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FOREWORD

Someone committed to the Christian faith who reads contemporary biology will find many questions coming to mind. This book is an address to some of the most fundamental of those questions, written by an eminently competent research biologist working in the mainstream of contemporary biology. Dr. Wright poses the questions: What does biology look like when seen through the eyes of faith? What illumination and guidance does faith give us in our pursuit of, and reflections on, biology? What illumination does biology give us on faith? What are the points of tension on which continuing reflection is called for?

There are of course other books on the market that talk about the relation of faith to biology. Some of those propound the thesis that these must be seen as separate phenomena concerned with distinct domains of reality. Others affirm that we must see between these not isolation but opposition. Some of these latter argue that biology must stay and Christianity go. Perhaps more popular now are the books of the creation scientists who argue that Christianity must stay and contemporary biology go. They propose replacing it with something that they call “creation science.”

Professor Wright does not embrace the isolation thesis. He is convinced that the Christian Scriptures speak to that very same reality that the biologist studies. But neither does he suggest that either Christianity or contemporary biology must be discarded. He regards contemporary biology as giving a well-grounded, although indeed fallible and tentative, explanation of the biological world. But also he lives and works out of the conviction that Christianity is true. What he offers us here, then, is not mighty slashes with a blunt sword but a careful, thoughtful, detailed approach to the issues.

Two things especially are impressive about the book. One is its comprehensiveness—and that in two dimensions. Professor Wright develops an exceptionally comprehensive approach to biology, while at the same time his theology is both broad and deep. The result of his bringing these together is illuminating and stimulating.

What also impresses one is the honesty and seriousness of the book. There are no hard questions that Professor Wright dodges. He faces up to them. And always he treats the issues with care and depth. Where he does not know, he says that. Where the evidence is not decisive, he tells us. Where others make do with glib slogans or quick solutions, Professor Wright offers careful and honest analysis.

This book, then, is the outcome of the honest struggle of a devout Christian and skilled biologist to arrive at wholeness, integrity—to arrive at the point where he sees how his faith and his biology fit together. You will find it a struggle worth participating in—whether you are a Christian wanting guidance in the project of faith seeking understanding, or a non-Christian wanting to observe a Christian’s pursuit of wholeness in our fragmented world.

NICHOLAS WOLTERSTORFF

Porter Professor of Philosophical Theology

Yale University Divinity School





PREFACE

Some time ago the Council for Christian Colleges and Universities (then called the Christian College Coalition) sponsored a series of eight books designed to examine the different disciplines from a Christian perspective. These were offered to students and faculty of the Christian colleges and universities as a way of strengthening their commitment to the integration of faith and learning. The first edition of Biology Through the Eyes of Faith, the second book in the series, has enjoyed a long and healthy life since its birth in 1989. It was showing signs of age, however. In recent years I have been urged by some of my biologist colleagues in the Christian colleges to work on a second edition, to help them in their ongoing task of presenting and discussing with their students the most recent scholarship and developments in the life sciences. I am pleased to offer this second edition to them and to all those who might be perplexed by the issues that bring biology and Christian thought into contact, especially the students who study biology.

It has been a joy to revisit the issues I laid out in the first edition, and bring them up-to-date. The issues surrounding origins continue to challenge Christians in biology: new fossils are being found; new schemes are being offered to explain the origin of life and the origin of humankind; new paradigms are being offered for interpreting origins issues from within Christendom. The four “revolutions” I presented in that edition have continued to generate new ideas and new technologies, posing new challenges to Christian thought. Who could have foreseen the dramatic advances brought to us by biotechnology in the human genome, cloning, stem cells, and reproductive techniques? Finally, the challenges of caring for God’s creation have pointed to our need to achieve a transition to a sustainable society. Those of us in the life sciences are clearly in the midst of some of the most far-reaching and exciting developments unfolding in this twenty-first century.

I offer once again a book that speaks to these issues from the point of view of a biologist with a long career in research and teaching at a Christian college and now with the opportunity to look back at what has happened and ahead to what must happen. Considering again the issues that bring biology and Christian thought together has served only to strengthen my faith as I realize even more the greatness of God as it is revealed in his works. I continue to be deeply indebted to those who have looked into the subject matters of this book and have put their thoughts in writing—especially those who have had a burden to bring knowledge from God’s world into harmony with knowledge from God’s Word. I also continue to have a profound appreciation for those who are seeking new knowledge in the life sciences—for those who have been motivated to learn about how this world of life is structured and have chronicled their work in journals and books. This is a part of biology that I have participated in and would not have missed for the world!

I am especially grateful to three biologist colleagues who have read and commented on the chapters of this second edition: Jim Nichols, of Abilene Christian University; Andy Whipple, of Taylor University; and John Moore, also of Taylor University. My special thanks also go to Ron Mahurin, CCCU vice president of Professional Development and Research, for his diligent work in moving this project forward. I also thank my HarperSanFrancisco editors, Julia Roller and Lisa Zuniga, for their cheerful encouragement and careful editorial help in bringing the book to press. Finally, I thank my wife, Ann, whose loving care and patience have been the joy of my life.

