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SUMMARY

The early chapters of Genesis continue to be the subject
of important debates among theologians and scientists.
Our aim in this paper is to briefly explore three inter-
related issues that, taken together, can point us toward
a general configuration that best represents Genesis 1-3
in the science and Scripture discussion. The key issues

* * * *

ZUSAMMENFASSUNG

Die ersten Kapitel des Buches Genesis sind weiterhin
Gegenstand wichtiger Debatten von Theologen und
Naturwissenschaftlern. Mit diesem Artikel beabsichtigen
wir, kurz drei miteinander verbundene Themenkreise zu
untersuchen. Zusammengenommen kénnen uns diese
Themenkreise auf eine allgemeine Struktur hinweisen,
die Genesis 1-3 am besten in der Diskussion von Natur-

%* * * *

RESUME

Les premiers chapitres de la Genése continuent de faire
|’objet de débats importants entre théologiens et scientifi-
ques. Cet article aborde trois problémes interdépendants
qui, considérés ensemble, donnent une bonne idée des
débats sur le rapport entre la science et I'Ecriture occa-

* * * *

Introduction
What i1s Life?

Resembles Life what once was held of Light,
Too ample in itself for human sight?
An absolute Self — an element ungrounded-
All, that we see, all colours of all shade
By encroach of darkness made?-

considered are the contextual setting of the story of crea-
tion, its narrative beginnings as a creation story and its
narrative trajectories. The concerted force of these inves-
tigations, aided by insights drawn from the work of Paul
Ricoeur, will allow us to propose that Genesis 1-3 is a
semantic innovation that has the attributes of a poetic
historiography.

* * * *

wissenschaft und Schrift reprasentiert. Die behandel-
ten Schliisselthemen sind: die kontextuelle Verortung
der Schopfungsgeschichte, ihre narrativen Anfinge als
Schopfungsgeschichte sowie ihre narrativen Verlaufs-
linien. Die konzertierte Kraft dieser Untersuchungen,
unterstiitzt von Einsichten aus dem Werk Paul Ricoeurs,
erlaubt uns vorzuschlagen, dass Genesis 1-3 eine seman-
tische Innovation ist, die die Merkmale einer poetischen
Historiographie tragt.

* * * 2.5

sionnés par ces textes bibliques. Les auteurs examinent
donc le contexte dans lequel le récit de la création a été
rédigé, les débuts de ce récit et sa trajectoire narrative,
en s‘appuyant sur Iapport de I'ceuvre de Paul Ricceur.
lls en concluent que ces chapitres sont une innovation
sémantique présentant les caractéristiques d’une histo-
riographie poétique.

* * * *

Is very life by consciousness unbounded?
And all the thoughts pains, joys of mortal breath,
A war-éifibrace of wrestling Life and Death?!

These words, penned in the nineteenth century
by the famous poet and author Samuel Taylor
Coleridge, poetically capture the human quest to°
understand and explain life. Reflecting on this pas-
sage raises a host of questions. What is life, how
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do we perceive it, what does it mean, and what is
the nature and character of the world around us?
Prior to the nineteenth century there was wide-
spread agreement in the West, particularly in Prot-
estant Christian circles, that resolution to these
questions could be achieved by combining insights
from both science and Scripture in a unified field
of knowledge. If such an integrated view on the
level of method and reference was established, it
would become the focal point on which the under-
standing of life depended. Consequently, science
and the Christian faith were presumed to be on the
same side, mutually compatible, and dealing with
the discovery of truth through a uniform episte-
mology. Today, many scholars find this approach
untenable and aim to keep the two portrayals of
life entirely separate.

In our eyes, one of the key problems in the sci-
ence and Scripture discussion is that it is frequently
characterized by a rigid double polarization. This
polarization is often expressed as either a complete
distinction that barricades exchange between them,
or a comprehensive synthesis that collapses them
together to create a tight and seamless relation.
The hallmark of these approaches, represented in
a variety of forms, is that the complexity of non-
resolution 1s avoided at all cost. One of the major
drawbacks of such double polarizations is the
diminishment of tension, which in our judgment
should remain rooted in the vital configuration
of the relation and distinction between these two
informers.

We highlighted, in a previous article, our view
that both science and Scripture are informers that
contribute to the interpretation of life.? In their role
as informers, we began to make a case for a more
candid dialogue between the two. We maintained
that as we live in and work with the natural world
and the biblical text, it is crucial to acknowledge
that world and text are informers and therefore
hermeneutical factors that have to contend with
each other’s stories. This challenging formulation,
we argued, shatters any notion of a reductionis-
tic monologue that embraces one voice at the cost
of the other, and suggests that a dynamic dialogi-
cal interaction is the way forward, allowing each
informer to have a fecund role in a configuration
of beginnings.

