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  In the current climate of conversation concerning science and faith, many issues are brought under scrutiny. Some involve the rapid advances in genetics and others the application of ancient Near Eastern literature to the interpretation of Scripture. Evolutionary biology, physical and cultural anthropology, neuroscience, quantum mechanics, theology and hermeneutics all have their contributions to make to the complex discussion. Many disputes concern how substantial the scientific conclusions are, while others focus on how we should interpret the Bible and what claims it makes.


  One of the most commonly discussed topics is what it means to interpret the biblical text literally. In this book, Osborn does readers the great favor of delving deeply into the issue of what he labels “literalism” to demonstrate how such a hermeneutic can be, and has been, abused by interpreters who have other agendas. Many of those who contend for narrow literalism are quite selective in what they read literally and, in the end, fall prey to the post-Enlightenment demands of scientism. Osborn contends that narrowly literalist scientific creationism not only fails to offer a sound reading of the text but actually damages the text.


  A second topic that, in contrast, is little discussed in the modern conversations is animal suffering, despite the fact that many would identify it as the main reason that they cannot accept evolutionary theory. Osborn’s case is that while there are no easy answers, those who believe in literalism and creationism are not in any better position on animal suffering than those who accept evolutionary models. In other words, evolutionary theory is not the problem. This is an important point to be made for those who have used animal suffering as the single most important reason that evolution cannot be considered.


  This powerfully written book is eminently worth reading for persons of all beliefs or none who want to think deeply about some of the issues in science and faith that perplex us today. Osborn’s insights can bring us yet another step along the path toward finding peace from the animosity and angst that surround these issues. But beyond that, he calls us to be better conversation partners; better people. And that is always a message worth listening to.


  John H. Walton


  


  



  Bless the LORD, O my soul! . . .

  You appoint darkness and it becomes night,

  In which all the beasts of the forest prowl about.

  The young lions roar after their prey

  And seek their food from God.

  When the sun rises they withdraw

  And lie down in their dens.

  Man goes forth to his work

  And to his labor until evening.


  O LORD, how many are Your works!

  In wisdom You have made them all;

  The earth is full of Your possessions.

  There is the sea, great and broad,

  In which are swarms without number,

  Animals both small and great.

  There the ships move along,

  And Leviathan, which You have formed to sport in it.


  They all wait for You

  To give them their food in due season.

  You give to them, they gather it up;

  You open Your hand, they are satisfied with good.

  You hide Your face, they are dismayed;

  You take away their spirit, they expire

  And return to their dust.

  You send forth Your Spirit, they are created;

  And You renew the face of the ground.


  PSALM 104:1, 20-30 NASB


  Introduction
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  As a child growing up to missionary parents in Zimbabwe not long after its independence from the apartheid regime of Ian Smith’s Rhodesia, death in nature was something I had been exposed to from an early age, albeit not in everyday life. My family’s home was in a quiet suburb of the serene and modern city of Harare, famous for its well-groomed golf courses, botanical gardens, and wide boulevards lined with jacaranda and flame trees that bloomed spectacular shades of purple, white or orange depending on the season of the year. Here the most deadly animal one might encounter was a mamba, boomslang or other poisonous snake, although sightings of even these were extremely rare. Urbanization and farming had long since driven Africa’s famed wildlife far from the places most Zimbabweans lived. Harare was, at least to this child’s eyes, a tranquil paradise with endless adventures to be had with my classmates on sunny afternoons as we roamed the city on our bicycles after shedding the gray knee socks and cramped black shoes of our school uniforms—the cruelest legacy, I callowly assumed at the time, of British colonialism. I had much to learn. Often, though, my parents would load my two sisters and me into our mechanically challenged diesel Mercedes sedan, and we would leave the temperate plateau on which Harare sits to camp some 250 miles to the north at a place known as Mana Pools.


