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Prologue

I wonder why you’ve picked up this book? Maybe you were intrigued by the front cover? Perhaps you’re looking to understand the Bible better? Maybe life is tough right now and you are searching for answers? Or perhaps you just love a good story and the idea that the Bible might be just that is intriguing?

For people of all ages, stories are captivating. Neurologists have scanned the human brain to see what happens when we become invested in a compelling tale – whether a film, a novel or a story told in the flesh. Powerful chemicals are released to enhance our imagination. The same hormone that bonds mother and child helps develop empathy with fictional characters and the ‘pleasure-drug’, dopamine, is released when we celebrate a happy ending. When was the last time you felt moved by a story?

 

I had always felt life first as a story: and if there is a story there is a storyteller.1

G. K. Chesterton, philosopher and author (1874−1936)

Every Friday night I face the daunting task of making up another tale about ‘Davey the Dragon’ for my children. Each time I begin with the same opening line: ‘There was once a young dragon called Davey. He was a kind dragon with a big heart and a small brain . . .’ Most episodes involve Davey being shot at by a farmer for stealing sheep. Even when a different narrative unfolds, it has the same basic plotline: Davey goes off with his friends, disobeys his parents, and gets into trouble, before a lucky escape. The moral of the story? Always listen to your parents! But despite the predictable plotlines, every Friday without fail my kids insist: ‘We want a Davey!’ or as my youngest son chants, ‘Make up a Davey!’

The power of a story lies in its correspondence with our lives. We humans are living, breathing plotlines, played out between birth and death. In the face of so much pain and tragedy, we need to know that life is heading somewhere and we are part of something bigger. In order to make sense of life, we need to inhabit a narrative that gives meaning. That’s why Davey the Dragon resonates with our kids. As I tell the story, their vivid imaginations enter Davey’s world. Whether it’s fact or fiction becomes irrelevant at this point. The story has a deeper resonance.

This book isn’t primarily about whether the Bible is fact or fiction. It’s about whether it resonates, whether it makes sense at the deepest level. Can it still scratch our contemporary itches and answer real-life questions? This gets to the heart of my journey with the Bible: having previously dismissed it as an old-fashioned moral code, I have come to see it differently. Like the spectacles I wear on the end of my nose, the Bible provides a lens through which to see the world and make sense of life’s experiences – the good, the bad and the ugly. So now I don’t just read the Bible, I see myself through it. As J. R. R. Tolkien concluded, the Bible is a ‘story of a larger kind’, an archetypal plotline.2 That’s why even its ancient history remains relevant. We are not Israel enslaved in Egypt, but the Israelites’ quest for freedom mirrors our own. We are not with Jesus on the shores of Lake Galilee, but our need for a messiah is just as real. In our modern age, perhaps we need the Bible’s grand narrative and ancient wisdom more than ever?

 

To be rooted is perhaps the most important and least recognised need of the human soul.3

Simone Weil, French philosopher and political activist

I developed this book during a global crisis. The first few chapters were written bc (Before Coronavirus). The final sections were penned during lockdown, as our world faced unprecedented levels of disruption. At times, it felt like the film set of an apocalyptic movie that served to remind us of our fragility. Human beings cannot control the world as masters of our own fate. We are vulnerable creatures, prone to anxiety in the face of our mortality. To live with peace we need to be anchored to a larger plotline. To live with confidence, we need a hope that even death cannot snatch away.

 

Don’t underestimate the power of the words of the Bible. So often they have been light to a dark path for me and strength to a failing body.4

Bear Grylls, adventurer

This is precisely why many people are revisiting the Bible. It claims to make sense of who we are and the experiences we have, from holding the tiny hand of a newborn to holding the dying hand of a loved one. At this point you may be thinking: But isn’t the Bible a dusty religious text, a relic from a bygone era? How can it make sense of my life today? This book is an invitation to explore these questions. So, come with me on a journey through the storyline of the Bible and decide for yourself whether it’s still relevant.

