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Earlier last month, Judi and I were fortunate to be able to travel to Cincinnati to teach two sessions to the graduating seniors at the Hebrew Union College.  Of course, we had the special benefit of spending time with our children, Aaron, who is a rabbinic student at the College, and our lovely daughter in law, Lauren.  On Monday morning, I taught a class on the interfaith landscape, how a young rabbi just out of school should endeavor to maneuver in the interfaith world, something that I have had some experience over these years.  My presentation was quite good.  In the evening, my wife gave a talk on how to deal with upset congregants.  I will promise you, her presentation was a grand slam homerun, out of the ballpark.  We will all be better off as Jews with rabbis out there who know how to listen and are trained by my wife.  My son, Aaron said, “Dad, your presentation will be important, Mom’s is vital.”  And I couldn’t agree more.
But with both Aaron and Lauren working on Monday, Judi and I had to decide how to spend a winter Monday in Cincinnati.  We decided to travel across the bridge into Kentucky, and visit the Creation Museum.  Our journey took us from Ohio to Kentucky to an alternate universe.

The Creation Museum is a world class 70,000 square foot facility, dedicated to the premise that the Bible is historically true, and that the words of Genesis are accurate.  Here is the stark choice put out by the Museum exhibits to their guests:  either Scripture is the true word of the living God, or else it is false.  If it is true, the world was created six thousand years ago.  If the world were created billions upon billions of years ago, than the Bible is false.  And upon this very question, whether the universe is six thousand years or 4 billion years, the very existence of religious values and western civilization is based.  That is the choice we have today.  If the world is six thousand years old, we can assert religious values in our world.  And if the world is four billion years old, there can be no religious truth.
A visit to the Creation Museum is not cheap.  It cost $21.95 per person.  The facility includes lectures and a walk through an exhibit area that was extremely well done.  We heard that they hired one of the architects of Universal Studios to design the place.  Purportedly, they spent $25 million on the construction, but the value of the building, the facility, the land, is $75 million.  Much of the design and materials were donated by like believing folks.  Outside the facility is a garden and zoo of sorts, which we did not see.  It was closed for the winter.  Inside are a planetarium, lecture hall, special effects theater, and dinosaur den, a restaurant, and a huge bookstore.
I understand that the museum is pretty packed during the summer when the weather is better, and on weekends.  While we were there, maybe there were 50 people.  The folks we met, docents and museum ushers, were all very nice, smiling, white Kentuckians.  As best we could ascertain, the folks with us were already Bible believing Christians, and many were there with their home-schooled children, all nodding their heads in agreement.  With the exception of one small movie at the conclusion of the main exhibit which shared the story of the life of Jesus and his resurrection, there was little mention of Jesus per se.  This museum, and the ministry which supports it, is dedicated solely to the premise that the Genesis account from the Creation to the Tower of Babel is historical.

