


“With today’s debates raging between science and religion, students are 
more concerned than ever about how to understand the Bible’s creation 
texts. Leonard not only masterfully navigates these issues with scholarly 
precision and refreshing insights, but he also offers a robust theology of 
creation that provides meaning and direction for his readers. Through 
illuminating comparisons between biblical and ancient Near Eastern 
creation accounts that are meticulous yet accessible, Leonard asks the 
right questions and gives answers that both respect modern science and 
account for the Bible’s ancient contexts.”

—Kevin D. Chau, Senior Lecturer of  
Hebrew, University of the Free State

“Since the rediscovery of the ancient Near East, students and scholars of 
the biblical world have noted copious connections between the texts 
preserved in scripture and those from surrounding cultures. In a clear 
and conversational tone, Leonard demonstrates that the latter do not 
merely inform our understanding of the Old Testament, they provide the 
literary backstory necessary for fully appreciating the profound nature 
of the biblical creation story. Creation Rediscovered not only acquaints 
readers with the fascinating thought world behind Genesis, it also in-
forms and models a faithful approach to reading the Old Testament. As 
such, this volume makes for an ideal supplementary textbook for intro-
ductory courses on the Hebrew Bible or hermeneutics.”

—Kyle R. Greenwood, author of Scripture and Cosmology: Reading the  
Bible between the Ancient World and Modern Science and editor of 

Since the Beginning: Interpreting Genesis 1–2 through the Ages

“I enthusiastically recommend Jeffery Leonard’s Creation Rediscovered 
to scholars, clergy, and thoughtful laypeople. This beautifully written 
and profound reflection on the creation stories of the Bible takes us to 
their important backstory and to Jesus, with important implications for 
our lives today.”

—Tremper Longman III, Distinguished Scholar and  
Professor Emeritus of Biblical Studies, Westmont College



“Creation Rediscovered is an uncommonly sophisticated book. It is at 
once a work written for a popular audience and a substantial scholarly 
contribution. Availing itself of the full range of ancient Near Eastern evi-
dence and informed by the best critical scholarship, it is filled with de-
tailed analyses that shed new light on the meanings of the biblical texts 
explored. Its lucid explanations demonstrate well that these texts were 
full participants in the thought world from which they emerged. The 
book also shows that, though the ancient creation accounts are some-
times strange, they need not be judged obtuse or outmoded. Through 
deft analogies to the modern world, Jeffery Leonard expertly guides 
the reader to deeper understandings of the biblical texts and their en-
during significance for Christian thought and practice. The synthesis 
Leonard has produced is a remarkable accomplishment—erudite and 
eminently readable.”

—Jeffrey Stackert, Associate Professor of  
Hebrew Bible, The University of Chicago

“Another book on the Bible, creation, and science? Yes, and a very good 
one—and one that covers much more besides. On every page, Jeffery 
Leonard displays deep learning and a deft pen, thorough control of the 
biblical and ancient Near Eastern material (not to mention pop culture), 
and pedagogical genius as he covers a veritable A-to-Z on creation in 
Genesis 1 and beyond (and behind and before): from Arcturus and astro-
physics to Baal and Baruch, Copernicus and Calvin, on through to Galileo 
and genre, Marduk and Michelangelo along with the New Testament and 
Paul, Toy Story and tiqqun, Ugarit and Mr. Zuss, to name a few. The result is 
no mean feat: with Leonard as our guide we really do find new meaning 
in an ancient story. Rediscovered indeed!”

—Brent A. Strawn, Professor of Old Testament  
and Professor of Law, Duke University
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In loving memory of my grandmother, 
Johnnie Frances Shepherd

He will wipe away every tear from their eyes.
Death shall be no more,

neither shall there be mourning or crying or pain,
for the first things have passed away.

And the one seated on the throne said,
“Behold, I am making all things new.”

(Revelation 21:4–5)



. . . and there was no more sea.
Revelation 21:1
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Preface


When a study ventures into an area as fraught with controversy as the doc-
trine of creation, it may be helpful to clear the air at the outset over the who, 
what, and why of the study:

This is a book that emerges from a deep love for the Scriptures and for 
the God who authored them. It proceeds from a conviction that the essential 
doctrines of the Christian faith are true: That a loving and sovereign God 
reigns over the creation that is his handiwork. That Jesus is God incarnate 
and Savior through his death on the cross and resurrection. That the Bible 
is God’s Word and humanity’s only authoritative guide to matters of faith 
and practice.

This is a book written primarily for those who share these convictions. 
While I hope others will find it helpful, I recognize that most of the people 
who wrestle with the doctrine of creation do so because they want to hold 
on to the truths of orthodox Christian belief even as they are confronted by 
the competing claims of science.

This is a book about biblical interpretation. While I love science and 
marvel at the seemingly endless discoveries it produces, the real impetus of 
this book is not scientific. It aims rather to look again at the Bible’s creation 
texts and to consider whether the way these texts have been read has not 
needlessly created conflicts between the Bible and science.