What are we to make of Scripture’s contribu-
tion, in particular its Genesis 1-3 recounting, to
the explanation and understanding of the world
around us? Does science have a legitimate claim in
conceiving itself to be an all encompassing story of
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beginnings in the face of and opposed to the early
chapters of Genesis? Discussions in theological and
scientific circles concerning these issues often occur
without a clear sense of the general trajectory and
orchestration of Genesis 1-3. There are some who
engage with these chapters in a highly literalistic
manner, while others ignore them completely. Our
wager is that neither of these polarizations is an
adequate orientation if we wish to have a better
picture of our world. Paying close attention to the
beats and rhythms of the text is essential for rais-
ing an awareness of its unfolding meaning and for
challenging both literalist and disregarder.

Traditionally, there has been a diversity of
approaches to Genesis 1-3. Form, source, his-
torical, redaction and narrative criticism identify
themselves either by seeking ways behind the text,
detecting its structure, being able to decode and
delimit its parts and pieces, or working with the
unity or whole of the text. The revelatory, literary,
theological, and historical context of Genesis 1-3
clearly fits into the whole of the Genesis narrative,
the Pentateuch, and the megastory of the Scrip-
tures. Although this narrative network opens up
a myriad of directions that could be explored, our
interest is in the more specific concern of how Gen-
esis 1-3 is still able to speak into our scientifically
informed, technologically advanced culture. We
contend that a stronger articulation of the over-
all character, function, and genre of these chapters
will contribute to our assessment of how the text
can inform our ability to comprehend the natural
world today.

Our aim in this paper is to briefly explore three
vital issues that, taken together, can point us toward
a general configuration that best represents Genesis
1-3 in the science and Scripture discussion. These
include the contextual setting of the story of crea-
tion, its narrative beginnings as a creation story;
and finally, its narrative trajectories. Drawing from
the concerted force of these investigations, we will
then propose what we think is the most herme-
neutically sound approach to the textual material.
In conclusion, we will offer a provisional sugges-
tion as to how Genesis 1-3 speaks as a valid and
credible informer in our current context,

1) Interpretive Signals

Hermeneutical studies have emphasized the
important role context should play in our interpre-
tive strategies. In deciphering a text, what is being
communicated and how it is being communicated
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is strongly shaped by the intellectual and literary
environment of a particular historical, cultural, and
linguistic context. This implies that the originating
context, within which a text was composed, will
be a limiting factor in determining how far we can
stretch the text to speak into our context. In other
words, recognition of context can give off interpre-
tive signals that direct our thinking about how to
configure and appropriate the text.

The early chapters of Genesis were framed within
the literary conventions and conceptual world of
the ancient Near East. A glimpse into this world
can be gained by examining the literature and arti-
facts of the ancient Egyptian, Mesopotamian, and
Canaanite cultures. Although there were cultural
differences, we intend to minimize these and syn-
thesize a general picture of what the encounter
with the world was like in this environment.?

When it came to nature, Conrad Hyers notes,
“For most peoples in the ancient world, all the var-
ious regions of nature were divine.™ Thus, natu-
ral phenomena were interpreted as and associated
with the activities of an assortment of gods. Nature
became endowed and saturated with the powers
of deities. What was material, the sky or the sea
for example, was personalized into the spiritual or
ideal.® This personalization and deification of the
natural world often carried over into the animal
kingdom. Animals could function as representatives
or forms of various divine beings.® The result of
this blending of nature and religion is that explana-
tions about how the natural world worked became
embedded in a mythological dimension. Ancient
Egyptians, for example, connected the alterations
in the seasonal elevations of the sun and the ripen-
ing and rotting of crops with the power of heaven,
the sky god.” Since the encounter with nature was
intensely personal, the observation of nature and
its orderly rhythms was aligned with human life
through religious ritual and ceremony. Not sur-
prisingly; early astronomers were also priests since
the observation of the heavens was primarily a reli-
gious exercise.®

It seems safe to conclude that in this ancient
context, conceptual partitions between: natural
and divine causation would have been difficult to
comprehend. Consequently, this ancient “cognitive
environment™ did not lend itself to either purely
material explanations about the natural world or to
the empirical exploration of that world. Thus, any
correlation between our scientific understanding
and this ancient understanding of the world must
be viewed cautiously. The common experience and

description of the appearance of things should
not be mistaken for an accurate statement as to
their material properties and causes. The natural
phenomena that these ancient people experienced
were the same ones we experience, but how they
were encountered and described was different in
these ancient cultures.

