In the Beginning – Creation vs. Science

Page 4

In the Beginning: Creation vs. Science
Rabbi Steven Morgen, Congregation Beth Yeshurun, October 24, 2008
Did you ever wonder why God never received tenure at any major University? Well, actually there are a whole lot of reasons:

· He had only one major publication. 

· It was in Hebrew; had no references; wasn't published in an academic journal; and some doubt he wrote it himself.

· He may have created the world, but what has he done since? 

· The scientific community cannot replicate his results. 

· He never received permission from the ethics board to use human subjects. 

· When one experiment went awry, he tried to cover it up by drowning the subjects. 

· He rarely came to class; telling the students to, "Read the book." 

· He expelled his first two students. 

· His office hours were irregular and sometimes held on a mountain top. 

· Although there were only ten requirements, most students failed. 

Okay, those may not be the real reasons God never got tenured, but what makes them funny, I think, is that we recognize how completely ridiculous it is to try to quantify God’s majesty and authority in scientific, academic terms. To assert that God created the Universe is a wholly different kind of statement from the process of scientific experimentation, observation, and deduction. 
Rabbi Rosen discussed this issue in this week’s Bylines – the weekly email message he has just resumed. But I wanted to explore it with you this evening in a little more depth. It is really a very important matter, and something that has been a source of conflict among people for centuries. The conflict boils down to a simple question about truth: how do you decide what is true and what is false? Do you accept a received tradition, handed down from generation to generation, from parents to children? Or do you ask questions, make observations, and then make tentative assumptions that you then test by experimentation and further observation. 
For centuries human beings believed that the sun rose in the East from a chamber underground, flew across the sky – perhaps in a chariot drawn by winged horses – and then sank into its chamber in the West, to travel underground at night so that the cycle could start again in the morning. That was the received tradition, the received wisdom, for centuries. Then someone – using geometry and close observation – figured out that that could not be the case. I don’t understand how he did it myself; but he did. And later, a man named Galileo used a telescope to observe the motion of the sun, moon, planets and stars even closer, and he proved that theory to be correct. Unfortunately for Galileo, the Catholic Church had adopted as part of its religious doctrine that the Earth is the center of the Universe, and Galileo claimed the sun was the center of our solar system. The “received wisdom” – which had the authority of religious doctrine – was challenged by observation and experimentation, or in other words, by science. So, there is the question: how do you decide which explanation is the “truth”?
Science tells us the Universe is 13.5 billion years old, that it began with a “Big Bang,” that over a billion years later galaxies formed, that our solar system formed more than 4.5 billion years ago, with the planets forming after the sun became a compact, thermo-nuclear, fusion ball. The Earth was originally a molten mass that gradually cooled, forming a hard shell or crust. Eventually bodies of water formed on the surface. Life began as single-celled organisms living in the water, and over millions and millions of years became more complex creatures through a process of mutation and natural selection. That is, once in a while, instead of exactly duplicating itself, an organism would “misfire” and create offspring that were just a little different. Whenever the difference was helpful to survival of the creature, that change became the new “evolved” creature form, and the older model eventually died off. This process is called evolution.
Now, let’s look at the first Chapter of Genesis which is the Torah portion for this Shabbat. In the beginning, the world was unformed and void (or, in other words, one big messy pea soup). And God said let there be light, and there was light. And He separated light from darkness, and called the light “day” and the darkness He called “night.” Day One. So far, so good. Maybe, the light God created in the Beginning was the “Big Bang”? But at least we can understand the words.