 

Now let me at the truth which will refresh my broken mind.5

Mumford & Sons, British folk rock band

The book begins with a short section called Introducing the Bible that sets the scene. Then we move through the plotline of the Bible in six parts, from our Origins (Part 1) to our future Hope (Part 6). Each is based on a major episode in the Bible that connects with our human needs and desires. After a short introduction to the theme, each part consists of seven mini-chapters that take ten to fifteen minutes to read. At the end of each mini-chapter there is a recommended Bible passage and a ‘reflect’ exercise that provides some breathing space and a moment for self-awareness. So you could try reading a mini-chapter each day, along with the recommended Bible passage and ‘reflect’ exercise. Or why not share the journey with others in a group?

In summary, this book will enable two things at once:

 

•We will make sense of the Bible
The Bible is big and complex. But when we see the big picture, we grasp how the whole story fits together. By the end you will be able to navigate the Bible’s plotline confidently.

•The Bible will make sense of us
Each chapter explores the Bible as part of our human story, considering the relevance of its ancient wisdom and drawing down resources that help us live well today.

Scripture is like a river, broad and deep, shallow enough here for the lamb to go wading, but deep enough there for the elephant to swim.6

Gregory the Great, Bishop of Rome (c. 540−604)

Finally, the Bible is open for everyone to explore, whatever your age or experience. Imagine it like a watering hole or an oasis in the wilderness. Recently, my family and I went to Kenya and enjoyed some magical days on safari. Early one morning we made our way to a viewing point overlooking a small lake. As we watched, animals quietly emerged from all directions to lap up the water. Some were understandably cautious and stayed near the edges; others strode nonchalantly into the deep. The diversity was incredible. For a few moments, the animal kingdom laid aside its differences to drink from a lifegiving source. The Bible is like a divine watering hole. It’s a source of guidance, wisdom and hope for our human race; a refreshing oasis where people from all walks of life can quench their thirst. You may already feel quite confident; why not wade in deeper? You may feel cautious. But you don’t need to know it all to make your way to the edge. The only qualification is desire. As Jesus himself said: ‘Let anyone who is thirsty come to me and drink’ (John 7:37).

 

Andrew Ollerton

June 2020





How to navigate the Bible

The Bible is a strange book. Finding your way round it can feel challenging. The individual books are made up of chapters and verses. To locate a particular book (for example, Genesis), try the Table of Contents at the front. Bible references locate a specific passage by referring to chapter and verse numbers: for instance, Genesis 1:3 means chapter one and verse three. In this book we will mainly quote from the New International Version of the Bible, which is a modern translation of the whole Bible. Where I have wanted to highlight particular words or phrases, I have used italic text.
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INTRODUCING

THE BIBLE

The French philosopher Voltaire (1694−1778) famously declared: ‘A hundred years from my death the Bible will be a museum piece.’ As it turned out, Voltaire’s old home in Paris became a distribution centre for Bibles in order to feed growing demand across the French-speaking world. In China, during the twentieth century the Bible was outlawed by the Communist Party and copies were confiscated by the Red Guards. In spite of this, demand for the Bible continued to grow and a Chinese printing press (Amity) recently celebrated the milestone of printing 200 million copies.1 What is it about the Bible? It just won’t go away. No book has been burned, banned or debated more vigorously over the centuries. Nevertheless, it continues to dominate bestseller lists year on year.2 The Bible has many critics but no rivals.

I met with some leaders recently from across the Middle East. One of them spoke movingly about their work with refugees. In the midst of an unfolding tragedy, he recalled the scene when a shipment of clothing arrived. The aid workers laid out neat piles according to size, then as an afterthought they put a stack of Bibles in Arabic and Farsi next to the clothes. When the warehouse opened and word got round the camp, there was a stampede, not for the clothes but for the Bibles. Despite living in rags and having nothing, the refugees knew that when the bottom falls out of life, it’s the Bible you need.

In the United Kingdom, we live in a secular culture. We are more likely to run away from the Bible than stampede towards it. However, if you listen carefully, the Bible still keeps surfacing. My car broke down recently and a kind mechanic towed me home. En route he asked me what I did for a living and I explained that I researched and presented the world’s bestselling book. I spent the next few minutes persuading him that I did not work for J. K. Rowling nor the publisher of Fifty Shades of Grey. Eventually, he let his guard down and admitted that he had recently tried reading the Bible himself. Why? Because his younger brother was in prison and there in the confines of his cell he’d opened up the world’s bestseller and discovered a depth and force that catapulted his life in a new direction. My companion remained suspicious but as we journeyed home he plucked up the courage and asked: So what exactly is the Bible?