Differences between the ancient context and
ours can also be detected when we examine the
ontological dimension. In the ancient Near East,
something came into existence when it was sepa-
rated out, named, and given a function.'® The act
of separation was associated with the process of
creation and the establishment of order. The use of
the separation motif is evident in both the ancient
creation myths and the biblical text. The issuance
of a name to an entity also had special significance
in the ancient Near East, particularly in light of the
deification of nature. It signified the entity’s very
essence and assigned a function or destiny to it.!!
For example, fifty names are conferred on Marduk
in the Enuma Elish to declare his destiny and role
as head of the gods.!? This ancient ontological per-
spective stands in stark contrast to our scientific
discussions about existence, which are dominated
by more materialistic descriptions that focus on the
physical properties of the world.

Another feature that plays prominently in the
mythology of the ancient Near East is that the
gods had origins. Not only was the world polythe-
istic, but there were family relationships between
the gods. Separation and/or procreation were
common procedures for the birth of the gods. The
origin and existence of diverse gods would then
be connected to their operational roles in bring-
ing about the natural phenomena in the world."
Explanations were hence overlaid with this mythi-
cal ordering of the world.

Frequently, the state of affairs before the crea-
tion of the cosmos is depicted as one that is unor-
dered and uniform in character. These precosmic
conditions were represented by water and dark-
ness, which continued to lurk in the background
of the created world in the form of the sea, dark
night sky, and desert.'* In this context, the creation
of the cosmos involved bringing order and differ-
entiation to the world out of this primordial state.
In Mesopotamian mythology, the creation of the
world included an element of conflict. The prime
example of this can be found in the Enuma Elish
where Marduk slays Tiamat and from her corpse
the world is made. Tiamat’s body is divided, again
an act of separation, and boundaries are laid down
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for the waters to establish order. Sometimes, the
pending forces of disorder were personalized. In
Ugaritic myth, the chaotic forces could be rep-
resented in the form of the mythical sea monster
Lothan or Leviathan, a seven-headed serpent that
had to be overcome by the creator god to establish
order.!s

In summary, the composite perspective of the
world in the ancient Near East was highly person-
alized, deified, and rooted in mythical stories and
symbols of beginnings. Natural phenomena were
described as they appeared and were explained
within this mythical framework. In a nutshell this
is the cultural milieu that forms the backdrop for
Genesis’ alternative story of beginnings.

What disruptive effect did this alternative story
have? If we focus at the outset solely on the first
creation story in Genesis 1-2:4a, we can conclude
that it deftly empties the natural world of meddling
deities. In other words, it “clears the cosmic stage
of its mythical scenes and polytheistic dramas,
making way for different scenes and dramas, both
monotheistic and naturalistic.”¢ There is no the-
ogony in this recounting. The Hebrew God stands
alone as the Creator, without a beginning, related
to and distinct from His creation. The story p1c—
tures one Divine chg who establishes creative
authority over the entire natural order.

Thus, the Genesis creation story conceptually
reorganizes the entire known world so that the
cosmos and all that is in it are placed in creaturely
status. For example, why are the sun and moon
referred to as the greater and lesser light, respec-
tively? There were certainly names in the Hebrew
language to apply to these entities. Since the sun
and moon were important deities in the ancient
Near Eastern setting, this non-naming of them in
Genesis seems to be a strategic move to forcefully
remove them as deities in the world. From a func-
tional point of view, the sun and the moon are to
serve human existence not vice versa, suggesting
a contextual reversal of roles in Genesis. Even the
formulation of reproducing after its kind empha-
sizes the natural flow and order of things. No living
creatures are divine or will transform into deity.
The cosmic order “is now defined as nature.”'”

This first strike creation story is polemical in
nature in that it uses the thought forms and sym-
bols common to the ancient Near East and fills
them with radically new meaning. Common liter-
ary and conceptual conventions like separation, dif-
ferentiation, precosmic conditions,® and possibly
allusions to chaos beasts'? are deployed in a well
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orchestrated and structured assault on the deifica-
tion of nature with the result that the true Creator
is identified. For example, the first three days of
creation consist of strong acts of separation setting
the boundaries of the cosmos in place so that it can
be filled with diverse occupants. The world offers
no resistance to the authority of the true Creator.
One might even infer that the separation motif was
extended into the third chapter where the Creator
exits the scene and is thereby separated from the
act of disobedience. With this twist in the story
line, the identity and character of the Creator, as
well as humanity’s relationship with Him, is fur-
ther exposed. Many other examples of conceptual
correspondence between the biblical text and its
cultural setting can be found.?®

Nowhere is this correspondence more ger-
mane than when the subject of human origins is
broached. Again, there are both parallels and dif-
ferences between the biblical story of human ori-
gins and those from other contiguous cultures.
Suffice it to say, however, the biblical description
of human beginnings shares a degree of concord-
ism with its cultural setting.?!

