
Jeeps, Geology, and Slippery Slopes
By Gary A. Nowlan

To spend a week dealing with complex issues of faith 
and science while preparing for a long-planned 
canoeing/touring trip in British Columbia seemed 

somewhat formidable. I had some trepidation about how 
the paper I planned to present would be received since it 
departed from orthodoxy in some respects. Despite these 
misgivings, I found the chance to be part of an event with 
the potential importance of the 2003 Faith and Science 
Conference an opportunity hard to turn down.

The opportunity to listen to and 
socialize with some of the preeminent 
scholars of the Seventh-day Adventist 
Church was very appealing. My experience 
as a career geologist for the United 
States Geological Survey (USGS), 
together with my commitment as an 
Adventist for over fifty years, put me in 
a rather unique position to share the 
struggles I have had of trying to 
reconcile my religious beliefs and the 
science I worked with every day. 
Attending almost every session, I found 
the experience extremely worthwhile.

Each day, as I negotiated the moun
tain roads between Glacier View Ranch 
and my home forty-five minutes away in 
Boulder, Colorado, memories surfaced of 
past experiences along the route. Here I

learned geologic mapping and came to 
understand physical principles of geology 
and the sequence of sedimentary rocks in 
this part of Colorado and beyond.

The road passes through the village 
of Jamestown, formerly a major gold min
ing town. Because of extensive prospect
ing and mining in the past, the Jamestown 
area has many old trails, inviting places 
for those of us who like the challenge of 
off-road travel. Long before SUVs, we 
drove our CJ-5s, Broncos, Scouts, Land 
Cruisers, and other four-wheel-drive vehi
cles into these relatively wild areas to test 
our driving skills and enjoy the isolated 
mountain scenery. Whether the excursion 
was impromptu or planned in advance, 
we knew what someone meant when they 
asked, “Want to go jeeping?”
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T h e  c o n fe re n c e  w as  c h a ra c te r iz e d  by g o o d  o rg a n iz a 

tio n , a  c re d i t  to  its  p la n n in g  c o m m itte e , led  b y  B en 

C la u se n  o f  G e o sc ie n c e  R e se a rc h  In s t i tu te .  I lik ed  o p e n 

in g  each  d ay  w ith  w o rsh ip , s o m e th in g  th a t  d o es  n o t  h a p 

p e n  a t ty p ic a l sc ien tif ic  m e e tin g s . T h e  sp e a k e rs  an d  o th e r  

fe a tu re s  fo r  w o rs h ip s  w e re  e x c e lle n t. T h e  C h u rc h  is 

b le s se d  w ith  a w e a lth  o f  g o o d  s in g in g  voices, w h ic h  th e  

c o n g re g a t io n a l  m u s ic  re fle c ted .

g e o sc ie n tis t ,  I w as  g la d  to  see  th a t  th e o lo g ia n s  re c o g n iz e  

th a t  r e s o lu tio n s  to  f a i th /s c ie n c e  is su e s  m a y  c o m e  fro m  

b e t te r  u n d e r s ta n d in g  o f  S c r ip tu re , as w ell as b e t te r  

u n d e r s ta n d in g  o f  n a tu re . S p e a k e rs  w e re  ab le  to  p r e s e n t  

w h a t m ay  seem  to  b e  ra d ic a l th e o r ie s  today, b u t  th o s e  

th e o r ie s  m ay  h e lp  us fin d  b e t te r  a n sw e rs  in  th e  fu tu re .

A  s u g g e s t io n  fro m  th e  G e o lo g y  G ro u p  th a t  th e  

C h u rc h  e n c o u ra g e  a n d  e n a b le  m e m b e rs  to  b e c o m e  p ro -

I was glad to see that theologians recognize that resolutions to faith/science issues may 
come from better understanding of Scripture, as well as better understanding of nature.