This is a book that considers not whether the Bible is true—I take this as 
an article of faith—but how the Bible is true. It considers how we are meant 
to read the texts we find in the Bible, not whether those texts are ultimately 
trustworthy and authoritative.

This is a book that is written first and foremost for students, pastors, 
and educated laypeople. While I trust that the scholarship it contains is 



both comprehensive and compelling, I have felt it best to keep most techni-
cal matters and bibliographic references in the notes that accompany the 
text. In addition, I have not hesitated to use illustrations from sources such 
as movies, television, or books where I thought they might make a dense 
subject more understandable.

Most of all, this book is written for fellow travelers in the faith who 
want to take seriously the biblical text while at the same time appreciating 
science’s exploration of what we consider to be God’s creation.
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Introduction


It is the summer of 2016, and I am backpacking through the wilds of Yosem-
ite National Park with my brother and my two sons. At the end of a long day 
of ups and downs, still struggling to acclimate ourselves to the noticeably 
thinner air our lungs are breathing high up on the North Rim, we arrive at 
our first night’s camp. Dropping our packs and leaving the duties of setting 
up camp and cooking supper for later, we hurry to the rocky outcropping 
that sees Snow Creek Falls plunge toward the valley below. There, standing 
on the edge of the rocks, we look up to see one of the most glorious sights 
in all of Yosemite, indeed in all of the world: sunset on the face of Half 
Dome. It is a mesmerizing sight, a riot of oranges, yellows, and purples that 
captures the eyes and won’t let go. Seeing that incredible mountain, bathed 
in the day’s last rays of sunlight, one thought springs continually to mind: 
There has to be a God. There just has to be a God.

Students of the Bible will recognize in this experience more than just 
a mild case of too much John Muir and too little oxygen. Recognizing the 
creator in the works of creation has a long pedigree in Scripture. The song-
writer who penned Psalm 19 insisted, “The heavens declare the glory of 
God, and the firmament proclaims his handiwork.”1 In a similar vein, the 
apostle Paul instructed the Christians in Rome that “since the creation of the 
world, his invisible attributes—his eternal power and divine nature—have 
been understood and seen through the things he has made” (Rom 1:20). 
Sunset on Half Dome is just one example of a widely shared theological 
tenet: We see something of God when we see God’s handiwork in creation.

Unfortunately, “widely shared” is a term that can only rarely be applied 
to beliefs about creation. More often than not, creation is a battlefield in 
which the pitched forces of competing sides—Darwinists and creationists, 



young-earthers and old, figurativists and literalists—struggle for the upper 
hand. Like most battles, this fight has tended to inflict a great deal of col-
lateral damage along the way. This is especially true for younger Christians, 
who have often been put in the terrible position of feeling they have to 
choose between the Bible they have come to know at home and church and 
the science they have studied at school.

On the one hand, these are students who are passionate in their love 
for the Bible and for the God it presents. They embrace the Bible’s mes-
sage of love and redemption and the vision of hope it offers for the future. 
On the other hand, however, these students have also come to admire and 
revel in the marvels of scientific discovery. These are students who want to 
take both science and the Bible seriously, but they are being challenged by 
voices on both sides that say this cannot be done: a choice has to be made. 
What I will argue in this book is that the choice being forced upon us is a 
false one. It stems both from science’s abandonment of the proper limits of 
its capabilities and from an insistence on the part of some that the Bible be 
read in ways that would have been foreign to its original context. The tragic 
results of these twin errors are not difficult to find. With science arrogated 
to the position of sole arbiter of knowledge and truth, it has been asked 
to give answers to life’s most important questions, answers it is entirely 
incapable of providing. At the same time, while the biblical authors cry out 
to a modern world with just the sorts of answers it needs, their message is 
almost entirely obscured by endless debates over matters that would have 
held no interest to them at all. Surely there must be a better way of embrac-
ing both God’s revelation in the wonders of creation and God’s revelation 
in the words of Scripture.
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CHAPTER 1

The Copernican Moment


The year 1543 CE witnessed the death of one of that century’s most impor-
tant figures, the Polish polymath Nicolaus Copernicus. Like many of the 
leading lights of this period, Copernicus was a man of remarkably varied 
pursuits. He was at times a physician, an economist, a politician, perhaps 
even a priest.1 It is for his work as an astronomer, though, that Copernicus 
is best remembered. Prior to Copernicus, it was widely believed that the 
earth remained stationary while the sun, moon, planets, and stars revolved 
around it. This made intuitive sense, of course, as the earth did not feel as if 
it moved, and the celestial bodies did seem to make their rounds overhead 
each night. The then regnant geocentric model had also been given what 
appeared to be firm scientific footing by the philosopher Ptolemy in his 
well-known treatise on astronomy, the Almagest (ca. 150 CE). As Coperni-
cus combined meticulous observation of the movements of the solar sys-
tem with more sophisticated mathematical formulae, however, he revealed 
various flaws in the Ptolemaic model, flaws that could only be remedied 
by positing that the earth orbited the sun, not the sun the earth. Word of 
this new heliocentric model spread quickly through the halls of Europe. 
Copernicus himself, though, was quite hesitant to circulate his findings 
too widely. Whether because he hoped to avoid ecclesiastical disfavor or 
just unwanted controversy, it would not be until 1543, the same year that 
he died, that Copernicus would finally publish the work for which he is 
most famous, De revolutionibus orbium coelestium (On the Revolutions of 
the Celestial Spheres).