It 1s important to note that there is no indica-
tion that the biblical text breaks with the cosmic
geography of its time. The biblical reconfiguration
of the world offered by the Genesis story of begin-
nings did not negate the prevailing notions of the
structure of the world. There are ample Old Testa-
ment references that confirm the observation that
the biblical authors deployed context-laden features
of cosmic architecture in their understanding.??

Furthermore, there is no sign that the story of
beginnings in Genesis led to any immediate para-
digm breaking- thoughts about the architecture of
the cosmos. What is altered by the Genesis story
is not new thinking about the structure and form
of the natural world; but rather, the theological
perspective of the world. The natural world, no
matter what form it took, was structurally decou-
pled from its Creator and “naturalized” as a crea-
tion. Accordingly, humanity’s role was freed from
the false religious service to the deified components
of the world.

The inevitable conclusion is that the delivery
system of the biblical informer is packaged with
the conceptual and literary features of its context.
As we have seen, in many ways the early chapters
of Genesis share a common understanding about
the architectural features of the world that were
widely held at the time; while in other ways, they
offer a radically unique theological interpretation
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that explains the origin and existence of the natu-
ral world in a revolutionary manner. Therefore, the
configuration and interpretation of the early chap-
ters of Genesis is strongly influenced by, yet not
reduced to, its ancient Near East context.

2) Interpreting Beginnings

In the beginning there was God: then came humans,
hermeneutics, narrative, and later, Genesis 1-3. As
we have highlighted in the previous section, these
chapters portray God as the unrivalled Creator
who has authority over the world and humanity.
The God of the Hebrews is declared to be the God
of the story of beginnings. Early Genesis then is
scripted from the ancient Hebrew perspective that
God had revealed Himself in and acted through
nature and nation to make Himself known.

Several notions of hermeneutics permeate the
landscape of the science and theology discussion
today.?® Our position is that hermeneutics, at the
outset of the revealing Genesis narrative, plays a key
role as the biblical writer offers a reflective inter-
pretation of the world and God. That is, interpre-
tation is neither fault nor detriment, but has been
present from the beginning of creation.** Being
hermeneutical then is partially constitutive of what
it means to be human, whether biblical author or
contemporary “reader” of the text and/or world.
The force of this ontological reality highlights our
finitude and translates into the recognition that all,
including both biblical interpreters and scientists,
are “situated” interpreters that operate from within
context-laden environments. This negates any pre-
tense of naive idealism or neutral realism.

Consequently, the lens through which we are
configuring this paper is that of being herme-
neutical realists. There are at least two points
that emerge from this acknowledgment. First, as
realists we believe that a world exists that can be
known, and our knowledge of the world informs
our interpretation of reality. Therefore, the world
is far more than a mere projection or construction
of our mind. Second, being hermeneutical means
that we are always pre-involved interpreters of the
world. Interpretation initially unfolds from inside
a gender, place, time, culture, and so forth, not
outside it. This interpretive reality encompasses
who we are as knowers and needs to be plainly in
view in contending with scientific, theological, or
any other issues.

While in our contemporary context hermeneutics
is deeply connected to human understanding, one

of its previous considerations and no doubt an
equally valid concern today is the interpretation of
texts, particularly biblical texts.”® As we approach
Genesis 1-3, it is important to recognize that,
hermeneutically speaking, biblical texts have the
capacity to inform and shape our understanding
and explanation of God, ourselves and the world
leading to new understanding.?¢ More specifically,
biblical stories reveal God and open up new ways
of seeing, knowing, and being in the world, which
is vital to the hermeneutical enterprise. This trajec-
tory implies that we are not left alone to be our
own referents, and that the epistemological hori-
zon of the biblical text cannot be ignored when it
comes to a proper consideration of hermeneutics.

Building on the previous paragraphs, we sug-
gest that a detour through the Genesis 1-3 world
will provide us with three significant vectors that
are hermeneutically relevant. First, we have a text
that still vies for a place in our general interpreta-
tion of the world. Second, the text informs and
expands our ontological understanding as being is
“called out” and spoken to from beyond the realms
of self indulgence, entrapment, or containment.
Third, there is an action-oriented, unfolding rep-
resentation of the natural world presented in the
text vector

Having clarified our hermeneutical stance, we
now turn to focus more closely on Genesis 1-3.
Genesis, as story, functions at a number of levels
and our task is to listen to the text and its orches-
tration. How do we hear the text? First, Genesis
1-3 is revelatory. As noted in the previous section,
the story gives readers a unique revelation refer-
enced portrait of beginnings, related to but distinct
from other ancient Near Eastern perspectives. This
is not a present day story, yet the text maintains
the capacity to speak from its own time into ours.
Second, Genesis 1-3 is a historical text. The term
historical is not to be understood as referring to
a detailed and precise account of beginnings, but
rather as a mega-recounting using bold and broad
brush strokes, thereby leaving behind a substantial
number of unresolved questions. Third, Genesis 1-
3 is lLiterarure. Written as narrative, it is a literary
act laced with drama and saturated with symbolic
artistry that engages the imagination of the reader.
And finally, Genesis 1-3 is a theological text. That
is, it informs readers about God and the truth that
Israel’s God created nature and humanity.