RICHARD T. WRIGHT

Hamilton, Mass., 2002





Chapter 1

BIOLOGY AND WORLDVIEWS


You know, our fathers had plenty of deer and skins, our plains were full of deer, as also our woods, and of turkies [sic], and our coves full of fish and fowl. But these English having gotten our land, they with scythes cut down the grass, and with axes fell the trees; their cows and horses eat the grass, and their hogs spoil our clam banks, and we shall all be starved.

MIANTONOMO, SACHEM OF THE NARRAGANSETT INDIANS, 1642



A Meadowlark’s Call

Joel Cooper was probably about sixteen when I met him; he seemed mature and wise to my ten-year-old eyes. My family was spending three months in Florida with my grandparents while waiting for people to move out of a house we had purchased in New Jersey. Joel lived three houses down the street in St. Petersburg, and Joel was disabled—a victim of polio.

But Joel Cooper knew how to catch anoles (we called them chameleons) and striped skinks (another kind of lizard), and he knew where the cardinals nested, and he had squirrels that would eat out of his hand. Joel showed me how to find the two owls—a screech owl and a barred owl—that roosted in the shelter of the Spanish moss that decorated a huge old live oak in his yard. Those days, school was something to endure. My life began at 2:30 in the afternoon, when I could explore Joel’s world with him—the world of overgrown shrubbery and vines and citrus trees that sprawled behind his house.

For the first time in my life, I was seeing insects and lizards and snakes and birds, and I was amazed by what I saw. There were things to be discovered out there, and Joel helped to peel the scales from my eyes so that I could—for hours on end—wander the orchards and palmettos and ponds and look for new things. I was particularly fascinated by birds. My mother bought me the green and yellow and blue books of birds, and I began to sketch them from the pictures and look for them outdoors.

For some reason, I was captivated by the picture of a meadowlark—a medium-sized bird with a brown back and a black bib across a brilliant yellow breast. One day my family was enjoying a potluck dinner following morning church. I slipped away from the proceedings and began to see what I could find outside. Off in the distance I heard a clear and loud two-syllable birdsong. Using all the stealth I could muster, I approached the source of the song. I was lying in the grass when a bird moved into a little sandy patch about ten feet away. To my great wonder and delight, it had a black bib across a bright yellow breast and sang the song I had been hearing—a meadowlark!

The memory of that instant is written indelibly in my mind’s picture gallery. Since then, many other pictures have been hung there—a peregrine falcon darting into a flock of shorebirds, a European ruff foraging on the shores of a little pond in South Jersey, an immense flock of sandhill cranes soaring overhead in an Indiana state park, to name only a few. But that first picture of a meadowlark remains as a symbol of the joy and amazement that came when a new world started to open up to me. I hope that I told Joel about the meadowlark; it would have made him happy.

The Study of Biology

There is much more to biology than watching birds, of course. Yet I would wish for everyone who takes a course in biology to get to see their equivalent of my first meadowlark—something from the living world that captures the imagination in such a way that there is no turning back. From that point on, whether as an object of study or of simple observation, the living world opens up an unending array of complexity and the unknown, and the observer is transformed. Biology—better yet, the living world—has the capacity to amaze and delight, and to some it calls for a deep and possibly lifetime commitment.

As a teacher and former student, I am aware of the frustration of having to study the world of biology as it is presented from the captivity of a course in college. If you are like many college students, a course in biology may represent your only and last college contact with science as a system of knowledge. If someone were to ask you ten years from now what you remember from your biology course, your answer might well be some unpleasant memory of laboratory dissections, or, better, an impression of the elegance and complexity of living systems. Yet during that ten years, your life will certainly be profoundly affected by issues and realities of the living world.

How does this living world affect you even now? As a start, remember that you are—let’s face it—an animal. Your food, the very air you breathe, the water you drink, your wastes, your sexuality and reproductive activities, your sicknesses, the death of friends and relatives—these are reminders of your basic biological dependencies. Then consider that you are part of the largest human population ever to inhabit the earth, with an impact that far surpasses that of any previous human population or any other biological species. Your environment—not just your city or town, farm or yard, but the great fabric of forests, grasslands, fisheries, atmosphere, and croplands that supports human life—is showing greater signs of stress than ever before. Then there is the world of ideas, opinions, and, more important, faith. How should we help whole regions of the world that are caught in a downward spiral of population growth and poverty and hunger? Should our legal options include the right to abortion? How should we handle the information we are collecting about our own heredity—the human genome? Where do we come from? How shall we live responsibly?

These questions matter, and because biology is what we call the system of thought and knowledge that deals with the living world, biology also matters. As it is presented in most texts, biology does not appear to render moral judgments on issues that are raised as a consequence of our increasing knowledge. Yet biology is a thoroughly human enterprise, and a textbook will necessarily reflect the perspectives—and the biases—of the authors. So if you are approaching biology expecting on the one hand a neutral treatment of the subject, or on the other hand definitive answers to perplexing issues, you will be disappointed.

As you read this book, you will see not only that biology is loaded with the potential to amaze and captivate, but also that it bears a very large burden of important, value-laden issues that penetrate to the very depths of human existence. The issues are as controversial as they are complex. They range from fundamental questions about the real nature of science, through concerns about origins and medical and genetic knowledge, to questions about how to live in the environment and what constitutes justice in meeting basic human needs. The issues make it clear that our scientifically derived knowledge has brought us great powers—and with those powers come equally great responsibilities.