  Mana Pools is a remote wildlife preserve and UNESCO World Heritage Site with some of the most spectacular game viewing anywhere in Africa’s southern hemisphere. It was one of my family’s favorite retreats during the years we lived in Zimbabwe. After passing the final tsetse fly control station on the main road—a low mud hut from which a man in a crumpled khaki uniform would sleepily emerge, armed with a rusty tin canister to spray the undercarriage of our car with a noxious-smelling liquid intended to prevent the deadly insect from returning with us—we were truly into the wild, or into the bundu, as it is called in bantu slang. (One of my prized possessions during my elementary school years was a worn copy of the 1967 classic survival manual Don’t Die in the Bundu, by Col. D. H. Grainger of the Rhodesian Army. I never had any reason to put into practice the lessons in this book, but they provided rich fodder for fantasies of heroic feats of a young boy alone against Africa’s elements armed with nothing more than his trusty Swiss Army knife.)


  The final leg of the journey into Mana Pools follows a desolate, unpaved track surrounded by thick brush and dotted by colossal baobab trees that look like the remnants of a lost Jurassic Park. One might drive for hours on this path without spotting another vehicle or human being. The first time my family entered this dusty road, however, we had not gone far before we encountered a fresh lion kill. Three young females had taken down a Cape buffalo, which they had not yet dragged into the cover of the bush. Its legs were splayed at odd angles and its side was opened, exposing an impressive rib cage in shades of white and crimson. The lions were feasting on the carcass in the middle of the road, panting heavily as they tore into its body, their chests and muzzles soaked in blood. The air was filled with the stench of death. My father turned off the car engine, and we sat in awed silence watching them feast at a distance of several meters. At last we continued on our way, dipping into the sandy shoulder of the track as we navigated about this scene of beautiful carnage. The lions paid us little notice. I was nine or ten years old at the time, but the memory is still vivid.


  It was usually late in the afternoon when we would at last arrive at the Mana Pools campsite, which lies beneath a grove of acacia trees on a high bank overlooking the Zambezi River. After darkness had settled, someone might shine a powerful spotlight or “torch” over the nearby marshy inlets, and we would watch the gleaming eyes of the crocodiles blink and then eerily vanish beneath the water like dying stars. We would lie still in our tents as the campfire dwindled to embers and listen to the haunting cries of jackals in the distance.


  There is another distinct sound I remember from those nights as we lay in our beds in the bundu. There were no fences or walls in Mana Pools, and wild animals often made their way through camp. Our most common visitors (apart from the kleptomaniac vervet monkeys always seeking a chance to seize unattended food) were herds of elephants. We could often hear their soft tread and breathing just the other side of our tent flaps as they picked up the pods that fell from the acacia trees we slept under. They would frequently pass close enough to step on our tent ropes, although even in the black of night they had an uncanny awareness of the lines and never so much as grazed them. Before dawn, my parents would already be waking my sisters and me for a new safari, since the early hours of the day when the air was still cool and crisp were the best time to spot rare animals. All around us was a world that was deeply mysterious, untamed, dangerous, beautiful and good, waiting to be explored. And the danger was part of its goodness and its beauty.


  Herein lies the central riddle of this book. One might, of course, imagine other worlds in other universes without predatory creatures such as crocodiles and lions, and these might be very good and very beautiful worlds as well. But the particular goodness and beauty of Africa’s wild places that were such an important part of my childhood were inextricably linked to cycles of birth and death, as well as suffering, ferocity and animal predation. One need not subscribe to seventeenth-century German philosopher Gottfried Leibniz’s claim (satirized by Voltaire in Candide) that the world as we know it is “the best of all possible worlds” to nevertheless see that adjectives such as evil and cursed, when applied to the realities of life and death in the animal kingdom, somehow just do not ring true. Mana Pools was very good—its lions, jackals, leopards, fish eagles and cobras included. Yet Mana Pools, as a microcosm of nature as a whole, was also an untamed and even unremittingly harsh world, a sealed economy in which all of life was, in the final analysis, sustained by the deaths—often in spectacular and prolonged ways—of other creatures. There is a doubleness to all of animal existence, extending right back to the very beginning as far as we can tell, with birth and death, comedy and tragedy, suffering and grandeur, appearing as the interwoven and inseparable aspects of a single reality that defies easy moral categorization.