T h e  fac t th a t  th r e e  o f  th e  s ix  v ice  p re s id e n ts  o f  th e  

G e n e ra l  C o n fe re n c e  a tte n d e d  th e  e n t ir e  c o n fe ren ce  

e m p h a s iz e d  its  im p o r ta n c e  in  th e  eyes o f  c h u rc h  le a d e r

ship . T h e y  led  o u t  in  v a r io u s  w ay s  b u t b y  n o  m e a n s  d o m i

n a te d  th e  a g e n d a  o r  a n y  o f  th e  ac tiv ities . F ro m  m y  v iew 

p o in t, th e y  to o k  a h a n d s -o f f  ap p ro a c h  to  th e  p re s e n ta tio n s  

a n d  d e lib e ra tio n s  o f  th e  s c ie n tis ts  an d  th eo lo g ian s .

In  a d d itio n , o th e r  G e n e ra l  C o n fe re n c e  o ffic ia ls w e re  

th e re  fo r  a ll o r  p a r t  o f  th e  co n fe ren ce , as w e re  a d m in is 

t r a to r s  f ro m  th e  N o r th  A m e ric a n  D iv is io n , u n io n  c o n fe r

ences, a n d  lo ca l co n fe ren ces . B ased  o n  w h a t  I h e a rd  an d  

o b se rv e d , c h u rc h  a d m in is t r a to r s  a re  t r y in g  to  fo s te r  th e  

p ro c e s s  o f  f in d in g  s o lu tio n s  to  is su e s  o f  fa ith  a n d  science .

A s so m e o n e  w h o  h a s  d e a l t  w ith  is su e s  o f  fa ith  an d  

sc ien ce  fo r  m a n y  y ea rs , I w as  g ra tif ie d  b y  th e  o p en n ess , 

f ra n k n e s s , co rd ia lity , a n d  to le ra n c e  th a t  p a r t ic ip a n ts  

sh o w ed . M a n y  o f  th e  s e rv ic e  p e r s o n n e l  a t th e  c am p  a re  

f r ie n d s  o f  m in e  w h o  a t te n d  th e  B o u ld e r  S e v e n th -d a y  

A d v e n tis t  C h u rc h . O n e  o f  th e m  re p o r te d  to  m e  o n e  day, 

“W e ll, I h e a r  n o  f is t f ig h ts  h av e  b ro k e n  o u t  yet!”

I a p p re c ia te d  th e  g e n e ra l  r e c o g n itio n  o f  h o w  c o m 

p le x  th e  in te rp re ta t io n  o f  n a tu re  is an d  th e  a c k n o w le d g 

m e n t  th a t  s im p lis tic  e x p la n a tio n s  a re  n o t  a d e q u a te  fo r 

m a n y  sc ien tif ic a lly  in fo rm e d , lo y a l c h u rc h  m e m b e rs . A s  a

fe ss io n a ls  in  th e  fie ld  o f  ap p lied  g e o lo g y  to  a d v a n c e  th e  

m iss io n  o f  th e  C h u rc h  re s o n a te d  w ith  m e. F o r  e x am p le , 

e x p e r ts  in  th e  a re a s  o f  w a te r  q ua lity , so il p re s e rv a t io n  

a n d  r e s to ra t io n , an d  g e o lo g ic a l e n g in e e r in g , su c h  as 

la n d s lid e  m itig a tio n , w o u ld  e n h a n c e  th e  c a p a b ilitie s  o f  

A d v e n tis t  D e v e lo p m e n t R e lie f  A gency .

C o n tr a ry  to  fe a rs  e x p re sse d  by  frien d s  o f  m in e  w h o  

d id  n o t  a t te n d  th a t  th e  o u tc o m e  w as p re d e te rm in e d , I am  

p leased  to  r e p o r t  th a t  I fo u n d  a s p ir it  o f  o p en n e ss  an d  

inqu iry , an d  th a t  n o  s in g le  p o in t  o f  v iew  d o m in a ted . I am  

hopefu l an d  even  c au tio u s ly  o p tim is tic  th a t  th e  s p ir it  w ill 

co n tin u e . A fte r  c o n v e rs in g  w ith  a n u m b e r  o f  co lleg e  sci

ence  teach ers , I have  g re a te r  ap p rec ia tio n  fo r th e  c h a llen g e  

befo re  th em , w h ich  is to  h e lp  th e ir  s tu d e n ts  u n d e rs ta n d  

m o d e rn  p rin c ip le s  o f  g e o lo g y  w ith o u t u n d e rm in in g  faith .