Thus, these early chapters of Genesis combine *
the revelatory, historical, literary, and theological
levels of orchestration into an interwoven organic
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whole that creates a polyphonic recounting of
beginnings. To take the musical analogy further,
listening to Genesis 1-3 is like hearing a symphony
perform wherein a number of different instru-
ments, rhythms, and notes coalesce to produce an
emerging sound offered to interpretation.

While there may be general agreement as to what
parts make up the total orchestration of the text as
traced out in the previous paragraphs, debates and
polarizations often flare up over which part best
defines these chapters. This leads to a tendency to
interpret Genesis 1-3 solely and conclusively in
terms of its revelatory, historical, literary, or the-
ological dimension, and thereby loses the overall
polyphonic discourse of the text. Returning to
our musical analogy, this is like listening to a solo
instrument playing when the score calls for the
concerted action of the whole orchestra. To finally
single out one part of the score at the exclusion
of others results in a divide and conquer type of
hermeneutical strategy that has more in common
with a modernist critical paradigm than it does
with the configuration of an ancient text.?”

Attentive to this ancient backdrop for Genesis 1-
3 and in full view of the symphonic orchestration
of the text that consists of revelatory, literary, theo-
logical, and historical rhythms, we readily acknowl-
edge that there is a provisional place for drawing
out and listening to each rhythmic part of the text.
However, each part must eventually be reinserted
into a tensional web of the interactive whole where
it contributes to the overall function and configu-
ration of Genesis 1-3, and where each part’s mean-
ing and purpose is more fully discovered. With this
caveat in mind, we intend to rnomcntanly break
the historical part out for closer inspection since
it has been a source of considerable controversy.?®
Furthermore, by identifying the kind of historical
rhythms that play through the text, we will be in
a better position to determine what general con-
figuration best suits Genesis 1-3. But again, these
historical rhythms must ultimately re-connect into
the harmonics of the whole textual orchestration in
a compatible way. Later, we will pursue the task of
re-connection, but for now, what does it mean to
call Genesis 1-3 historical?

Discussions concerning the truth value of his-
tory have had a long tradition and more recently
postmodern ideas have broken onto the scene, cre-
ating and arguing for new ways of viewing history
and historiography” Disagreements flourish on
this issue: however, we shall not respond here to
the wide diversity of views represented.®® Rather,
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we wish to briefly address an 1mp0rtant though
frequently neglected question which arises on this
register and applies to all disciplines, especially bib-
lical interpretation:* What is history? An answer
may appear obvious, until someone asks us to clar-
ify and elucidate.

Elaboration of the historical rhythm of the text
can be aided by considering the relation and dis-
tinction between history and historiography. The
word history, from our perspective, has the capac-
ity to refer to actual past events in time, while his-
toriography is defined as the complcx matter of
interpreting and recounting a selection of these
events thematically and configuring them into a
written narrative.* Consequently, event and tex-
tual representation of the past never have a one to
one correspondence, yet this does not undermine
the capacity of historiography to have historical
crcdibility Based on these distinctions, the wide-
ranging genre of Genesis 1-3 can be identified as
historiography. But, if the first three chapters of
Genesis carry a historical rhythm, how should we
configure this part of the text in a manner that
keeps it tuned into its context, yet does not reduce
it to merely its context?

Paul Ricoeur has given us an interesting per-
spective that may contribute to this controversial
aporia.** According to Ricoeur, the philosophy of
history has moved away from the grand schemes
of Hegel or Marx and their notions of universal
history to more modest aims of reflecting on the
work and critical engagement of the historian. One
of the advantages of this trajectory is that the histo-
rian is understood to be situated in, as opposed to
being viewed as located outside the work of writ-
ing history.

