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The past few years have seen a

spate of books attempting, once
again, to resolve the apparent tension
between science and faith. Titles such
as Patrick Glynn’s God: The Evidence
and Hugh Ross’ Beyond the Cosmos:
What Recent Discoveries in Astronomy
and Physics Reveal About the Nature of
God have joined magazine articles and
television specials in the effort to tackle
what is supposed to be among the
thorniest, and most profound, ques-
tions that man has ever asked. While
many of these have earned accolades
from an apparently hungry public,
most of them operate on assumptions
which are not only flawed, but poten-
tially harmful to more serious efforts
in both science and religion.

A perfect example can be found in
Gerald Schroeder’s The Science of God:
The Convergence of Scientific and Bib-
lical Wisdom. In the first third of the
book, Schroeder takes full advantage
of scientific advances in fields as di-
verse as cosmology, paleontology and
particle physics to offer an almost
plausible scientific rendering of the
Creation story. The six days in which
the entire universe came into being are
no parable or tribal myth, but “actu-
ally did contain the billions of years
of the cosmos even while the days re-
mained twenty-four-hour days.” How
so? Schroeder invokes the teachings of
relativity: We have all heard how mass
and velocity can affect the “rate” at
which time goes by for one object
with respect to another—how a
baby in a spaceship traveling near
the speed of light will age two years
while his twin on earth lives an en-
tire lifetime. Schroeder’s innovation
is to declare the entire universe to be
the Bible’s opening “frame of refer-
ence” (there was, after all, no earth or

sun to provide another one), in which
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the universe’s dense mass-energy point
at the start of the Big Bang offers an
extremely “slow” time-track, so that
events which to us appear to have
taken billions of years took, from the
universe’s “own” perspective, a mat-
ter of days. Once the time scale is ad-
justed to allow for the universe’s ex-
pansion and cooling, Schroeder ends
up with a schedule of Creation which
allots eight billion earth-years for the
first universe-day, four billion for the
second, two billion for the third, and
so on, adding up to the primordial six-
day work week. Not without a certain
reliance on smoke and mirrors, many
of the most important events in the
universe’s creation and the evolution
of mankind are squeezed into the first
chapter of Genesis.

The remainder of The Science of
God is dedicated to impressing the
reader with just how wunlikely every-
thing is: The galaxies, the carth, one-
celled organisms, the Cambrian explo-
sion of life half a billion years ago, are
all described in terms of their statisti-
cal improbability, a suspicious yet en-
tertaining presentation of numbers
and exponents which at times degen-
erates into rambling. (At one point
Schroeder dares the reader to try and
repeat the word “billion” a billion bil-
lion times, so that he will fully grasp
the unlikeliness of it all—“Just to
speak aloud those billions would re-
quire more time than the universe has

existed, more time than has passed
since the beginning of time!”)

Buct it is not Schroeder’s showman-
ship that makes 7he Science of God so
irksome. The most serious problem
with The Science of God is also the tragic
flaw of its genre: The premise that one
can, or should, try to “reconcile” the
teachings of a several-thousand-year-
old religious text with those of obscure
twentieth-century science.

First, there is the problem of em-
ploying science to understand
the Bible. The fields of so-called
“hard” science are as varied in their
methodology and standards as in their
subject matter, and while it is to be
expected that the vast majority of sci-
entists spend their careers under the
paradigmatic umbrellas of the leading
theories in their fields, this does not
mean that an outsider looking in
should necessarily take these theories
seriously, inasmuch as they may bear
on his beliefs or values. Put simply:
As a layman, I am much more likely
to alter radically my behavior on the
basis of the latest developments in
oncology than those in paleontology.
The former, while by no means infal-
lible, are based on a wide body of cor-
roborated experimentation, and have
been held to the test of practical imple-
mentation; the latter, even if highly
regarded by the most ingenious of pa-
leontologists, are based on such scant
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evidence, guesswork and fundamen-
tally untestable hypotheses, that no se-
rious thinker should entrust his or her
religious beliefs to their graces.