  For believers in the God of Jewish and Christian Scripture, this poses a grave theological and moral dilemma that is different in kind from the problem of evil arising from the exercise of human free will. It also distinct from (if perhaps related to) the problem of “natural evil” posed by geological upheavals that take human lives, such as the 2010 earthquake in Haiti and the tsunamis in Indonesia and Japan. Simply stated, the trouble is this: Animals, as far as we know, do not have the capacity for anything approaching human moral reasoning and will never be able to comprehend their own suffering in metaphysical or theological terms that might give that suffering meaning for them. Why, then, would a just and loving God—not the impersonal spirit of Hegelian idealism that achieves its final ends through the violent dialectics of “history as slaughter-bench,”1 nor the divinity of Hindu belief who is at once Brahma the creator and Shiva the destroyer of worlds, but the undivided and good Creator God of the Hebrew Bible and New Testament—require or permit such a world to exist? This world is one in which the harrowing suffering of innocent creatures through the violence of other creatures appears at once fraught with terrible savageness and at the same time part of an order that is delicately balanced, achingly beautiful and finely tuned to sustain tremendous diversity of life. If there is a rationally discernible “intelligent design” to the natural world as some believers claim, should we not conclude that the design reveals a pitilessly indifferent if not malevolent intelligence? Why is it that creationists who read “design” from the surface of nature never rhapsodize about the wondrous, irreducible complexity of AIDS viruses, or tapeworms, or serrated shark teeth tiered five rows deep? “It is as if the entire cosmos were somehow predatory,” writes Eastern Orthodox theologian David Hart, “a single organism nourishing itself upon the death of everything to which it gives birth, creating and devouring all things with a terrible and impassive majesty.”2


  The pervasiveness of terrible, impassive and majestic forms of predation in nature extends from the great carnivores at the top of the food chain—the prides of lions that have been captured on film killing baby elephants in scenes of such protracted agony that I find them impossible to watch—to the tiniest of insects in the most seemingly tranquil English garden. Aphids would multiply exponentially to unfathomable numbers if not devoured continuously by other creatures. Parasitic wasps hatch thousands at a time to feed with ravenous hunger inside their hosts. Death in nature “is more than extravagance,” Annie Dillard concludes, “it is holocaust, parody, glut.”3 Dillard recounts the “unholy revulsion” of devout nineteenth-century French naturalist J. Henri Fabre after he observed a macabre drama unfold between a bee, a Philanthus wasp and a praying mantis. The wasp paralyzed the bee and squeezed its belly so that it would disgorge its sweet syrup, feeding by licking the dying insect’s tongue. At this moment a mantis suddenly appeared, pinned the wasp and began to munch its abdomen. As the wasp was itself being eaten, it continued to lick the tongue of the dying bee, unable to forgo the sweetness of the honey even as it writhed in its own death agony. “Nature is, above all, profligate,” Dillard writes. “Nature will try anything once. This is what the sign of the insects says. No form is too gruesome, no behavior too grotesque. . . . This is a spendthrift economy; though nothing is lost, all is spent.”4


  Yet in another light, the bee, the wasp and the mantis are not grotesque creatures at all but rather intricately beautiful and noble actors who faithfully fulfill their mysterious parts in the drama of life. The deaths we observe in nature in the present, scientists tell us, are only the tiniest part of a process that has extended over many millions of years; more than ninety percent of all the species that have ever appeared on earth are now extinct.5 Strictly speaking, though, the problem of nature’s doubleness is not one of evolution as such. It is the problem of existence. Why this world in this form rather than another?