Ricoeur maintains that there are three types of
historiography, or written interpretive accounts of
events in time, and each have a link to the other.
In order to illustrate the point, we shall use the
metaphor of a battle to distinguish different kinds
of historical writing. First, the documentary type
of historiography seeks to establish what battle was
fought and won, by whom and when. Second, the
explicative type aims to recount the results of the
battle from a social, political, or economic angle.
And third, the poetic type takes the reality of the
past, interprets why the battle was won, and then
shapes it into a narrative through which a com-
munity of readers understands itself in the present.
One of the outstanding values of Ricoeur’s taxon-
omy is that it alerts us to the possibility that there
are several legitimate ways of writing history, not
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just one credible way.*

Returning to Genesis 1-3, we would argue that
the text displays the more prominent features of a
poctic historiography, while not completely exclud-
ing the cumulative character of the other histo-
riographical aims. That is, the text incorporates a
number of levels of historiography in order to reveal
a larger portrait of God and life than a straight doc-
umentary historiography with its factual selectivity
(although such selectivity is not entirely irrelevant
to the informing nature of the text). The Genesis
story, for example, is not centered on giving a list
of empirically verifiable historical or scientific facts,
but it actually interprets and redescribes the world
from within and beyond the boundaries of space
and time, naming Israel’s God as the one and only
God - the great Creator in the unfolding drama
of beginnings. In this narrative portrayal God is
powerfully at work, among other things, creating,
speaking, commenting, blessing, and providing.
The genius of Genesis 1-3 rests in its magnificent
panoply of operative layers of contentful subver-
sive convergence, interconnected on the register of
imagination (writer and reader), but disconnected
at the level of revelatory reference (God). Thus, the
chapters reveal, convey, and represent a selection
of God actions and sayings, various occurrences,
people, situations and contexts that have left traces
in the world which evoke the reality of the past
and interpret it so that God’s people will have an
explanation and new understanding of something
of who the creator God is, who they are, and what
the natural world is like.

The historiography of Genesis 1-3 on this reg-
ister is a cumulative poetic historiography and a
meeting place for the relation and distinction
between imaginative literary art and thematic
eventful interpretive recounting. In this case,
recounting imaginatively in symbolic formulations
is not the same thing as imaginary recounting.®
The former refers to creative artistry in interpret-
ing and vividly representing an understanding of
God and the world in a manner connected to its
time, while the latter concerns escape and fantasy
that becomes a referent for itself.*® Biblical authors,
as Sailhamer contends in an essay on Genesis, were
attempting to connect their stories to the world
that was really there. He puts it this way:

By representing reality in their narratives, they
were defining its essential characteristics. This is
surely not to say they were making it up. There
is every reason to maintain that the world we

find depicted in these narratives was, in fact,
intended by them to be identified as the real
world.?”

As a cumulative poetic historiography, the early
chapters of Genesis are not a straight-telling of
history, but rather a skillfully recounted story of
beginnings precipitated by the action’s of the divine
Creator and based on the Hebrews’ encounter
with the living God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.
This founding narrative, a poetic historiography;, is
attested to by the way God speaks, acts, engages,
and intervenes in a symbolic scenario that recounts
according to its goals and purposes that this God,
as the God of Israel, is the only true God. The
detection and recognition of the historiographi-
cal character and quality of the text heightens our
awareness that forlorn attempts to interpret it in
a reductionistic manner, by imposing contempo-
rary standards of history writing, is unwarranted
and superfluous. Exclusionary strategies act as a
catalyst for historiographical confusion and fail to
be attuned to the complex poetic filaments which
make up the ancient Genesis narrative.*

Retaining and building on the Ricoeurian notion
of poetic historiography, we would like to take this
configuration a step further. Thus, we propose the
notion that Genesis 1-3 is a poetic text and offer
this as a constructive way forward for its interpre-
tation. Poetic, in our eyes, is the act and art — a
creative mimesis rolled into the verb poiesis — of
making saturated phenomena.®® By saturated phe-
nomena, we mean that this story of beginnings is
divinely-driven and imaginatively pre-loaded with
a demonstration of God’s creative action, guid-
ance, and organization that results in meaningful
layers of explanation and new understanding about
God, humanity, and the world. This poetic rendi-
tion of the text allows it to function as a symbiotic
community, where the different downloads into
the story perform a mutually enhancing, yet ten-
sional dialogue. For example, whatever differences
exist between the two biblical creation accounts
may not merely reflect different traditions in the
Hebrew community,*® but may be part of a larger
symbiosis as strands of relevant thought converge
into an organic whole that is not unduly burdened
by the need to rig the material for complete cor-
respondence between the accounts.*