When, for example, was the last
time you encountered a brontosaurus?
A brief visit to the children’s section
of alocal bookstore will reveal that the
entire retinue of dinosaurs most of us
grew up knowing and loving have re-
cently suffered a new extinction: Gone
or forgotten are the stegosaurus,
dimetrodons and pterodactyls upon
which an entire generation of muse-
ums, toys and picture books were
built. Like a giant asteroid crashing
down upon the earth, radical new
works such as Robert T'. Bakker’s 1986
The Dinosaur Heresies have succeeded
in shifting the most famous paradigm
of paleontology: Dinosaurs, it now
turns out, never really were the slow,
stupid, cold-blooded reptiles they
made themselves out to be. They were
nimble, smart, warm-blooded and
bird-like, probably looking a lot more
like Spielberg’s velociraptors than any-
thing else. The trusty, timid bronto-
saurus is no more, supplanted by the
“apatosaurus,” a fearsome monster
which roamed in packs, was athletic
enough to be able to swim, and could
vanquish its enemies by rearing up on
its hind legs and thrusting the fullness
of its thirty-three-ton body onto its
adversary, or by whipping him with
its fifty-foot-long tail.

What is true for the stability of pa-
leontology is all the more true when
looking at the cosmos, whose basic
bits of evidence are a lot less handy
than fossils. Hypotheses about the
origins of the universe frequently
employ unproved or unprovable as-
sumptions as basic theoretical build-
ing blocks. It is significant that the
Big Bang, the basket into which
Schroeder places all his exegetical
eggs, is itself infamously unstable: As
the cosmologist P. James E. Peebles
(and a number of his colleagues)
pointed out in the March 1998 issue
of Scientific American, the Big Bang,
although not yet at serious risk of
being replaced by a competing the-
ory, is beleaguered by basic “unre-
solved issues” (such as how the gal-
axies were formed), and will likely
undergo fundamental revisions with-
in the coming decades.

None of this is meant to imply that
paleontologists or cosmologists are
necessarily bad scientists; given the
questions they are asking and the kind
of data they have to work with, things
could hardly be otherwise. What it
does show is that anyone who takes
the Bible seriously as an eternal source
of wisdom should not dream of try-
ing to understand it with the tools
employed in Schroeder’s book—tools
which of necessity are prone to mas-
sive revision every few years if the sci-

entists are doing their job right.
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Nor has science proven all that use-
ful even when applied directly to the
task of biblical interpretation. For cen-
turies, scientists and pseudo-scientists
have offered solutions to textual prob-
lems in the Bible, without bringing us
any closer to an understanding of the
Bible’s meaning. Whether it be the
workings of an often hostile class of
documentary hypothesists, or more
sympathetic efforts to “correlate” cre-
ation, the flood or the parting of the
Red Sea with cosmology, paleontol-
ogy and archacology, these efforts all
miss the point, skirting those far more
difficult questions that stir the heart
of the religious thinker: What point is
the Bible trying to make? What are the
spiritual or theological implications of
these stories? What are the demands—
whether of belief or action—that a
proper understanding of the Bible
makes of man? In science the religious
thinker has never found, indeed can
never find, the key to his understand-
ing of the text.

If science is unhelpful in understand-

ing the Bible, then the Bible is
simply abysmal as a tool for under-
standing science. For the implication
of The Science of God—that in theory
at least, the Bible should offer a kind
of rejoinder to the grand mystery of na-
ture—is anathema to scientific think-
ing. Schroeder writes:

The Bible, properly understood, can
be a handmaiden of science....
Ussher’s and Kepler’s calculations of
an approximately six-thousand-year-
old universe are infinitely closer to our
current estimate of time since the Big
Bang than was either Aristotle’s opin-
ion [of an eternal universe] or that of
two-thirds of the leading U.S. as-
tronomers and physicists, who in a
1959 survey agreed with Aristotle.
Human logic sided with Aristotle but
was in error. The biblical paradigm
of a beginning to our universe, a cre-

ation, was correct.

How, exactly, can the Bible be a “hand-
maiden of science”? What would
Schroeder have had those scientists in
1959 do, discard their best scientific
theory because the Bible suggested
otherwise? As opposed to Maimo-
nides, who viewed scientific knowl-
edge as a means for appreciating the
glory of Creation, Schroeder and those
like him seek in the Bible a solve-all
to the most fundamental questions
which science poses, and just as they
are willing to impose a scientific read-
ing upon the Bible, they frequently
tolerate some bending of science (and
scientists) to “fit” into the Bible’s ap-
parent teachings.

Yet this has been tried before: Was
it not the Church’s attempt to do
precisely what Schroeder is proposing,
to “demonstrate a harmony between
science and the Bible” by imposing
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scriptural “cruths” upon the study of
the cosmos, that nearly cost Galileo
his life and stunted Western science
for centuries? The lesson of that tragic
period was that in order to advance,
science must permit the unfettered
competition of theories to explain the
results of inquiry and experiment.
External considerations, of which the
Bible is but one example, may serve as
a source for ideas and inspiration, but
must never be allowed to force one
theory over another, or even to dis-
tort the scientist’s approach to the evi-
dence; the Bible can no more offer a
shorteut to the “right” answer in sci-
ence than can science offer a shortcut
to the “right” biblical interpretation.