Great question. I wonder what answer you would give? We probably all have preconceived ideas about the Bible based on cultural stereotypes or personal experiences. Maybe you had it pushed at you growing up? Or perhaps you’ve witnessed the Bible being used negatively, with verses quoted to justify harmful behaviour? This chapter invites us to lay aside past experiences and to reimagine the Bible on its own terms. When human hands take hold of a hard copy or turn on a Bible app, what are we engaging with?

 

Why does this huge, sprawling, tactless book, sit there inscrutably in the middle of our cultural heritage . . . frustrating all our efforts to walk around it?3

Northrop Fry, Canadian literary critic
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Most obviously, the Bible is a collection of writings. The word ‘Bible’ comes from an ordinary Greek word (biblia), which means ‘books’. It’s plural because the Bible is a multi-volume work. Equally, ‘Scripture’ comes from a Latin word (scriptura) meaning ‘writings’. It’s an everyday term for putting pen to paper. Today ‘Bible’ and ‘Scripture’ carry religious connotations. But strip back the jargon and the Bible is quite simply a bestselling book. In the British radio show Desert Island Discs a celebrity is invited to discuss the books, music and personal items they would take with them if marooned on a desert island. Interestingly, the Bible, along with the works of Shakespeare, is given as standard. The implication? Such an iconic piece of literature should be on everyone’s reading list, whether a ‘believer’ or not.

A small ancient library

The Bible was composed by at least forty different authors over a thousand years and only later collated into one volume. Between the covers is a collection of books arranged into two main sections: the Old Testament, originally written in Hebrew (with some Aramaic) and the New Testament, originally in Greek (with snippets of Latin). Some Bibles from Catholic and Orthodox traditions include additional books but we will focus on the core sixty-six books that all Christian traditions agree on: thirty-nine in the Old Testament and twenty-seven in the New. The main point to grasp is that the Bible is a small library of ancient writings by multiple authors.

The word ‘ancient’ alerts us to the need to interpret the language of the Bible in order to make good sense of it. Words and idioms evolve over time and from culture to culture. When, for example, Queen Anne visited the newly completed St Paul’s Cathedral in the late seventeenth century, she allegedly declared it: ‘amusing, awful and artificial’. Yet the architect, Sir Christopher Wren, was delighted. Back then ‘amusing’ meant amazing, ‘awful’ meant awe-inspiring and ‘artificial’ complimented the artistic genius. Words and idioms change over time. Today, Bible translators have done much of the heavy lifting by translating the ancient texts into equivalent modern words and phrases. However, we still need to read the Bible with a sensitivity to its original meaning.

Equally, cultural practices in biblical times varied enormously from nowadays, but we can still learn from them. It’s similar to the ways different cultures behave today. For example, last summer my children found it highly amusing when a French man greeted me with a kiss on both cheeks. In response to their sniggers, he gently pointed out: ‘There are many things about British culture that I don’t understand – cricket for example!’ The French are arguably more biblical as they follow a clear command in the Bible: ‘Greet one another with a holy kiss’ (Romans 16:16). However, the fact that we Brits offer a handshake does not mean we are anti-Bible: we’ve distinguished the underlying principle (give a generous welcome) from the specific practice (holy kiss). There are plenty of other traditions in the Bible that may seem strange to us: foot-washing, animal sacrifices, head-covering. This book will provide coaching along the way so that we can learn how to interpret the Bible’s ancient wisdom today.

Let me share one key principle for making sense of the Bible: understand the text in its original context. As the saying goes: if you take a text out of context you will be left with a con! It may shock you to hear that a few years ago I threw my wedding ring away in front of my wife. But before you close this book in disgust, let me put that text in context. We were at a friend’s winter wedding. I was making snowballs during endless rounds of photos. My hands got cold. My fingers shrank. My wedding ring slipped off into one of those snowballs. So I literally threw my wedding ring away in front of my wife. Any text, if taken out of context, can be made to sound ridiculous, even offensive. The Bible is no exception. Throughout this book we will revisit the ancient contexts from which the Bible emerged. As we do so, we will discover that things that otherwise seem strange, actually make sense.

