serious confrontation with the 
earth sciences — the church can never again be 
satisfied with simplistic armchair speculations. 
It took us to the outcrops and showed us the 
problems — even when we didn’t want to see 
them. It inspired our young to study geology 
academically and led to the establishment of a 
graduate program in earth science at anAdvent- 
ist university. The church can no longer escape 
the explanatory power of modern geological 
theories. We have lost our innocence, and the 
challenge of making Flood geology a persuasive 
way of doing geology can never be easy again.

Therefore, the tensions will continue. How 
acute they become in the next decade may well 
be determined by the way the church under­
stands the role of Ellen White in the scholarly 
exegesis of the Bible and the scientific interpre­
tation of nature.

Can the tensions over origins in Adventism 
be defused — either theologically or scientifi­
cally? How will the church ultimately come to 
terms with these issues? In more ways than one, 
time will be telling.
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