This book also reflects a particular perspective, but at least you will know what that perspective is. The book is meant to be a supplement to the information found in a typical biology text—not primarily to correct that information, although some correction may be in order, but to make every effort to view biology through the perspectives of Christian faith. We will be free to deal with any issue brought to us by biology that might pose a challenge to faith. We will also be free to explore moral judgments, sometimes specific, but more often in the form of general ethical principles. In the moral wilderness that marks the early days of the twenty-first century, ethical principles and moral judgments are desperately needed.

Beyond ethics and morality, there is the Christian insight that to study biology is to study an important part of God’s creation. Life in all of its manifestations—bacteria, birds, butterflies, even bugs—spreads before our eyes an array of creativity that has drawn people to faith for centuries. Many have reached the heartfelt conviction that this cosmos, this world of living, throbbing creation, could not have originated in any other way than through the purposeful work of a powerful Creator. And indeed, the Bible tells us that this conviction is valid, and that the Creator’s name is God.

On the other hand, the story told in biology texts seems to be something quite different—that life originated spontaneously, and that the array of living things, including humans, evolved over time as the result of entirely natural processes. Indeed, controversy over the question of origins has polarized scientists and many people of religious faith for centuries. Students are understandably perplexed by this issue, and Christians and non-Christians alike wonder if it is possible to be a scientist and also believe the Bible.

In this book I will explore in some depth the biblical message of creation and relate it to the current understanding of origins. I will also bring out the biblical message of dominion and show how it applies to the interactions of the life sciences with society in medicine, genetics, and environmental concerns. At the end, I will examine what it means to be involved in redeeming God’s creation and reforming our culture and science. In the process I hope to show not only that it is possible to be both scientist and Christian, but that this combination in fact provides the most rewarding and exciting way to approach biology and its implications for our society and our future.

Worldviews

The issues and perspectives presented in this text are vitally connected to matters of belief, ethics, culture, and society. A very useful approach to exploring these matters is to investigate worldviews. We will in this chapter define worldviews and then begin to consider what constitutes a Christian worldview. The theme of worldviews will appear often in the text, especially in the final chapter. To illustrate the vital importance of worldviews, let’s go back in time to a crucial hundred-year period for the landscape of New England: 1600–1700.

Worldviews in Conflict

The Native American population of New England in the year 1600 was probably between seventy thousand and one hundred thousand, very similar to the size of the population of European settlers who occupied much of the same land one hundred years later. These two cultures, however, interacted with the environment in profoundly different ways, with an impact on the landscape that very directly reflected the major worldview differences between them. It is a matter of history that these two cultures failed to develop a compatible relationship with each other; it is less well known that a major reason for this failure was the fundamentally different relationships of these cultures with the land. The story of these interactions is skillfully recorded in Changes in the Land, by historian William Cronon.

The pre-Colonial landscape of the native tribes was probably a patchwork of woodlands, marshes, tree swamps, and occasional agricultural clearings. The woodlands were often relatively free from underbrush, the results of deliberate burning. The early explorers, accustomed to the European landscape, were impressed by the abundance and size of the trees, and particularly the unbelievable abundance of fish and game. They failed to realize that this richness reflected a stable equilibrium that was the result of Native American culture. Cronon describes three elements that contributed most to their land tenure: their nomadic habitation, their notions of land “ownership,” and their approach to “property.”

The New England tribes (among them the Agawams, Narragansetts, and Wampanoags) moved as their food, shelter, and firewood needs changed. These needs, and the relative food resources, varied with the seasons. Spring found the tribes moving from the forests to the coast, where they could begin planting and also have access to the abundant migratory fish runs and shellfish. In the fall, the coast provided migratory birds. They moved back into the woodlands and forests in late fall, where their shelter and firewood needs were better met. The pattern of life evolved around the seasons, and was adjusted to the ecologically diverse landscape that provided them with food, game, firewood, and shelter.

Because they moved about with the seasons, the tribes seldom identified themselves with fixed locations. They did not conceive of owning land; land was useful only as it provided for their needs, and those needs changed with time. Tribes might maintain a kind of sovereignty over some areas, such as the woodlands where winter villages were constructed, but this sovereignty was limited to the right to take their living from the land. The coastal resources were open for the taking.

The Native American notion of property was clearly tied to their nomadic tracking of the seasons. They had few “possessions”: some tools, weapons, and clothing as needed. These were either light and mobile, or readily abandoned and refashioned when need arose. The idea of accumulating possessions so as to achieve a measure of wealth was simply absent from their culture. They accumulated little in the way of worldly goods because they required little. Their dwellings were built and torn down rather easily, an adaptation to their nomadic life. To the European colonists, the Native American lifestyle seemed strange—a people living in abject poverty but surrounded by great natural wealth.

The European settlers came to New England as an alien culture. They were unable to comprehend Native American life and land tenure, and their worldview was shaped by the life they had known in Europe. Their habitation was governed by the European notion of property rights: land was to be developed into villages and towns for permanent occupation, and individuals could buy and sell their land. Native use of the New England ecosystems for harvesting food was not considered a legitimate claim to land. If the Native Americans did not actively occupy the land, they had no property rights to it. When the colonists “bought” land from the Native Americans, the parties to such a transaction had very different ideas about the rights conveyed. (The Native Americans did not imagine that these were permanent transactions preventing them from further access to the land.)