Diverse styles of communication

When we turn on our mobile devices we’re used to seeing a whole range of icons representing weather apps, social media feeds, emails, online shopping, news reports. Rather embarrassingly my daughter’s iTunes account syncs with my phone so I get regular updates from ‘Fitness Girl’ on my screen! When you open the Contents page in a Bible, imagine it like a home screen with an array of apps, each with different communication styles:
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To make sense of the Bible we need to develop sensitivity to these different styles of writing. For example, poets use words figuratively to stir emotion: ‘love is as strong as death’ (Song of Songs 8:6), teachers use metaphors to inspire imagination: ‘I am the good shepherd’ (John 10:14), whereas historical description can be interpreted literally: ‘Jesus wept’ (John 11:35). With digital devices, we quickly learn to navigate the various apps when we use them regularly. With practice, identifying the different styles of writing in the Bible will become just as intuitive.

For all the advances of Western civilisation, nothing seems to replace the writings in the Bible. The wisdom contained in the proverbs of Solomon or the teachings of Jesus are timeless. When it comes to sacred occasions and rites of passage – births, marriages, funerals − the Bible is still our go-to. How many weddings, including royal ones, have drawn on 1 Corinthians 13: ‘Love is patient, love is kind . . .’? I was officiating at a ceremony recently where this passage was read. Afterwards, someone came up to me and asked: ‘Where did you get that poem from? It was bloody beautiful!’ Perhaps we’ve overlooked how ‘bloody beautiful’ the Bible can be. Throughout this journey we will discover passages that still contain unrivalled depths of truth, wisdom and inspiration.

[image: clip0005] Our human story

One of the least appreciated facts about the Bible is that this library of books forms one overarching story. The Bible is not a random collection of pious sayings or moral lessons. There is a coherent plotline from start to finish. At first glance this seems improbable. If you visit a local library or bookstore, you do not expect each title, written by so many different authors, to form one master narrative. There may be multi-volume series by the same author – Harry Potter novels or Lord of the Rings – but the entire contents of the library forming one compelling plotline? Impossible.

So where does the Bible get its coherence from?

My journey to answering that question began with a rather hostile exchange on a beach. As an enthusiastic seventeen-year-old, I somehow managed to strike up a conversation with a passerby about the Bible. ‘It’s full of contradictions,’ the man declared. ‘No it isn’t,’ I retorted, eager to defend the Bible. ‘Oh yes it is!’ he replied. ‘Oh no it isn’t!’ By this point other people were listening in to this spontaneous Punch and Judy show. Finally my opponent landed a killer question: ‘Have you actually read it?’ Sensing my hesitation, he continued to probe: ‘Have you read all of it?’ I finally mumbled a ‘No’ of defeat to which my opponent replied: ‘Well how do you know there aren’t contradictions then?’

End of conversation.

Beginning of adventure.

Thanks to that provocation, over the next few months I read the Bible from cover to cover. I’ll be honest: at times I really struggled. But other nights I couldn’t put it down. Once I’d finished the whole thing, I arrived at two conclusions that remain to this day. First, the Bible is complex. There are indeed apparent contradictions, and ugly bits and mysterious sections. People who think it was all fabricated to make the church look good clearly haven’t read it. No rose-tinted filter has been applied. Instead, it retains rough edges and loose ends that give it a rugged, authentic charm. If we really engage with the Bible it may feel more like a wrestling match than a cosy read. Second, the Bible has a mysterious harmony. The scenario I described earlier and deemed impossible – a library of writings by multiple authors spread across centuries that forms one compelling story – that is the Bible! After multiple readings I am more amazed than ever by its inexplicable harmony. How does a small ancient library become one coherent story and still make so much sense two thousand years later?

The rest of this book will journey through the storyline to discover how it hangs together. However, before we dive in it’s helpful to pull up to a higher altitude and get a glimpse of the big picture. I’m a visual learner. I need to see it in order to get it. Over the years I’ve developed visual ways to imagine the whole Bible. Think of it like a sat-nav: when you first punch in the postcode of your destination, it shows the entire route on one screen before zooming in. So before we start at the beginning, let’s get a vision of the whole Bible storyline.