In summary, these early chapters in Genesis com-
prise a twofold convergence. First, the revelatory,
historical, theological, and literary rhythms that
God is the Creator are configured and inseparably
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interlinked in this story of beginnings. While each
of these rhythms can be explored and developed
on their own, as we have done with the histori-
cal (and could have done with others), the text’s
trajectory cannot finally be reduced to any one of
them. Second, operative levels of historiography
are skillfully, artistically, and symbolically interwo-
ven into a poetic recounting that God the Creator
has acted in creating the world. Consequently, these
chapters defy a strip mining approach so prevalent
today which endeavours to merely embrace one of
the parts.** The veins run too deep and are so inti-
mately intertwined into an organic whole that any
ultimate textual dissection which disregards this
unity will underplay the provocative nature of the
text. As Gudas points out:
In contemporary criticism ‘organic,’ though
widely used, has all but lost its metaphoric sig-
nificance. The term is claimed by or attributed
to critical systems which hold that the chief con-
cern of criticism should be with the unity of the
literary work. Thus it follows that the parts of
an artistic whole have qualities, meanings, or
effects which they would not have separately
and that the most important excellence that can
be attributed to any of the parts is to show that
it is a necessary element of that whole.*

In that there is no absolute object or subject,
at least on the level of knowledge, an organic
poetic configuration may rightly offer interpreters
a greater flexibility when engaging text and world,
and therefore counter various forms of reduction-
ism. Hence, we suggest that Genesis 1-3 is a poetic
text that re-describes reality in a story of begin-
nings, which deftly and artistically brings us into
God’s world.

While in one sense Genesis 1-3 is deeply
embedded in its context and therefore should not
be viewed as a precise scientific-like informer, in
another sense it transcends and cannot be reduced
to a scientific categorization.** For example, this
text tells us nothing about DNA, cells, and mol-
ecules; yet, it has the capacity to capture an accu-
rate, innovative, enduring, and always avant-garde
portrayal of nature as a general category and place
of contact between God, humanity, and other crea-
tures.

3) Interpreting Trajectories

Today more than ever interpreters are drawing
on the knowledge of histories, societies, cultures,
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natural sciences and texts to explain the world. A
noteworthy feature of this orientation has been a
rediscovery of the relevance of narrative. Dramatic
fascination with stories and the worlds they create,
represent, and signify has now become a prominent
feature in the quest for the meaning of life in the
late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries. This
interest in narrative has clearly marked our times in
a surprising way. When it seemed as if the unques-
tionable merits of a mechanical, technological, and
scientifically-driven world would have explained
the entirety of life, stories have again released and
captured the attention of imaginations, hearts, and
minds. From this strong contemporary interest in
narrative, a basic question arises: What is narrative?
While a full answer to this question, which David
Carr has identified as the battle ground for the dis-
ciplines,® lies beyond the scope of this paper,* it
is nevertheless important to highlight key elements
in the discussion as they will apply to Genesis 1-3.

We again turn to the work of Ricoeur, who
addressed the ‘what is narrative’ question in his
three volume work Temps et vécit (Time and Nar-
rative).¥ To be sure, narrative is a story with a
narrator, plot, characters, action, time, intrigue,
conflict, point of view, and mystery. Yet according
to Ricoeur, narrative is not merely a traditional
story of representation. Ricoeur’s notion of nar-
rative is that it creates a world — something new
is created that did not previously exist. This narra-
tive world is meant to be entered, inhabited, and
appropriated by the reader. As the reader dwells
in the created world of the story, new possibilities
are opened up for articulating and conveying truth
and meaning. Hence, on this understanding, nar-
rative is a semantic innovation in that it configures
a world that has the potential power to refigure the
reader’s world.

To take the discussion of narrative a step further,
we turn to a brief description of Ricoeur’s notion
of a three-fold mimesis.*® Mimesis I operates as a
pre-fygurative capacity to detect action versus mere
motion. Actions are connected to motives and
goals, symbols, and time, and to the questions of
“who” and “why.” Mimesis II is a specific literary
act that creates a world and configures actions into
a structured timeframe of beginning, middle, and
end. Mimesis ITI occurs when the reader’s world is
connected to the story world and through entering
that world, taking possession of it, and being pos-
sessed by it, their own world is refigured . *

Emplotment is a key for understanding mime-
sis II. To make a plot, for Ricoeur, is a synthesis
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of the heterogencous in the following ways. First,
it makes one story out of a multiplicity of inci-
dents. Second, plot organizes unintended circum-
stances, relationships between actors, and planned
or unplanned encounters, drawing them together
into a single story. And third, a plot provides a time
totality in the story, which can be understood as a
creative act of configuration out of a succession of
events.’® This Ricoeurian notion of plot making,
coupled with the poetic historiography of Genesis
1-3, has the power to weld together interpreted
actions and thematic events into an organic narra-
tive whole.