Another element in the European worldview was the identification of forests, fur-bearing animals, and fish as “natural resources”—not simply to provide for their needs, but to be harvested in order to generate wealth. Very quickly, the New England colonies were linked to the European economy by a lively trade in fur, fish, and timber. The new land—abundant in wildlife and forests when the colonists arrived—was thus defined in economic terms. Land was a commodity, to be bought and sold; the landscape was shaped by European-style agriculture and by the domestic animals brought over by the settlers; and the abundance of wildlife and timber was harvested and turned into wealth.

The landscape very quickly began to reflect these new relationships. The beaver were soon decimated; there was no significant fur trade by 1700. Turkeys and deer disappeared from the coastal areas of New England. The timber harvest moved farther and farther into the wilderness, and very soon there were firewood shortages in the coastal New England cities and towns. The land lost much of its agricultural productivity as a result of overgrazing and poor farming practices. In time, the land was rendered uninhabitable for the native tribes if they were to continue their former way of life; it no longer supported the abundance of game, and was bounded by fences and protected by property rights.

The transformation of the New England landscape for purposes of economic production was ecologically self-destructive. As Cronon points out, the colonists did not learn the difference between yield and loot, and the results were very soon evident.

There are lessons in this history that clearly go beyond simply illustrating the differences between worldviews and their consequences, and Cronon draws attention to these lessons: (1) Natural ecosystems are capable of supporting human life on a sustainable basis, but will do so only if ecological realities are recognized and respected. The Native Americans, whether or not they understood ecology, practiced sustainable living. (2) Economic and political power determine the fate of much of the natural environment, especially when the elements of the natural landscape are defined in economic terms. If the bottom line is short-term profit, the environment will lose. (3) Misuse of the land and resources can result in permanent “changes in the land.”

It is worth noting that the same worldview conflicts can be traced as the frontier moved westward. Native American tribes in the Great Plains, the Southwest, and the Pacific Northwest lost their lands and their cultures as waves of settlers swept across the continent well into the nineteenth century. The railroads soon followed, and trade in timber, cattle, and minerals continued the process of converting the landscape into “natural resources.” The wide-scale slaughter of millions of bison in just a few years stands as a symbol of the relentless destruction of the Native American economy and its replacement by a market economy.

Worldview Defined

We have just considered a clash of two worldviews, two different approaches to the totality of life experienced by two cultures. In this case, one culture swamped the other, and the consequences for the less powerful society and for the landscape were profound.

Worldviews are vitally important. “A worldview is a set of beliefs about the most important issues in life,” states Ronald Nash in Worldviews in Conflict. Everyone has a worldview, whether they realize it or not. Worldviews determine values, help us to interpret the world around us, and in general function as a guide to life. James Sire, in his book The Universe Next Door, defines a worldview as “a set of presuppositions (assumptions which may be true, partially true or entirely false) which we hold (consciously or subconsciously) about the basic makeup of our world.” Although few people ever seriously analyze their worldviews, everyone has a set of basic beliefs and assumptions that define their approach to day-to-day problems as well as more serious philosophical issues.

As a guide to life, a worldview functions much as a compass and a navigational chart might be used to steer a boat through coastal waters. Our worldview helps us to interpret what we see; it gives us a way to evaluate the events that cross our path each day. It also guides us in determining direction, in making choices. In this sense, then, we would say that a worldview is normative: it deals with our sense of what is right, or good, or obligatory. As creatures who must continually make conscious decisions, we need the kind of guidance and perspective that a worldview provides. Personal worldviews are not always dependable, however, and it is common for people to hold beliefs that are unfounded or inconsistent.

It is also important to note that our actions do not always accurately reflect our worldview. There is often inconsistency between our behavior and our beliefs. What is important is that we are aware of the inconsistency, and that our basic charted course is maintained, even though we may temporarily deviate from the course. Of course, it is possible that our worldview also includes a great willingness to forgive these little inconsistencies!

Where do we acquire our worldview? It is not ordinarily something that comes to us as a matter of study. Although the sources of a worldview are many, we usually acquire the fundamental components from the culture in which we live. Because of this, worldviews are shared phenomena. They help to define the uniqueness of a society; they provide much of what binds people together into a community. A culture provides a vision for life in all of the dimensions in which we function: work, education, politics, recreation, art, family, neighborhood, legal concerns, financial affairs. And there is continual feedback between the way in which a culture shapes the worldview and the way in which the communally held worldview continues to shape the culture.

Culture, Religion, Philosophy

Worldviews are clearly culturally relevant. They are also religious, dealing as they do with guidance and beliefs. As we come to grips in chapter 8 with what it is that makes us human, we will see that humans are invariably religious beings; St. Augustine referred to the “God-shaped vacuum” built into human hearts. In addition, worldviews are philosophical; they deal with questions of ethics, meaning, and knowledge. In Worldviews in Conflict, Nash proposes that a well-rounded worldview includes beliefs in at least five important areas: God, ultimate reality, knowledge, ethics, and humankind. Worldview differences are clearly revealed as questions in these areas are answered:


	God. Does God exist? Is he a personal God? A force? Are there many gods? Is there no God? Are we all God? Even the self-avowed atheist will fill the “God-shaped vacuum” with something that is of ultimate concern to her, whether it be prestige, family, wealth, or, less commonly, pets or hobbies.