 

Part 1 Origins: Our human desire for meaning
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How a story opens and closes frames the whole narrative. The beginning of the Bible takes us back to the dawn of time. Notice the scale: it’s not a story about a Christian country or religious cult; in Genesis we discover the origins of the whole universe, all of nature, the human race, evil and death. The Bible’s origins story answers our deepest questions: Where have we come from? Why are we here?

 

Part 2 Exodus: Our human quest for freedom
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The story zooms in on one Middle-Eastern man (Abraham) and his descendants (Israel). Through Joseph and his technicoloured coat, they end up enslaved in Egypt. Their experience captures our predicament. We may not be in physical chains but we can feel trapped by anxiety, guilt, anger, injustice. Through an event known as Exodus, God rescued Israel. Their subsequent journey to the Promised Land reveals how to get out of destructive patterns and enter into a fully liberated life.

 

Part 3 Exile: Our human cry for peace
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Once in the Promised Land, Israel enjoy an era of peace and prosperity under kings like David and Solomon. However, it all goes to pot and they are eventually forced from their homeland and taken as exiles to Babylon (modern-day Iraq). Israel’s longing for home echoes our cry for a world without suffering, injustice and pain. The story of exile reveals how we can experience peace through the storms of life.

 

Part 4 Messiah: Our human need for love
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In the New Testament, the long-awaited hero arrives. Jesus is God’s love in person. He healed the sick, raised the dead and put the marginalised centre stage. He gave a glimpse of how beautiful this world could be. But his popularity aroused opposition from religious leaders. They plotted his downfall in brutal fashion – Roman crucifixion. However, through the hatred, a more mysterious plot was unfolding. The story of Jesus reveals the invincible power of God’s love.

 

Part 5 Spirit: Our human thirst for community
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After Jesus returned to heaven, God’s presence was released in a whole new way. From a small group of Jews, this good news went viral. New communities sprang up all over the known world. The Spirit united slaves and masters, females and males, Gentiles and Jews as one family. This is where we fit into the story: God’s Spirit is still at work in the world today and we have a part to play.

Part 6 Hope: Our human longing for home
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We are hope-oriented creatures. Without a desirable future we lose the will to live. In the face of much uncertainty – environmental, economic, societal – the Bible speaks hope over our story. It concludes with visions of remade humans inhabiting a perfect world. Paradise lost will be regained. This story of hope gives us the resources we need to live bold and generous lives to the end.

 

I want to suggest that this story makes sense of who we are and how we experience life in the real world. Of course we don’t live in Bible times. For Moses a tablet was made of stone; for us it’s a digital device. Things have changed. But our deepest needs and desires remain constant: meaning, freedom, peace, love, community, hope. That’s why the world’s bestseller has an enduring shelflife and timeless relevance. As the clinical psychologist Jordan Peterson has noted, ‘These great [Bible] stories are part of the substructure of our society . . . the further I delve into them, the deeper they get and that never ends.’4

The Bible is not a dusty book only relevant to vicars and nuns; it’s our human story. When on an episode of Desert Island Discs, English comedian Lee Mack learned that the Bible came as standard, he replied: ‘I would definitely take the Bible. After all if aliens landed on planet earth and asked what’s life all about, I’d say, “Well there’s this book that purports to have the answers.” ’ He went on to admit: ‘I’ve not actually read it. Isn’t that crazy!’5 I think Lee Mack has a better understanding of the Bible than most religious people. It’s not just a collection of pious sayings and moral rules. In its own unique way, the Bible purports to explain nothing less than human life on planet earth. If that were the case, it would be crazy not to explore it.

[image: clip0012] An inspired message

This third point is a bit more controversial. The Bible is divinely inspired, with a transcendence and power that cannot be rationally explained. A verse within the Bible captures the essential idea: ‘All Scripture is inspired by God’ or literally ‘God-breathed’ (2 Timothy 3:16). Something mysterious happens when people engage with the Bible. I realise that may sound a bit weird or mystical but bear with me for a moment. People of all ages, IQ levels and cultures have discovered within the Bible a living message that defies its ancient origins.