Q u e s tio n s  a n d  c h a lle n g e s  s ti l l  lo o m  in  m y  m in d  as 

w e  in  th e  C h u rc h  b e c o m e  m o re  k n o w le d g e a b le  a b o u t 

g e o lo g y  a n d  re la te d  su b jec ts . I w a s  s u rp r is e d  th a t  m y  

o w n  jo u r n e y  fro m  a p o s it io n  o f  nai've c e r ta in ty  to  o n e  o f  

in fo rm e d  u n c e r ta in ty  w ith  r e g a r d  to  is su e s  o f  e a r th  

h is to ry  s t ru c k  a re sp o n s iv e  c h o rd  w ith  so  m a n y  a t te n 

d ees  an d  o th e r s  w h o  re a d  m y  p aper. S o m e  o f  th o s e  in  

a tte n d a n c e  to ld  m e  th a t  th e y  lack ed  access  to  p e o p le  w h o  

c o u ld  s e rv e  as s o u n d in g  b o a rd s  to  e x p lo re  id eas  th a t
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m ig h t  seem  c o n t r a r y  to  t r a d i t io n a l  A d v e n tis t  beliefs.

A m o n g  s c ie n tis ts  a t th e  c o n fe re n ce  an d  e ls e w h e re  

w ith in  th e  C h u rc h , th e re  is a s t r o n g  te n d e n c y  to  a c cep t 

th e  b ib lica l a c c o u n ts  o f  c re a tio n  w eek  a n d  a w o rld w id e  

flood  as l i te ra l  ev en ts , b u t  n o t  to  r e s t r ic t  th e m  to  e v e n ts  

a b o u t 6,000 a n d  4,500 y e a rs  ago , resp ec tiv e ly . T h is  

a p p a re n t  d e v ia tio n  fro m  tra d i t io n a l  C h r is t ia n  th o u g h t  

a n d  th e  w o rd s  o f  E lle n  W h i te  is r e c o g n itio n  th a t  th o s e

th a t  c o n tr ib u te s  to  th is  re la tiv e  lack  o f  k n o w le d g e  is th e  

h is to r ic  te n s io n  b e tw e e n  A d v e n tis t  be liefs an d  g eo lo g ic  

p rin c ip les . F o r  e x am p le , m y  m a jo r  p ro fe s s o r  a t U n io n  

C o lleg e , a fr ie n d  in  th e  c h e m is try  d e p a r tm e n t ,  e x p re s s e d  

c o n c e rn  a b o u t m e  lo s in g  m y  fa ith  w h e n  I d ec id ed  to  p u r 

su e  a  g ra d u a te  e d u c a tio n  in  geo logy .

In  sp ite  o f  th e  c o rd ia li ty  a n d  o p e n n e s s  o f  th e  c o n fe r

ence, I b e lieve  te n s io n  e x is ts  b e tw e e n  th o s e  w h o  h av e  a

I believe that being a Seventh-day Adventist is much deeper than 
particular convictions about earth history.

p e r io d s  w e re  n o t  lo n g  e n o u g h  fo r th e  p ro c e s se s  th a t  hav e  

re s u l te d  in  th e  w o r ld  w e  see  today.

A c c e p tin g  th e  p o s s ib il i ty  th a t  a m a ss  o f  p r e c u r s o r  

e a r th  m a te r ia l  e x is te d  b e fo re  c re a tio n  w eek  a n d  th a t  th e  

su n , m o o n , an d  s ta r s  a lso  e x is te d  b e fo re  c re a tio n  w eek  is 

a  w ay  o f  r e c o g n iz in g  su c h  p h y s ica l re a litie s  as th e  v a lid i

ty  o f  ra d io m e tr ic  d a t in g  o f  ro ck s , th e  ag e  o f  th e  s ta rs , 

a n d  th e  sp eed  o f  lig h t.