  Like millions of Christians, I was raised to believe that God created all of earth’s creatures in six literal days in the relatively recent past. In the beginning, there was no mortality and no predation of any kind. The natural world—my parents, pastors and elementary school teachers all sincerely believed and taught me—was radically altered as a result of Adam and Eve’s decision to eat the forbidden fruit. The blame for all death and all suffering in nature thus fell squarely upon rebellious humans. This was why lions now killed Cape buffalo in Mana Pools and why there were crocodiles and bilharzia parasites in the Zambezi and Limpopo rivers. But of course no human action could have produced such an instantaneous change, not simply in the instincts but also in the anatomical structures of countless creatures. The idea that the lions in Eden were docile vegetarians with dagger-sharp claws originally designed by God for tearing the bark off trees appeared downright silly. Somehow those massive canine teeth and retractable claws for taking down living prey had got there. This seemingly left only one possibility: God himself was responsible for the transformation of all of nature in what amounted to a hostile second creation after Adam and Eve’s fall. All mortality and all predation in the animal kingdom were the result of a divine punishment or “curse.” The vexing question of the justice of such an act—of why God would inflict death and suffering on innocent creatures to punish sinful humans—did not enter my mind as a child. I simply assumed that older and wiser people whom I loved and trusted had done the hard theological work, and that there were no deeper questions about the creation left to be asked. The task of believers was not to raise difficult problems but to provide confident answers.


  Thankfully, my parents never stifled my own religious questioning, and the conversations around our family dinner table were always free and open. Nevertheless, biblical literalism, creationism and the importance of “simple faith” in God’s Word were powerfully impressed on my mind in countless ways from my earliest memories as a child. These memories include a vividly illustrated set of children’s books—Uncle Arthur’s Bedtime Stories—written in the 1950s by one Arthur Stanley Maxwell to instill virtues of honesty, obedience and trust in a personal and loving God who intervenes constantly in the lives of those who remember to say their nightly prayers. It was only much later in life, as I began to seriously wrestle with the problem of suffering in Jewish Holocaust literature as an English major at a small Christian liberal arts college in New England, that I truly began to grasp the weaknesses and inadequacies of many of the belief structures in which I had been raised. Or, rather, I came to see how these structures had instilled important beliefs in me at a certain stage in my religious development, but also how the world of Uncle Arthur is a world one can only remain permanently attached to by sealing oneself in a comforting but finally deadening mental and theological cocoon.


  The somewhat peculiar religious community in which I was raised and continue to find Christian fellowship, I should perhaps state here, is the Seventh-day Adventist Church, which traces its roots to the Methodist as well as Anabaptist traditions and has long been concerned with the so-called theodicy question—the problem of how a perfectly good and all-powerful God can allow evil or suffering of any kind to exist. Most Adventists are also strongly—at times, unfortunately, stridently—committed to a highly literalistic way of reading the creation story in the first chapters of Genesis. This is not a coincidence. As one Adventist official declared in an angry attack on theistic evolutionists within the Adventist community (an admittedly small minority), individuals who allow for evolutionary ideas in their worldviews


  don’t worship the God of the Bible, for that God didn’t use a long, protracted, and vicious dog-eat-dog, survival-of-the-fittest paradigm—one that goes against everything He has taught us about love and self-sacrifice—and then lie to us about it by claiming He created life here in six days when He didn’t.6


  As a result of their concern not only for the authority of Scripture but also for the theodicy problem posed by evolutionary biology, Adventists have played an important role in the dubious project of “creation science,” beginning with the tireless efforts of self-taught creationist George McCready Price (whose now thoroughly discredited ideas about geology were relied on by William Jennings Bryan in the infamous 1925 Scopes “Monkey Trial,” and who helped inspire modern American creationism via the work of John Whitcomb and Henry Morris in the 1960s7). This book, which has grown out of a series of occasional articles first published by Spectrum Magazine online in 2010 and 2011, is thus to a large extent an open letter—in the form of a somewhat eclectic mustering of arguments, ruminations, interventions and investigations—addressed to the troubled Christian community of which I am myself a part, a community that now finds itself in a state of increasing turmoil among many of its members over questions of faith, theodicy and evolutionary science (with some church officials attempting to resolve the tensions once and for all by turning strict biblicism or literalism on Genesis into a dogmatic litmus test of “true” Adventist identity).