How, then, are we supposed to
approach the Creation story?
The first step is to clarify our goal: Our
interest should be in reading the text,
that is, in understanding its actual
meaning. Creation is a profound pas-
sage—enigmatic, poetic, rhythmic,
symbolic. It is a difficult text, tossing
about loaded terms such as “unformed
and void,” “spirit of God,” “face of the
deep,” whose import is far from obvi-
ous. Moreover, it constitutes the open-
ing to a book whose primary concern
is not natural history, but wisdom—
the Tora is comprised of little other
than the laws of human living, the sto-
ries of exemplary men and women,

and the character of a nation and its

God—and therefore its difficult pas-
sages should be understood with an
eye towards the wisdom they may pro-
vide, towards knowledge that lies at
the core of man’s concern, rather than
the description of cold, scientific facts.
This book calls itself the 7ora, “the
teaching,” as if to remove all doubt as
to its larger purpose.

In this light is the Creation story to
be read, and indeed has been read
throughout the ages by biblical com-
mentators. Some, such as the nine-
teenth-century scholar Samson
Raphael Hirsch, found in God’s cre-
ation of the universe ex nzhilo the basis
for a belief in free will, upon which all
morality depends. Others, such as
Shabtai Bass, author of the Siftei
Hachamim of the eighteenth century,
saw Creation as the expression of God’s
omnipotence, without which his cov-
enantal promises could not be trusted,
and the belief in divine justice would
have no foundation. In our own cen-
tury, Joseph B. Soloveitchik echoed the
Talmud’s insistence that Creation is,
above all, about human nature, about
man as the culmination of God’s cre-
ative endeavor, and about man as cre-
ator himself, whose creativity lies at the
essence of his having been formed “in
the image of God.” What unites these
efforts—and distinguishes them
sharply from both Schroeder’s scien-
tific literalism and the fashions preva-
lent in the academy—is the earnest
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attempt to understand the actual point
of the Creation story, and to produce
a theory which is compatible at once
with the biblical whole in all its stated
and unstated intentions, and with a
reasonable guess as to what this type
of passage could mean in this type of
context.

Books like The Science of God dis-
pense with all that. Having found, at
long last, a reading of the text which
jibes with cosmology while being fully
literal (a day is really a day, from the
universe’s standpoint, and seven days
are really seven days), Schroeder no
longer feels obligated to any broader
context. His reading is therefore clear,
simple and absurd: Are we seriously
expected to believe that the author of
Genesis would choose to begin the tale
of the world’s creation with a lesson
in late-twentieth-century cosmology?
Is not the image of the author (divine
or otherwise) composing a Creation
story that is perfectly incomprehen-
sible to his audience, chuckling to
himself as millennia of biblical schol-
ars try in vain to understand that
which is not really understandable,
until along come paleontology, par-
ticle physics, relativity and Edwin
Hubble to reveal the true meaning of
the text—is that not as improbable as
Schroeder’s billions?

Backed into a corner, Schroeder
and those like him usually resort to

claims of non-exclusive interpretation,

something to the effect of “Come now,
I don’t mean to imply that this is the
only meaning of the Genesis story—
it’s just interesting, useful, beautiful
and gives one more basis for faith.”
Now the bad news: The Bible is not a
toy. It is the founding spiritual text of
our civilization. Its words are chosen
carefully, and with intent. It is to be
handled with care, with the respect
due any serious text, in the effort to
cull from it the actual intentions of its
author. Any casual efforts to tack on
other meanings, without actually en-
deavoring to understand it, are not
really trying to read it at all. Depend-
ing on their agenda, intent and
methodology, these efforts are at
best midrash, at worst hogwash. If
Schroeder and those like him believe
that the Creation story really “con-
verges” with modern sciences, then
their readings must make sense within
a larger understanding of the Bible,
within its literary, theological and his-
torical contexts, and with a reasonable
understanding of what the biblical au-
thor is trying to achieve and why he
would choose to do it this way. If not,
then books such as The Science of God
are peddling meaningless coincidences
as the basis of faith, and should be dis-
carded, lest we be distracted from the
real goals of our inquiry.

R. David Hazony is managing editor of
AZURE.
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