	Ultimate reality. How are we to understand the universe and the natural order? Do we live in a self-contained system where everything can be understood on the basis of natural cause and effect? Or does God supervise the events and existence of the world? Are there such things as miracles? Is there purpose in the universe, or is it entirely mechanistic?

	Knowledge. Can we trust our senses to convey truth to us? Is truth relative, or is it the same for everyone and every time and place? How are religious faith and reason related? What role can our intuitions and feelings play in acquiring and acting on knowledge? Is the scientific method the most reliable or only way of obtaining certain knowledge? Can we ever know anything for certain?

	Ethics. We make moral judgments about people’s actions all the time. (It’s not fair. He shouldn’t have done that. You did the right thing.) But what are those judgments based on? Why is one action right and another wrong? Can something be right in one culture or setting and wrong in another? Are moral laws the same for all humans? Can we discover moral laws, or are they created by people in their cultural contexts?

	Humankind. Do humans have free will, or is their behavior determined by spiritual forces? Is there a soul as well as a mind? Is there anything to human life beyond what we experience? Are we only bodies that will simply decay when we die, or is there life beyond the grave? Will we be held accountable after death for the kind of lives we have lived?



Although there are other elements to worldviews, these five areas certainly focus on the most important questions in life. Check your own answers to these questions, and you will begin to understand the basics of your worldview! Now think about how many ways there are to answer these questions, and you can appreciate the fact that worldview conflicts are inevitable, and that these conflicts can have grave consequences as two very different cultures confront one another. Also consider how important it is to have a worldview that provides the best possible guide to a fulfilling and joyful life.

A Christian Worldview

We will follow Nash’s five worldview areas to lay out the basic framework of a Christian (theistic) worldview.


	God. The key proposition of a theistic worldview is that the triune God of the Bible exists, and that he is almighty, eternal, personal, holy, just, and loving.

	Ultimate reality. This God has created the universe and has established it as an orderly, law-bound system dependent on him for its existence, value, and purpose.

	Knowledge. Truth exists; we can find truth about the world around us by our use of God-given rational thought, and can come to know about God because he has revealed truth to us in the Bible.

	Ethics. Moral laws exist; the character of God and the clear teachings of the Bible make possible an ethical system that applies to all humankind.

	Humankind. Humans are creatures made in the image of God, but that image has been marred by sin, such that every person is a born rebel against God and can be reconciled to him only through the atoning work of Jesus Christ on the cross.



There is, of course, much more to a Christian worldview, but this framework is a good starting point. Foundational to a Christian worldview is that the purpose of the Bible is to teach, rebuke, correct, and train us in righteous living so that we may become people of God prepared for a life of service (2 Tim. 3:16–17). This means that Christians are to take biblical teaching seriously, to let it inform, shape, and correct our worldview. However, some Christians hold worldviews that are inconsistent with biblical truth and often heavily influenced by the surrounding culture. There is a strong, consistent temptation to adopt elements of a worldview from the culture, a culture that has little regard for Christian truth. The Christian’s task, then, is to shape a worldview according to the beliefs taught in Scripture, and then to continually test these worldview beliefs against the Scriptures. A biblical worldview should then serve as a guide through life, and this includes responses to questions of origins, stewardship, justice, and medical and genetic concerns—all issues that will be raised in this book.

However, as we examine these issues, we will encounter prominent worldviews that take very different positions from the Christian worldview. In The Universe Next Door, Sire catalogues a number of these. One of the most important—naturalism—represents the belief that matter “is all that ever was, is, or will be,” as expressed in the opening words of Carl Sagan’s Cosmos (a popularized TV series and book). Naturalism rejects the concept of a supreme being and sees humans as nothing more than the product of a purposeless evolutionary process. Biology—as it deals with the origins of life, of the vast array of living organisms, and of humankind—is often presented in a thoroughly naturalistic framework. On the other hand, the biblical worldview ascribes these origins to the creative activity of God, and maintains that the created order is dependent on God. Here two worldviews are clearly in conflict; each is exclusive of the other.

As the book progresses, you will encounter a number of worldviews that claim the allegiance of many and often represent the dominant view of our culture: naturalism, humanism, secularism, evolutionism, materialism, postmodernism. You will see the many ways these faith systems are in conflict with biblical Christianity. Biology—in its compilation of information about the world of life—presents us with many opportunities to probe human thought and behavior from the perspective of Christian thought.

For Discussion


	Consider the experience described as the “meadowlark’s call.” What stirred your interest in the life sciences? How has your experience with the natural world influenced your choice of a future profession or direction?

	Have you encountered any text that makes clear the perspectives (biases) of the authors? If so, how did they articulate them? How can you discover them if they are hidden?

	Has Western culture always tended to dominate other cultures when introduced? Can you think of cases where Westernization has improved relationships between people and their environment?

	Comment on the proposition that we in the Western world have finally learned the difference between yield and loot (see p. 8).

	Think about some examples of worldview elements that are communicated by your culture. How are you influenced by them?

	Consider the five elements of a worldview as proposed by Nash. Using the questions asked for each category, interview a friend who is not a Christian and compare your friend’s answers to your own. What should you do next?

	Give examples of cultural worldview elements that are inconsistent with the Christian faith; explain how you can discern these, and also give a Christian alternative.