L o o k in g  a t th e  p a p e rs  re la te d  to  g e o lo g y  th ro u g h  

th e  eyes o f  m y  g e o lo g is t  co lle a g u e s  a t th e  U S G S , I fo u n d  

th a t  so m e  w o u ld  hav e  b een  v iew ed  as m a k in g  a v a lu ab le  

c o n tr ib u t io n  to  th e  s tu d y  o f  g e o lo g y  a n d  w o u ld  have  

p a s se d  th e  p ro c e s s  o f  p e e r  re v ie w  w ith  l i t t le  o r  n o  

c h a n g e . S o m e  w o u ld  h av e  b e e n  a c c e p ted  as v a lid  sc ien tif

ic s tu d ie s  w ith  v a lid  c o n c lu s io n s  w h e n  ap p lied  locally , b u t  

a n y  a t te m p t  to  e x tr a p o la te  th e  r e s u l ts  to  a la r g e r  a re a  

w o u ld  h av e  b een  re je c te d . S o m e  w o u ld  hav e  b e e n  v iew ed  

as a t te m p ts  to  f in d  s u p p o r t  fo r  a re lig io u s  b e lie f  an d  

th e re fo re  w o u ld  n o t  hav e  b e e n  tak en  se riously . A n d  so m e  

w o u ld  h av e  b een  c o n s id e re d  r id icu lo u s . O f  c o u rse , so m e  

r id ic u lo u s  th e o r ie s  in  th e  p a s t  w e re  la te r  p ro v e n  tru e .

T h e  lack  o f  tr a in e d  g e o lo g is ts  w ith in  th e  S e v e n th -d a y  

A d v e n tis t  C h u rc h  is a  d e fin ite  h an d ic a p  w h e n  i t  co m es to  

u n d e r s ta n d in g  issu es  o f  e a r th  h is to ry . A n d  a m a jo r  fa c to r

q u ite  l i te ra l  v iew  o f  th e  G e n e s is  a c c o u n ts  o f  C re a tio n  an d  

th e  F lo o d  a n d  th o s e  w h o  d o  n o t. F o r  m e, p ro b a b ly  th e  

m o s t  n e g a tiv e  p a r t  o f  th e  c o n fe re n c e  w a s  th e  im p lic a tio n , 

w h ic h  so m e  p la in ly  s ta te d , th a t  th o s e  w h o  d o  n o t  r e g a rd  

th e  C re a tio n  an d  F lo o d  s to r ie s  as l i te r a l  a c c o u n ts  a re  n o t  

re a lly  S e v e n th -d a y  A d v e n tis ts . I r e s p e c t  th e i r  r i g h t  to  

h o ld  th is  b e lie f  a n d  to  e x p re s s  i t  in  pub lic . B u t I b e lieve  

th a t  b e in g  a S e v e n th -d a y  A d v e n tis t  is m u c h  d e e p e r  th a n  

p a r t ic u la r  c o n v ic tio n s  a b o u t e a r th  h is to ry .

O n e  te rm  u se d  sev e ra l tim e s  d u r in g  th e  c o n fe re n c e  

w as  “s lip p e ry  s lo p e .” T h is  re m in d e d  m e  o f  m y  fo rm e r  

d ay s “je e p in g ” o n  th e  t r a i ls  a ro u n d  J a m e s to w n . O n e  o f  

th e  c h a lle n g e s  w e  faced  w as  c ro s s in g  p lace s  w h e re  d is a s 

te r  w as  p o ss ib le  b u t  w h e re  th e re  w as  a lso  th e  p ro s p e c t  o f  

re w a rd  in  th e  fo rm  o f  b e a u tifu l s c e n e ry  o r  s im p ly  re a c h 

in g  a d e s tin a tio n . E v e n  th o u g h  a v o id in g  th e  l i te ra l  s lip 

p e r y  s lo p es  w as  safer, th e  w ise  a n d  e x p e r ie n c e d  d r iv e r  

w h o  u n d e rs to o d  th e  veh ic le , th e  te r r a in ,  a n d  h is  o r  h e r  

o w n  leve l o f  sk ill w as  w ill in g  to  c h a lle n g e  th e  s lo p es  

b ecau se  o f  p o te n t ia l  b en e fits , a  le s so n  fo r th o s e  o f  u s  n o w  

w r e s t l in g  w ith  is su e s  o f  fa ith  a n d  science.

A resident of Boulder, Colorado, Gary A. Nowlan is a geologist for the 
United States Geological Survey.