Take Danny, for example. I first met him when he ran away from London and got off the train in Cornwall. Danny had been in a gang, started using cocaine and was now running away from the madness. To cut a long story short, he decided to try our church. He later told me that when he arrived outside, he was too frightened to come in: ‘I thought I would burst into flames.’ So Danny went home and started reading the Bible instead. Now bear in mind that by his own admission he had never read anything more than a comic. When we finally met up, I faced an avalanche of questions. The Bible had cut through the craziness and hit home. We started reading it together and discussing it each week. I think I learned more from him than he did from me. The Bible seemed to speak right into his soul. As Danny himself put it: ‘I’ve taken a lot of medicine and been on lots of programmes. But the Bible has fixed me up on the inside.’ We lost contact for a while after that, but I spoke to Danny on the phone recently. He told me he had just finished reading the New Testament again. Not bad for a kid who dropped out of education aged fourteen.

The Bible pulsates with a strange energy. Its words seem animated at times. They flex and morph to encounter us in surprising ways. I have been reading, studying and grappling with it for over two decades but I can never master it. As Napoleon put it: ‘The Bible is no mere book, but a living creature, with a power to conquer all who oppose it.’6 When I think I am reading the Bible, I discover that it’s reading me. As I make sense of it, it makes sense of me.

My father died a couple of years ago. It’s the hardest experience life has thrown at me to date. At times I thought I would fall over and not be able to get up again. But through it all, a verse in the Bible has been like a hand rail that I’ve grabbed hold of many times:

 

The LORD upholds all who fall

and lifts up all who are bowed down.

Psalm 145:14

To you it may just sound like a verse. But for me it’s been a voice, an inspired message speaking strength and hope. The Bible is like that. So be attentive. Read carefully. Tune in and the Bible may provide vital resources of wisdom, courage and hope for life’s challenges. Of course, I can’t put that in a test-tube and prove it. But why not experiment for yourself? Through this book, give the world’s bestseller a try. At the end of each chapter there is a suggested short passage from the Bible. Don’t wait until you believe it all. Try it on for size. See if it fits and makes sense of you.





PART 1

ORIGINS

Our human desire for meaning
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Introducing origins

Who do you think you are? is the question posed by a popular British TV series, in which celebrities trace their ancestry and discover secrets about their past. As the title suggests, there is an important relationship between our origins and our identity, where we’ve come from and who we are. Through DNA testing and powerful search engines, it’s easier than ever to retrace our family tree back through the centuries and discover some surprising relations. My American mother-in-law is a past master at this. She claims to have hard evidence that my wife, Charlotte, is related to Pocahontas and Lady Godiva . . . that’s right, not just a Disney character. Pocahontas was a real Indian princess, the daughter of Powhatan, who married an English settler called John Rolfe. And yes, that’s right, Countess Godiva allegedly rode naked through Coventry on a horse. Anyway, let’s not lose our train of thought. The question of origins is not a retired, antiquarian interest. We humans want to feel part of a larger story that secures a deeper sense of belonging in the world. That’s why ancestry.co.uk has the slogan: ‘Bring your backstory to life’. Tracing our origins is crucial to knowing who we are and where we fit.

Back in the Middle Ages, this would have been more straightforward as family stories were etched on to a small footprint of land, generation to generation. But in our modern era of mobile living and family breakdown, our sense of heritage and belonging has become fragmented. We know where we live but that’s not the same as knowing where we belong. Personally, I find it hard in polite conversation to answer the simple question: ‘Where do you come from?’ I normally reply ‘Lancashire’ as this northern county in England is where the Ollerton family originates. It’s where my granddad taught me to skim stones and my grandma shot a rabbit with her air rifle. But the truth is, I’ve never lived there. My parents relocated before I was born and now I live somewhere different again. But I say ‘Lancashire’ because it summons a sense of heritage that runs deeper than my own short existence.1

The opening scenes of the Bible provide a narrative portal through which to revisit our ultimate origins. The first book is entitled Genesis, which means ‘origins’ or ‘beginnings’.2 It takes us back to the dawn of time and tells the story of how the universe came into being, who we are as humans and how we can discover meaning in this complex world. By meditating on these opening sequences we can situate our small, fragile lives within a larger story that is coherent and enduring. Genesis therefore sets up the backstory to our entire human story and makes sense of many realities we still face today: work and rest, family and society, nature and culture, birth and death.