  Yet these reflections are not only for or about Adventists (who by the year 2020 may number as many as forty million adherents and regular church attendees worldwide, mostly in Africa and Latin America). Many Christians of all denominational backgrounds are wrestling with the great attrition rate of their young adults as they head off to colleges and universities where they will be exposed to a bewildering array of ideas that are often openly hostile to religious faith. In the face of the challenges of secular modernity, including the corrosive claims of philosophical materialism or scientism, the natural instinct of many devout believers in the US and elsewhere is to try to shore up traditional beliefs through increasingly narrow doctrinal formulations that might restore a lost sense of certainty in an increasingly uncertain world. This instinct has often translated into strict literalism on Genesis and the mental gymnastics of young earth or young life creationism. A 2010 Gallup poll found that fully forty percent of people in the US subscribe to highly literalistic readings of Genesis and creationist ideas.8 Among evangelical Christians, the percentage is much higher. The move toward “scientific” creationism, however, simply drives many thoughtful young people and others away from religious belief all the faster. When scientifically trained individuals conclude that creationist apologetics are not intellectually credible, Old Testament scholar John Walton notes, “they have too often concluded that the Bible must be rejected.”9


  These tragic decisions against continued participation in religious community from a sense of intolerable cognitive dissonance as a result of what Scripture is assumed to teach—without any room for honest questions, openness to the weight of empirical evidence or new interpretations of the biblical narratives—are not the casualties of evolutionary science. They are, I seek to show from multiple perspectives in part one of this book, “On Literalism,” a senseless loss of engaged minds from the body of Christ as a result of problematic philosophical reasoning, the exclusionary logic of fundamentalism and the incoherencies of wooden literalism itself. Christians can and must do better.


  Any nonliteralistic approach to Genesis and questions of origins must, however, respond to the obvious moral hazards posed by evolutionary theory. My critique of literalism in part one of this book, although filling the most pages, is to a large extent prolegomena to what I want to say about the theodicy dilemma of animal suffering and mortality in both literalistic and evolutionary paradigms. As Catholic theologian and theistic evolutionist John Haught writes, strict Darwinism’s depiction of all of life as nothing more than the final outcome of a purposeless and ruthless struggle for scarce resources “exposes a universe apparently untended by divine compassion.”10 It is to this challenge that I turn in part two, “On Animal Suffering.”


  While there is a large body of literature providing strong theological grounding for environmental ethics, there are surprisingly few books in print on the topic of animal predation as a distinctive theodicy problem, even though the suffering of animals may be the most severe theodicy dilemma of all given the fundamental questions it raises about God’s character as Creator. As I write, Google Books (an imprecise but still helpful index) lists only sixty titles ever written that include somewhere within their pages reference to “animal suffering,” “evolution” and “natural evil.” Of these works, thirty-seven have been published since 2000. If “theodicy” is substituted for “natural evil,” the number of titles shrinks to fifty-two, with thirty-four published since 2000.


  My hope, then, is that this book will contribute in a modest way to a small but growing body of Christian reflection on a significant theological riddle. I write not only for those predisposed to agree with me and do not expect—or for that matter desire—to win all readers over to all of my views; I can think of nothing duller than a world in which all critical discussion comes to an end! I hope, though, that whatever conclusions readers take from this book will be the conclusions of careful wrestling with what I have actually written, difficult though this may be given the unavoidably controversial nature of some of what I am constrained to say.


  Readers should be fairly warned from the outset that I offer few confident answers to the problem of animal suffering in the manner of some Christian apologists. Indeed, I usually find such “answers” to be morally repellent in the face of the challenges, which I take to be insoluble this side of the parousia (and quite possibly the other side of the parousia as well11). Nevertheless, it would be just as morally irresponsible to abandon the search for clues to the theodicy dilemma from a foregone conclusion that the search can yield no answers. The ideas presented in these pages are offered in an open-ended, exploratory form based on the belief that partial answers do exist.