	Describe your worldview to the best of your ability, and explain the sources of the thinking you embrace.
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Chapter 2

GOD AND HIS WORLD


He [Jesus] is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn over all creation. For by him all things were created; things in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or powers or rulers or authorities; all things were created by him and for him. He is before all things, and in him all things hold together.

COL. 1:15–17



The Encyclopedic Assumption

The Christian worldview holds that God has revealed truth to us in his Word. It is here that we come to understand the great themes of the Christian faith, which center on the person and work of Jesus Christ. In addition, the Bible is a source of truth that Christians are to apply to all areas of life as we seek to develop a thoroughly biblical worldview. Here we encounter a potential minefield that philosopher Roy Clouser, in Knowing with the Heart, has called the “encyclopedic assumption.” Because we regard Scripture as the inspired revelation from God to humankind, and because we as humans have many questions and problems for which we seek answers, we turn to Scripture for answers to any sort of question we might have. To do so is essentially to treat the Bible as a sort of encyclopedia “packed with infallible information on virtually every topic,” whether it be astronomy, psychology, economics, medicine, geology—even biology! For example, many biblical scholars are convinced that they can deduce the age of the earth and of humans from the early chapters of Genesis. As we will see, this approach seems to pit God’s word against his works, since a straightforward study of the earth and human fossils indicates that they are far older than the ten thousand or so years claimed by some biblical scholars.

Clouser warns against this practice and points out that just because we have a question does not mean that the writers of Scripture also had that question, nor does it mean that God was obliged to reveal to us the answer to our question. Recall that Scripture is “useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting, and training in righteousness” (2 Tim. 3:16). We must be careful, Clouser says, to appreciate the basic religious intention of Scripture and not to put burdens on it that it cannot bear.

With this important warning in mind, let us ask the basic question: What does Scripture say about the relationship between God and the natural world? As we answer this question, we will lay the foundation of a biblical worldview that supports our efforts to develop a Christian perspective on biology. Note that we are painting with broad strokes here; we will leave the details of origins and other specific issues for later chapters.

God and Nature

The word nature does not appear in the Old Testament. The Hebrew writers did not have a word that would translate into what we commonly understand as “nature” (the material world as an independent reality); it was a concept foreign to their way of thinking. The Greeks had a word, cosmos, which New Testament writers used to indicate the whole created order, as in the first chapter of John’s Gospel (John 1:10). For the Christian, a preferable term for the concept of nature (cosmos in modern times has become synonymous with nature) is “creation,” and there are several reasons why the distinction is important. Nature commonly stands for all matter and energy—everything from the universe to earth to the living world. Scientists tell us that nature is governed by laws (“natural” laws) that operate on the basis of cause and effect to bring about all that happens in this “natural” realm. This view implies that Nature (with a capital N) is autonomous—that it has independent status. The Creation (again using a capital to indicate a special use) also refers to the entire material world, but the very term we use indicates its status: the Creation is dependent on God for existence. This is a crucial difference.

The distinction between Nature and Creation clearly has worldview implications. Nature as we have defined it is a fundamental part of the worldview identified as naturalism, which holds that there is nothing beyond the material world. The significant faith component of this worldview is suggested by our common use of the term “Mother Nature” as we ascribe to this autonomous world the powers of creation (e.g., “Mother Nature has provided the arctic fox with its white coat”).

The theistic worldview holds that God is the central fact of existence, and that the material world exists in complete dependence on his creative and sustaining activity. From this perspective, there is no possibility of an autonomous, self-sufficient Nature. But because the term “Creation” is so thoroughly identified with one particular view of how the world was made, and the term “nature” is so commonly used to refer to the natural world (often without worldview implications), we will use these terms interchangeably, and simply be aware of this distinction as we do so. We will now turn to Scripture to explore some themes concerning God and his creation.

Creation: God Brings All Things into Being

The writer of Genesis opens the Bible with magnificent, sweeping grandeur: “In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth” (Gen. 1:1). God’s existence is simply assumed, and his transcendence is declared in this opening statement: God is not part of the created order, and God is the God who made everything else. This is a statement made to a people—Israel—who already knew God as the one who delivered them from bondage in Egypt. There they were surrounded by a culture that worshiped many gods; they were heading back to a promised land full of tribes that also worshiped many gods. The fundamental purpose of this part of Scripture, then, is to inform God’s people more fully of who their God is: the almighty God of the universe, the God who redeems his people, and the only God worthy of worship. Knowing this, they can worship and praise God more completely, and the Psalms in particular demonstrate this principle.

As Genesis develops, we read of God calling the various facets of creation into being. In a later chapter of this book we will investigate the details of the description of God’s acts of creation as we try to understand the reasons for the continuing controversy over origins. Our present focus is more broad: What is the testimony of Scripture regarding the creation? The clear message of Scripture is that God is responsible for bringing into existence the universe and all that it contains.

Creation by Word and Wisdom

One image used throughout the Bible to describe how God creates is the image of creation by his Word. Early Genesis pictures God speaking, and the creation coming into being in response: “And God said…and it was so” (Gen. 1). The Psalms give testimony to creation by the Word:


By the word of the Lord were the heavens made, their starry host by the breath of his mouth…. Let all the earth fear the Lord; let all the people of the world revere him. For he spoke, and it came to be; he commanded, and it stood firm. (Ps. 33:6, 8, 9)



We read in 2 Pet. 2:5: “…long ago by God’s word the heavens existed and the earth was formed….” Although the use of this image certainly presents God’s majesty and power, its primary orientation is to God’s authority. His authority is absolute; he speaks, and the creation unfolds.