Have you ever wondered why life is such a rollercoaster of emotions? Moments of intense beauty and pleasure – birds tweeting, lovers loving, your team winning – leave us singing with Louis Armstrong, ‘What a wonderful world’. But then life throws a curve ball and suddenly we face dark realities – the boss issuing redundancy, the doctor telling us it’s malignant, our partner announcing it’s over. Now we’re singing with Travis, ‘Why does it always rain on me?’ The Bible doesn’t shy away from these complexities or hide them in a corner. It faces up to reality and provides the best explanation for why our world is so beautiful and broken all at the same time. The book of Ecclesiastes in the Old Testament puts it succinctly:

 

There is . . .

a time to be born and a time to die . . .

a time to weep and a time to laugh,

a time to mourn and a time to dance . . .

a time to search and a time to give up . . .

a time for war and a time for peace.

Ecclesiastes 3:1−8

In order to live with a secure sense of meaning amid the paradoxes of life, we need to rewind our story to the beginning. While science can investigate our physical origins and explain so much of the natural world, it cannot answer deeper questions that itch away in the human soul. As cultural critic Neil Postman argued:

 

In the end science does not provide the answers most of us require. The story of our origins and our end is, to say the least, unsatisfactory. To the question ‘how did it all begin?’ science answers ‘probably by accident’ and to the question ‘how will it all end?’ science answers, ‘probably by accident’. And to many people the accidental life is not worth living.3

 

When Charlotte and I tuck our kids into bed at night and whisper that we love them, we are affirming that they are not mere accidents or primates. They have purpose and significance beyond their material composition. Of course, genetically they may be advanced mammals whose short existence traces back to our DNA. But relationally and spiritually, there is another story to tell and deeper truths that need to be affirmed if they are to become emotionally healthy and socially responsible. I believe the ancient text of Genesis gives a compelling narrative of our ultimate origins, with profound truths that enable humans to flourish.

This section will explore the opening eleven chapters of Genesis, which form the backdrop to the rest of the Bible. Most of the Old Testament follows the story of one particular nation (Israel). But Genesis 1−11 starts further back and tells the story of the world through epic scenes of creation, temptation, a great flood and a Babylonian tower. In doing so, Genesis attempts to answer deep existential questions: Where have we come from? What does it mean to be human? What is the key to flourishing in the world? This last question is increasingly critical. As environmental commentators such as David Attenborough and Greta Thunberg testify, human mismanagement is jeopardising the future of our planet. Could it be that Genesis can help us recover a way of being human that models sustainable stewardship? Equally, as we experience the unpleasant symptoms of our social fabric unravelling – loneliness, family breakdown, stress and anxiety – perhaps revisiting our origins story can root our fragile lives in a more transcendent source of meaning and hope. According to Genesis, the universe is not a cold empty space, an unfortunate accident or a sick joke. If we trace our family history all the way back to its source, we discover things about ourselves and where we’ve come from that satisfy our human desire for meaning.





1

Origins and Genesis

Reading an ancient text today

The other day I overheard our two sons having an argument in their bedroom. At school they’d been learning the difference between ‘fiction’ and ‘non-fiction’ and decided to rearrange their bookshelves accordingly. However, a dispute arose over where to house their illustrated edition of the Bible. My oldest son was convinced it belonged on the non-fiction shelf, insisting, ‘It’s true!’ But my youngest son was not convinced, pointing to a cartoon picture of Noah’s ark with a giraffe poking out of one window and a polar bear in the other. It was left for me to settle the matter. In a cowardly move, I suggested the Bible belonged on their bedside table in pride of place not on ordinary shelves anyway.

However, the underlying issue of whether the Bible can be taken seriously is not going away. In particular, the credibility of Genesis has been relentlessly challenged in our scientific age. The famous atheist Richard Dawkins mocked Genesis, claiming: ‘It has no more special status than the belief of a particular West African tribe that the world was created from the excrement of ants.’4 His underlying assumption is that science has disproved the Bible and we need to grow up and move on. Perhaps you respond like my eldest son: ‘It’s true . . . no matter what science says.’ But that response risks making a false choice: the Bible or science? Instead, if we understand Genesis on its own terms
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