  My goal is not to exhaust possibilities but to provoke honest even if unsettling conversations as one member in the body of Christ addressing others. I make no attempt to survey all of the available positions, and I realize that the topics in each of these chapters deserve their own book-length scholarly treatments. I have emphasized the ideas of highly traditional believers in part because I share much of their traditionalism and in part because I want to demonstrate to literalists that one can be a thoroughly orthodox Christian and embrace evolutionary concepts without contradiction. As a result, I have no doubt failed to do justice to the work of other important thinkers, whose ideas I am by no means closed to. Still, I hope these reflections might provide a helpful even if incomplete map through forbidding terrain, marking some of the pitfalls in literalist accounts—especially when these accounts are turned into religious dogmas—and highlighting other paths that now hold greater theological promise.


  The epistemology that informs my “method” (insofar as I have one) follows what has come to be known as the Wesleyan Quadrilateral, so named because it reflects the ideas of Methodist reformer John Wesley. I believe in the paramount authority of Scripture in matters of faith, illuminated though not bound by the interpretive traditions of the church across time, which must be continually tested in the light of both reason and experience to discern present truth. I am enough of a postfoundationalist, though, to see the difficulties in this tidy division of labor. All knowledge comes to us through a complex web of interpenetrating and interwoven channels that are best grasped holistically, as a unified field. By loose analogy, we do not say that a person’s mind is the “foundation” on which their physical body and life history are only secondarily built. We say that human personhood involves multiple dimensions of being, none of which can be imagined (although some have tried) apart from the others even if we might at different times place greater emphasis on one or another aspect of a person’s being. This is also how we ought to think about the interrelations between revelation, tradition, reason, scientific observation and experience. If there is a reading of Scripture that somehow stands pristinely on its own apart from all of the messiness and contingency as well as all of the richness of human culture and tradition, reason, observation and experience, it is one I have yet to find.


  But I am already far ahead of myself. The best place to begin is, of course, at the beginning.


  Part One
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  On Literalism


  1


  The Creation


  A Plain Reading
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  In the magisterial language of the King James Bible, “In the beginning, God created the heaven and the earth.”i Genesis 1:1 is, however, an ambiguous text that can be translated as the start of a process rather than a fait accompli. In the Jewish Publication Society translation (following the great medieval rabbi Rashi) it is rendered, “When God began to create heaven and earth . . . ” Whichever way the verse is read, there is the strong suggestion of a significant time gap between the creation of basic matter and the creation of life and its supporting structures. The earth was “without form and void,” the text reads, and “the Spirit of God moved upon the face of the waters.”


  The theme of creation as process as well as event is continued throughout the narrative in richly suggestive ways. In Genesis 1:3, God says, “Let there be light,” and immediately “there was light.” The creation of light is thus ex nihilo, instantaneous and strictly by divine fiat. The Lord spoke and it was so. However, when we arrive at Genesis 1:11, we find that God does not only create ex nihilo. He recruits and involves what he has already created in the next acts of the unfolding drama. “Let the earth bring forth grass, the herb yielding seed, and the fruit tree yielding fruit after his kind, whose seed is in itself,” God says. And “the earth brought forth” vegetation. The earth itself therefore participates as an obedient servant to God in the creation process/event. Life is a gift of God. At the same time, the language is clearly focused on natural generation and conveys a strong impression of organic emergence. God commands, but something very different is under way than in the creation of light in verse 3. The earth is charged with a task. The earth brings things forth.


  In Genesis 1:22, the text suggests an incomplete or still-empty creation with ecological niches waiting to be filled by living creatures—again, not instantaneously or by divine fiat as in the case of light, but by the animals themselves through procreative processes that will extend across time. The birds and creatures of the seas are commanded by God to “Be fruitful, and multiply,” to “fill the waters in the seas” and to “multiply in the earth.” The text does not restrict the multiplication of animals to quantitative multiplication alone. We are left entirely free to think that the Creator might be delighted to see his creation multiply not only in number but also in kind. God’s way of creating is therefore organic, dynamic, complex and ongoing rather than merely a sequence of staccato punctuation marks by verbal decree. The God of Genesis recruits the creation as a coparticipant in his work as it unfolds, so that not all of the earth is out of nothing or by un­mediated speech acts.