The other primary image used to describe God’s creative work is his creation by Wisdom. The primary orientation of this image is toward purpose—the fulfillment of God’s intentions for the development of the created order. Prov. 8:22–31 speaks eloquently as “wisdom”:


The Lord possessed me at the beginning of his work, before his deeds of old; I was appointed from eternity, from the beginning, before the world began#8230;. I was there when he set the heavens in place, when he marked out the horizon on the face of the deep, when he established the clouds above and fixed securely the fountains of the deep, when he gave the sea its boundary so the waters would not overstep his command, and when he marked out the foundations of the earth. Then I was the craftsman at his side. I was filled with delight day after day, rejoicing always in his presence, rejoicing in his whole world and delighting in mankind.



Psalm 104 is a poetic summary of the Genesis 1 account and describes how well it all works, summarizing in verse 24: “How many are your works, O Lord! In wisdom you made them all.” The testimony of Scripture is that God—the author of wisdom—invested his wisdom in the work of creation, and the creation now displays that wisdom. The orderliness, beauty, and integrity of the natural world are clear manifestations of God’s wisdom.

The Creation of Life

Nothing in creation is more majestic or more symbolically rich than the creation of life by the living God. Gen. 1:11–26 pictures God populating the domains of earth, air, and water by living things, culminating in the creation of humankind. In doing so, God has given to his creation a power held only by him, and therefore only his to dispense—the very power to create. This is an essential characteristic of living things, one that clearly separates life from nonlife. The psalmist in Psalm 104 comments on the intimate relationship between God and life: “When you take away their breath, they die and return to the dust. When you send your spirit, they are created, and you renew the face of the earth” (Ps. 104:29, 30). God is pleased with the results: he declares his created life-forms good, and he adds his blessing to this unique part of the creation, encouraging life to exercise its potential and reproduce, so that crawling and swimming and flying creatures can occupy the earth, air, and water (Gen. 1:22).

Creation’s Source

Where did matter and energy originate? How did the universe begin? Was it through the big bang some 15 billion years ago as described by cosmologists? Even if the cosmologists are right, where did the big bang come from? G. G. Simpson, a Harvard paleontologist and the author of numerous books on evolution, states that:


…the origin of the cosmos and the causal principles of its history remain unexplained and inaccessible to science. Here is hidden the First Cause sought by theology and philosophy. The First Cause is not known and I suspect that it never will be known to living man. We may, if we are so inclined, worship it in our own ways, but we certainly do not comprehend it.



The Christian worldview confidently identifies the First Cause as God. The writers of Scripture affirm that the universe and all that it contains came from God, who created (and continues to create) by his Word and by wisdom. In answering questions about ultimate sources, we simply point in faith to God. There is deep mystery here, perhaps never to be fathomed by human reasoning. God does not tell us how he did it, and perhaps we wouldn’t understand him if he did. Yet creation is an expression of God’s being, and although we may not understand how it came into being, we can perceive something of his immense power and wisdom as we look at what he has done.

Creation’s Status

How should we consider the cosmos—the world of matter and life? Is it really autonomous, independent of any external reality, as affirmed in the naturalistic worldview? Or is it to be considered as containing godlike qualities, as seen either in various forms of paganism or in more modern versions of humanism? These are significant questions, for the answers will both reveal and determine the worldview of the observer. The Bible speaks clearly: the cosmos is God’s creation. It is not autonomous. God is responsible for its origin and, as we will see, for its continued existence. This is the most important message of early Genesis, and the rest of Scripture gives testimony to this message.

Governance: God Sustains His World

Natural Laws and Providence

One of the most fundamental assumptions made by scientists, and indeed by almost everyone, is that matter and energy behave in an orderly fashion. We drop something, and it falls to the floor. Water always flows downhill. When we study matter and energy we see regular patterns of behavior, so much so that we are confident that we can predict that behavior for other times and places. Scientists routinely refer to these regular patterns as the natural laws. We assume that these laws—gravity, thermodynamics, quantum mechanics, general relativity—are obeyed, all the time. The universe is a law-bound system, and it seems to be autonomous.

But consider the cause-and-effect relationships behind snow, hail, frost, and wind. This seems to be a matter well taken care of by natural laws. Yet Scripture testifies that these are God’s work:


He sends his command to the earth; his word runs swiftly. He spreads the snow like wool and scatters the frost like ashes. He hurls down his hail like pebbles. Who can withstand his icy blast? He sends his word and melts them; he stirs up his breezes, and the waters flow. (Ps. 147:15–18)



Scripture goes further. As Col. 1:18 puts it: “…in him [Christ] all things hold together.” Heb. 1:3 refers to Christ “…sustaining all things by the power of his word.” It is the testimony of Scripture that God in Christ not only created all things but also sustains all things. To put this in other words: God so upholds the creation that if he were to withdraw his sustaining power, there would be no creation. He is active in all of the creation, all the time. Because of his sustaining work, the universe is understandable, is predictable, and, not incidentally, is providential. That is, God’s work in creation produces good things that make human life possible and even pleasant. We can depend on nature to behave in ways that follow known patterns we call natural laws, and our lives are blessed because of this.