Day two, though, is really confusing. It says God separated the “waters above” from the “waters below.” He made something called in Hebrew “Rakiah” and used it to separate the two bodies of water. The Rakiah He called “Sky.” What the heck does this mean? Well, the problem we have is that we are suffering from a common malady: we do not have prehistoric knowledge of science. You see, when our ancestors (Fred Flintstone, for instance) looked up at the sky, they saw that it was blue. When they looked out at the ocean, they saw that it was blue. They could not touch the heavens above, not having wings, but they could touch the ocean, and they knew that the ocean was made of water. So, they reasoned, the heavens, too, must be made of water. That is why the Sky appears blue. But what keeps the water in the heavens from falling down on our heads and drowning us? Well, obviously, when God created the world, He must have invented Plexiglass – a strong, clear plastic sheet – that He inserted below the water up there to hold it up. That Plexiglass sheet is called “Rakiah” in Hebrew. And, as we will read next week with Noah and the flood, when it rains, the “windows of the heavens” (i.e. the holes God poked into the clear plexiglass sheet) open up and the water falls through the holes. By the way, the Hebrew word for Heavens is “Shamayim” – which could mean “Sham mayim” “There is water.” Now that we understand the words of the Bible, though, they make no sense scientifically. There is no ocean of water held up by plexiglass. We know better now because we have sent astronauts to the moon – and they did not crash into the plexiglass ceiling!
Day three: God gathers the water below into Oceans, and causes dry land to appear. Then God causes plants and trees to grow on the land. Day Four: God invents the Sun, Moon and Stars. … Wait a second! How can that be? Science says the sun came first, and so did the stars. And by the way, how do the plants created on day three live without the sun? Modern science tells us they need the sun to make energy by photosynthesis. Day five, God creates creatures to inhabit the water, and creatures that fly in the air. Day six, God creates creatures that live on the land – ending with the crown of creation: Human Beings. Day seven, God rests and calls it Shabbat.
Some folks try to explain the differences in the account of creation in the Bible with the scientific version by saying that God’s day is not a 24 hour day. That way, at least, we explain how the Universe can be 13.5 billion years old instead of 5769 as the Jewish calendar would suggest. After all, a 24-hour day depends on the sun rising and setting and the sun was not even created until day four. Surely the first three “days” could be billions of years, and for that matter since it is God counting the “days” why not allow the remaining days to represent millions or billions of years? 

That’s well and good to a point. As I have already pointed out, however, the sequence of events is also wrong – the sun created on day four after plants and the earth itself. And the idea of “water above” is just plain wrong.

So, do we accept science and discard our religious beliefs? Or do we hold fast to our religious beliefs and reject science? Fortunately, we do not have to do either. We can fully accept the conclusions of science as the origins of the Universe and our world, AND continue to believe that God created them. BUT, we will have to accept a more poetic and far less literal interpretation of the first chapter of Genesis.

What, then, is the Bible trying to tell us in the deeper sense? First, notice that there is a very organized structure to the story: God said “X” and it happens. God saw that it was good. There was evening and there was morning, Day One, Day Two, Day Three, and so on. Now if the sequence is not scientific, it is nevertheless intentionally and cleverly formulated. Imagine the first six days laid out in two columns of three:
Day 1: Light
Day 4: Sun, Moon, Stars

Day 2: Heavens above and water below
Day 5: Birds in the sky, and fish in the water

Day 3: Land appears and vegetation grows
Day 6: Animals appear on land.

There is an intentional symmetry here. On one side we have static, non-moving objects. On the other side we have moving things that correlate to the first three.

The story is telling us that Creation was not a random accident. Rather, there is a Creator, who had a definite plan, and took the random and chaotic messy pea soup of the Universe, and organized it into a very complicated, intricate, beautiful, structured, integrated, living world. That is the story told in the first Chapter of Genesis – told in a poetic form, and using the best science of its time. It is, in my opinion, a Divinely inspired, but still humanly interpreted attempt to understand how God created the Universe. An attempt that was made thousands of years ago, before the invention of telescopes with which we can prove that the earth circles the sun and not the other way around, and before the invention of the microscope with which we can learn about single-celled organisms which undoubtedly were the first living things on this Earth. But despite these handicaps, it is an extraordinary leap for ancient humans to recognize that the world was not created in a hap-hazard manner by many gods fighting with each other, but rather by a single God who had a well-thought-out and organized plan for creation. What an amazing insight that was!

I, for one, am not willing to turn a blind eye to science and accept a fundamentalist reading of Genesis. Nor am I prepared to accept that the Universe was created by random chance and accident. The complex structure of an atom, a DNA molecule, an ecosystem, a galaxy, and the awesome size of the Universe itself all scream out to me that this intricate work of art was indeed intentionally created. 

How did God create the Universe? However science determines it happened: Big Bang, Evolution, and all. If at some later time science revises or refines our understanding of this process, I will accept those conclusions as well. Science explains the mechanics of creation according to the rules of physics and chemistry. But science cannot prove or disprove the existence of a Being that resides outside the realm of the physical world, a Being that created the very principles of physics and chemistry, and that provided the wonders of a star-filled night, the beauty of a flower blossoming in the spring, or the gift of intelligence and free-will bestowed upon human beings. That is why I am also a religious Jew.
I am not sure God actually cares about getting a Ph.D. I am certain He does not need one. But, maybe some University ought to give God an honorary doctorate anyway as a way to recognize all His hard work, and a tenured position on the faculty as well. Whenever and wherever His office hours might be.

Shabbat Shalom!