  In fact, the number of verbs used to describe God’s creative activity in the highly compressed narratives of Genesis 1–2 is astounding and by no means limited to the Hebrew word “create.” The New American Standard Bible renders these verbs as follows: God “creates” (Gen 1:1, 21, 27). He “moves” (Gen 1:2). He “says” (Gen 1:3, 6, 9, 14, 24). He “separates” (Gen 1:4, 7). He “calls” (Gen 1:5, 8). He “makes” (Gen 1:7, 16, 25; 2:4). He “gathers” (Gen 1:9). He “places” (Gen 1:17; 2:8). He “blesses” (Gen 1:22, 28; 2:3). He “gives” (Gen 1:29, 30). He “completes” (Gen 2:2). He “sends” (Gen 2:5). He “breathes” (Gen 2:7). He “forms” (Gen 2:7, 19). He “plants” (Gen 2:8). He “causes” (Gen 2:9, 21). He “commands” (Gen 2:16). He “brings” (Gen 2:19, 22). He “takes” (Gen 2:21). He “closes” (Gen 2:21). He “fashions” (Gen 2:22). He “rests” (Gen 2:3).


  The Creator initiates emergent and generative processes that anticipate a continuous creation with (in philosophical terms) “secondary causes.” God desires a world that will in some sense be free from his direct control, and the creation is in certain ways marked from the very first moment by the presence of freedom. Freedom, we might say, is precisely one of the things that God creates. But the only way that freedom can be created is by opening a space in which freedom occurs or unfolds. The key refrain Let—“Let there be,” “Let the waters,” “Let the earth”—should serve as a clarion signal that God’s way of bringing order out of chaos involves not only directly fashioning or controlling but also granting, permitting and delegating. We must think of the creation not only in terms of divine action but also in terms of divine restraint. Rather than simply dominating the world, in the very act of bringing the world into existence God is in a certain sense already withdrawing himself from it—or perhaps better, limiting himself within it—in order for it to be free. God is the sustaining ground of all being so nothing exists apart from God, yet the very fact that things exist that are ontologically other than God implies a simultaneously present/absent Creator from the very start.


  Enter Adam. Like the animals before him, Adam is not created out of nothing nor by divine fiat but from preexisting materials taken directly out of the earth, which God “forms.” The name “Adam,” practically all commentators note, is etymologically related to ’adamah, meaning “soil.” Adam’s name can be read to mean “from the soil” or even “the earth creature.” Strangely, some believers have thought that the idea that humans might be related to other animals detracts from their glory as creatures uniquely made in the image of God. Being related to soil hardly seems like a more noble distinction. Yet the fact that humans share the same material origins as other animals is plainly stated in Genesis. In Genesis 2:19, we learn that God “formed every beast of the field, and every fowl of the air” from “out of the ground.” Humans, birds and the beasts of the field thus share a common ancestry—they all come from out of the same earth. “Darwin and Feuerbach themselves could not speak any more strongly,” writes Dietrich Bonhoeffer. “Man’s origin is in a piece of earth. His bond with the earth belongs to his essential being.”1 The language of Genesis is at once shrouded in tantalizing mystery and absolutely clear: Adam and the other animals are beings of the same matter, the same essential “stuff.” They are intimately related, although the link that binds them is not simply matter but the forming hand of God. We do not know how God “forms” creatures out of preexisting matter. It would be a fatal mistake to imagine the Creator of the universe in anthropomorphic terms as forming with physical hands. But the intimate language of “forming”—of creating through the gathering and shaping of already existing elements—must be read as something very different from God’s speaking things into existence.

OEBPS/Images/ch_ding.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9780830895373.jpg
RONALD E. OSBORN
Foreword by Jobn H. Walton

[P}

Biblical Literalism and the
Problem of Animal Suffering

=)

DEATH BEEORE
JUISITE FAILIL






OEBPS/Images/pt_ding.jpg





OEBPS/Images/IVP_Academic_Quarter.jpg
N "
IVP Academic