What, then, is a natural law? It is a description, a model. It is a human product, at best a tentative approximation of reality. We may decide to call our models of the way matter and energy behave laws, but we only deceive ourselves if we think that these laws are the power behind the universe. Our attempts to describe the outcome of God’s sustaining work are legitimate scientific activity, but the resultant theories and laws are at best tentative shadows of the real thing. We could say that the natural laws are descriptive, while God’s sustaining power is prescriptive; it is the real law that nature obeys.

God’s Covenant with Creation

God’s relationship with his creation actually has the status of a covenant, an agreement as made between sovereign and subjects. God revealed this covenant first to Noah, in Gen. 8:22: “As long as the earth endures, seedtime and harvest, cold and heat, summer and winter, day and night will never cease.” Later, God spoke through the prophet Jeremiah: “If you can break my covenant with the day and my covenant with the night, so that day and night no longer come at their appointed time, then my covenant with David my servant…can be broken….” (Jer. 33:20, 21). The order and regularity that we observe in the natural world are a matter of obedience to God’s law. It is important that there is the expectation of faithful obedience on the part of the creation, and faithful rule on God’s part; the covenant is kept.

This covenant relationship is the meaning behind the Christian claim that God sustains his world. He is the reality behind matter and energy; these properties of the natural world would not exist except for God’s continuing activity in faithfulness to his covenant. Psalm 104 is an eloquent statement of God sustaining the different parts of his world:


He waters the mountains from his upper chambers; the earth is satisfied by the fruit of his work. He makes grass grow for the cattle, and plants for man to cultivate—bringing forth food from the earth…. The trees of the Lord are well watered, the cedars of Lebanon that he planted. There the birds make their nests; the stork has its home in the pine trees…. (Ps. 104:13–17)



Miracles

How are we to understand miracles? After all, we have just made a case for a creation that is predictable and not chaotic—law-abiding and obedient to God all the time. In a sense, God appears to limit his divine action in nature to be in accord with natural laws (of which he is the author). We do not ordinarily expect him to divert tornadoes, calm hurricanes before they hit the land, remove tumors, or prevent floods. God appears to work his divine purposes primarily through processes we can describe as natural. However, the Bible records a number of miracles, remarkable events at odds with the normal patterns of the natural world. Does God suspend his own laws when he brings about a miracle?

We must first establish the fact that miracles are uncommon events in the Bible. Then we can observe that many of the miracles involve what could be natural events that are timed so as to accomplish God’s particular purposes in human affairs (e.g., the plagues that God used to bring eventual deliverance of the Israelites from their bondage in Egypt). Other miraculous events, like the staff of Moses becoming a snake, or, more important, the Incarnation and the Resurrection of Jesus Christ, clearly go beyond our normal expectations of the behavior of nature. Whether it is a matter of timing or of an absolutely unique event, a miracle is as much a manisfestation of God’s power over nature as are the day-to-day occurrences with which we are familiar. There is no point asking how God did it; it is a mystery. We might just as well ask how God created and sustains the universe. Our focus instead should be on why he chose to use his power in this way, on how the miraculous event served his purposes.

Malcolm Jeeves and R. J. Berry put it this way in Science, Life, and Christian Belief:


If the Christian view of God and his relationship to his creation is correct, then God not only can, but may, do miracles from time to time. These unusual events will inevitably appear contrary to our normal, day-to-day experience. When people become Christians and read and study the biblical record in the new light given to them through their relationship with Christ, miracles begin to make sense as part of a coherent whole. They become all of a piece with what one “knows” about the gracious moment-by-moment caring of a loving Father God, who was in Christ, walking, healing and teaching in Galilee two thousand years ago.



The Value and Purpose of the Creation

Creation’s Goodness

Genesis 1 testifies repeatedly to the goodness of the creation (“…and God saw that it was good”). In declaring creation good, God was making a statement about its value. Something that is good has innate worth; nature’s value is intrinsic: it is built into everything God created. In declaring creation good, God was also declaring his pleasure with all of his creative work. Why was he pleased? Possibly because he saw the unfolding of creation as an obedient response to his Word, one worthy of the covenant between God and his creation. In addition, he might well have been pleased because what he saw was an expression of his wisdom
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For Discussion


	What are some questions that people might bring to the Bible that illustrate the “encyclopedic assumption”? What would be a more appropriate approach to answering these questions from the perspective of a Christian worldview?

	What kind of proof would convince people that the universe and all things in it are autonomous? How could people be convinced that God brought the creation into being?

	What kind of law is a natural law? Where do these laws come from? What are the most important consequences of such laws?

	If God’s sustaining activity in nature leads to a predictable and law-abiding natural world, where do miracles come in?

	Make a short list of important biblical miracles. For each, describe its basic purpose and how it could have come about “naturally.”

	Discuss a possible scenario of a created order where there is no death.

	What has brought us to view nature as merely a resource to satisfy our wants and needs? Are there biblical bases for this view? Cultural? What are they?

	What evidence is there in the New Testament that God cares about his creation?

	Assume that a friend has a naturalistic worldview because of the problem of miracles. How would you go about convincing your friend that this worldview was both inaccurate and unsatisfying?
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