Written from the vantage point of the sacred
experience of God over many years, the Genesis
story of beginnings opens up a new way for the
Hebrew writer to testify to that which was already
known in Israel.*! God, nature, and humanity were
not the “who” and the “why” that other ancient
Near Eastern stories had configured them to be
(Mimesis I & IT). Thus, these early chapters of Gen-
esis are a product of sedimentation and innovation
culminating in a revealing narrative of God’s story
(Mimesis I & II). Like a transfusion, the life of
God’s people flows into this narrative recounting
of beginnings, while in turn the story flows back
out into the life of Israel, the prophets, the apos-
tles and the churches, surging right through and
having the capacity to powerfully refigure the lives
of readers today and in the future (Mimesis III).

As we have observed in the previous paragraph,
Genesis 1-3 presents an unfolding drama of crea-
tion. This story of beginnings, written for God’s
people, narrates a point of arrival where God,
nature, and humanity appear, and it also marks a
point of departure from which life can unfold. The
saturated revelatory story of beginnings dynami-
cally transforms and continually radicalizes our
understanding of God, nature, and humanity and
functions as a catalyst for all that follows in its
wake. In our judgment, one of the chief aims of
this creation semantic innovation is to draw the
reader into God’s “sacred world” of beginnings
and to illuminate the path ahead for the people of
God. Consequently, there is a significant forward
moving trajectory in the narrative concerning the
nature of the world, the relation and distinction of
God to it, and the life of the people of God. Several
examples can be highlighted: land, blessings, Sab-
bath, family, covenant, nation, sacrifice, and sanc-
tuary-temple are noteworthy connecting filaments
that electrify this early recounting of the times.*?
Therefore, in reading Genesis 1-3 readers’ lives are

refigured in line with the truth of the revelation of
the Creator as they become part of the intricate
web of connections that stream in, out, and ripple
through the biblical story and its relation and dis-
tinction to the world. In this sense, the Genesis 1-3
narrative is a “living” text.

Narrative, Carr suggests, is a form of life before
it is a form of discourse.’® From this perspective,
Genesis 1-3 represents a form of life that is trans-
lated into a story. While this story is a revelatory
semantic innovation, it is prefigured by and config-
ured from a lived life in the world. Consequently,
the narrative point of view is made up of a constel-
lation of complex interactions flowing from God,
author, narrator, character, audience, and world,
and then back through world, audience, character,
narrator, author, and God. This spherical refraction
alters, yet imaginatively represents reality by nar-
rating it as a story of beginnings.

Conclusion

We began this paper with the provocative words of
Coleridge, who poetically probed the fascinating
question: What is Life? Answers to this enigmatic
mystery today, whether coming from Scriptural or
scientific quarters, are understood to be complex
and diverse. As we have seen, discussions on this
topic are often marked by strong polarizations that
tend to negate the contribution of either the scrip-
tural or scientific informer.

In our view, this situation may be alleviated to
some extent by reconsidering and identifying the
proper configuration of the early chapters of Gen-
esis. While it is clear that Genesis 1-3 lends itself to
closer examination at several levels, our objective
was to listen to the various rhythms of its orches-
tration, and to provisionally hear the controversial
historical rhythm of the text, before re-integrating
it into its symphonic whole.

Our critique of mutually exclusive hermeneutical
strategies that in the final analysis atomize the text
into revelatory, historical, literary, or theological
hegemony (though each plays a part in the whole),
brought us to the conclusion that the biblical story
of beginnings can best be seen as a cumulative
historiographical poetic narrative. Drawing from
Ricoeur’s helpful insights lends credence to the
idea that the story of beginnings in Genesis is an
imaginative and revelatory semantic innovation —a
founding narvative, framed by Israel’s illuminating -
encounter with the Creator and the world of the
time. Thereby, this founding narrative is enabled
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to form links with the unfolding realities of Israel’s
unique identity and covenantal relationship with
the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. Further-
more, the narrative trajectory functions in a histor-
ical sense as an identifiable location of God’s arrival
and as the point of departure for the whole biblical
story. As a revelatory, historical, theological, and
literary-oriented orchestration, it can be deployed
as both reference and backdrop for God’s continu-
ing and future actions in the world.

So, where does Genesis 1-3’s credibility lie for
both science and Scripture? It lies in the “power
of story” where imagination and the revelatory
realities of God, and the world He created meet.
The biblical story of beginnings brings together
the meaningful structure of reality without wed-
ding itself to a static architectural statement about
the world. Through our engagement with God’s
story, our vision of the world is changed and placed
within the same trajectory that the ancient Hebrews
experienced. Consequently, these early chapters of
Genesis are best understood as an organic poetic
text that re-describes reality placing it in a sacred
and destiny oriented context that invites the reader
into a world — God’s unfolding world. In this sense,
the text is a living text that recycles our interpretive
trajectory through a poetic network of divine and
creaturely actions, purposes, and goals.
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