The first thing I want to say about these people is that they are not stupid, and neither are they ignorant.  They know what they are talking about.  Much of the presentation through the museum was about dinosaurs, Noah’s Ark and the flood, the Grand Canyon, and Charles Darwin’s theory of natural selection.  I have heard fundamentalist Jews and Christians avoid the subject of dinosaurs altogether.  They claim that God put the gasoline in the ground at creation so we could drive around today, and that the dinosaur bones were planted by God to be found six thousand years after creation to test the faithful.  Simply put, the dinosaurs never existed, even though their relics can be found.  That, of course, is stupid.  The Creation Museum folks say that dinosaurs did exist, but they existed concurrent with Adam and Eve and all the mammals.  They just went extinct some while back.
So what about Noah’s Ark?  Also, not a problem.  They have thought this through, too.  Noah’s ark was really big, and not some small little boat with giraffes hanging their necks out the windows.  It was big.  It took years to construct, and it had room for all the species on the earth at that time to be saved.  What about the dinosaurs?  They have an answer for that.  Most of the dinosaurs were small, and the big ones were brought on board as babies, and didn’t get big until they left the ark. How did God make the flood?  It rained and rained, and then a tsunami like wave covered all the earth, leaving behind sediments of rocks and mud that created fossils.  What about dating with isotopic carbon?  Those processes become far less reliable when what is measured is ancient.  The claim is that carbon dating only works for recent material.  What about the animals, didn’t they eat meat?  At that time they were all vegetarian and became carnivorous after the experience on the ark.   You got a question?  We thought of that already, and we have an answer.
What about the Grand Canyon?  The conventional wisdom is that the Colorado River began to wear away through the rocks approximately 17 million years ago, resulting in a mile high canyon of layered rock.  But creation scientists maintain that the Grand Canyon could have been formed by tectonic movement underneath the ground, and they point to the deep canyons created in the aftermath of  Mt. Saint Helens’ volcanic eruption in 1980.
And what about the theory of natural selection, first put forward by Charles Darwin in his 1859 classic, The Origin of Species.  No problem at all.  The museum even has exhibits of live finches and their beaks, which was the precipitating cause for Darwin to theorize about natural selection; namely that those finches with longer beaks lived in trees so they might more easily burrow their way through the bark to food, and those with shorter beaks lived on the ground so they could more easily shovel their way through the dirt to collect their food.   They evolved that way.  Of course these creationists believe in natural selection.  But, they add, natural selection has happened and that species have evolved only during the last six thousand years, and that evolution takes place at a much faster rate than what many scientists might otherwise assume.  So God created a very diverse world, and we have evolved at a rapid rate to enhance God’s diversity.
I found myself going through the museum with a challenge at every turn.  What about Adam and Eve, they had only boys.  How did they create new life?  God provided each one with sisters, only they were not recorded in the Bible.  What about the Tower of Babel?  How else did we come to create so many different languages and linguistic families, if not for the experience at Babel?  What about . . . here’s an answer.  You got a challenge?  We thought about it first.  After awhile, I found myself just shutting down the challenging part of my brain, and I went with the flow.  As I left, I felt an odd discomfort.  Perhaps I shouldn’t be so sure about my previous scientific certainties.  I really couldn’t stump the folks at the Creation Museum.  They had a plausible answer for everything.  I was a little dizzy from the experience.  It wasn’t until we got back on the road and crossed the river into Ohio, when my critical thinking came back to me.

Judi put it nicely.  They start with a belief, and they build their world view around that belief.  “Don’t we all do that?” she asked.  Well, yes, and no.  Of course we start out with premises that we believe are true, and we build our reality around these assumptions.  But the better question to ask is, based on all the evidence available, which of any given theory is more likely to be true.  There is a difference between being an accepting thinker, and a critical thinker.  And we are trained to be critical thinkers.

Two more things:

1.  I don’t want to leave you hanging.  I believe in the Bible.  I believe that the Bible is true.  I believe that the Bible teaches us truths about human nature, what God demands of us, and how we are to relate to each other.  I believe that the stories and the poems and the laws and the histories reflect a deep truth about us, about God and about the relationship between us and God.  For me, the Bible does not have to be fact for it to be true.

2. We were privileged to hear a lecture by Dr. Ken Ham, the CEO of Answers-in-Genesis, the parent body of the Creation Museum.  He is a no-holds-barred speaker, and got right to the point.  Today’s society is going astray because people question scripture.  Once we open the doors to question the veracity of the Bible, Christians and Christianity become imperiled.  He showed slides of Churches in England which had closed down and were now being used as restaurants and tattoo parlors.  He talked about how young people, once they begin to question, turn away from the church in droves.  He talked about the general amoral tone permeating American and Western civilization—how people have forsaken biblical teachings because they no longer believe them to be the source of truth.  And when that happens, we are stuck with moral relativism, where there is no clear right or wrong.  Up on the screen behind him flashed the picture of the 44th President of the United States, Barack Hussein (he made sure to say Hussein) Obama, and he excoriated him for using the term “American values”.  Dr. Ham told us in no uncertain terms, that there is no such thing as American values.  The only values that are true and sure from generation to generation are God’s values, the values found in the Christian Bible.  It is that, or moral chaos.  And that is the reason for this entire endeavor.
After the presentation, we were encouraged to visit the vast bookstore.  The last third of the hour long lecture was a description of the books and curricular materials available for sale in the bookstore.  Dr. Ham would be in the book store to sign his books and to answer any questions.

I waited until the end of the line, and approached him.  I asked him, “What about the Jews?  Do they have a covenant with God like it says in the Bible, even though they don’t believe in Jesus as the Messiah?  Will the Jews go to heaven?”  He answered me without missing a beat.  “Jews are good people, but, like all people, the Jews will only go to heaven if they accept Jesus.  That is what the Bible says.”  I said, “Thank you” and went to go see the dinosaurs and Adam and Eve having lunch together.
You know, a little moral relativism, a little less certainty, is a lot less frightening, or concerning to me, than those who are sure of the truth and hear it directly from God.

Shabbat Shalom
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