Copernicus’ description of the revolutions of the celestial spheres was 
itself revolutionary. Though various modifications and alternative proposals 
to the Ptolemaic view of the world had been offered through the centuries, 



none had proved as compelling as the Copernican model. Toward the end 
of the sixteenth century, the famous astronomer Tycho Brahe made one 
last attempt to keep the earth in place at the center of the universe, propos-
ing a geoheliocentric model in which the planets orbited the sun and the 
sun orbited the earth. His argument that the earth was a “hulking, lazy 
body, unfit for motion” proved no match, though, for the steady swell of 
observation confirming the fact that, hulking or not, the earth did indeed 
move around the sun.2 With Johannes Kepler’s discovery (ca. 1609) that 
the planets moved in elliptical orbits and with Galileo Galilei’s observations 
through the newly invented telescope (ca. 1615), Copernicus’ heliocentric 
view of the solar system was firmly established.

Copernicus and the Church

One of the most disappointing aspects of the Copernican revolution is that 
as the scientific evidence for the heliocentric model grew stronger, the re-
ligious objections to the model grew increasingly intense.3 When Coper-
nicus’ views first made their way to Rome in the 1530s, Pope Clement VII 
appears to have received them with interested curiosity, and in 1536, the 
Archbishop of Capua actually wrote to Copernicus, encouraging him to 
publish his findings. When Copernicus did finally publish his work in 1543, 
he dedicated it to the then current pope, Paul III. In the decades following 
Copernicus’ death, however, sharp criticism would begin to emerge from 
both Roman Catholic and Protestant divines.

Perhaps because Copernicus initially remained in good standing with 
Roman Catholicism, the first criticisms of his views hailed from Protestant 
circles. The transcripts of Martin Luther’s conversations at the dinner table 
known as the Tischreden (i.e., “Table Talk”) note that the views of “a certain 
new astronomer who proved that the earth moves, not the heavens, sun, 
and moon” were raised on one occasion. Luther is said to have described 
both the views and the one from whom they originated in dismissive terms:

But that is how it goes nowadays. Anyone who wants to be clever 
must not let himself like what others do. He has to make something 
of his own, as this fool does, who wants to turn the whole of astron-
omy upside-down. Even if these things are confused, I still believe the 
Holy Scriptures, for Joshua commanded the sun to stand still and not 
the earth.4
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Luther’s fellow reformer Philipp Melanchthon offered a more extensive cri-
tique of Copernicus in his Initia doctrinae physicae when he argued:

The eyes are witnesses that the heavens revolve in the space of twenty-
four hours. But certain men, either from the love of novelty, or to make 
a display of ingenuity, have concluded that the earth moves; and they 
maintain that neither the eighth sphere nor the sun revolves. . . . Now, 
it is a want of honesty and decency to assert such notions publicly, and 
the example is pernicious. It is the part of a good mind to accept the 
truth as revealed by God and to acquiesce in it.5

In one of his letters, he went so far as to suggest governments should sup-
press such views:

Certain people believe it is a marvelous achievement to extol so crazy a 
thing, like that Polish astronomer who makes the earth move and the sun 
stand still. Really, wise governments ought to repress impudence of mind.6

Calvin’s assessment of Copernicus’ views has been the subject of some 
controversy. On the one hand, it has now been definitively demonstrated 
that Calvin did not utter (or write) the oft-quoted demand, “Who will ven-
ture to place the authority of Copernicus above that of the Holy Spirit?”7 On 
the other hand, it is also clear that Calvin held to the geocentric view and, at 
least on one occasion, directly condemned those advancing its heliocentric 
rival. Calvin’s geocentrism is evident throughout his commentaries. In his 
commentary on Ps 93:1, for example, he argues:

The heavens revolve daily, and, immense as is their fabric and inconceiv-
able the rapidity of their revolutions, we experience no concussion—no 
disturbance in the harmony of their motion. The sun, though varying 
its course every diurnal revolution, returns annually to the same point. 
The planets, in all their wanderings, maintain their respective positions. 
How could the earth hang suspended in the air were it not upheld by 
God’s hand? By what means could it maintain itself unmoved, while the 
heavens above are in constant rapid motion, did not its Divine Maker 
fix and establish it?8

Here Calvin emphasizes the movement of the heavens (“the heavens revolve 
daily,” “the rapidity of their revolutions,” “in constant rapid motion”), in 
contrast to the stationary aspect of the earth (“suspended,” “unmoved”). 
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Similarly, as he discusses the account in Joshua 10 of the sun and moon 
standing still, he remarks:

As in kindness to the human race he [God] divides the day from the 
night by the daily course of the sun, and constantly whirls the immense 
orb with indefatigable swiftness, so he was pleased that it should halt 
for a short time till the enemies of Israel were destroyed.9

Again, Calvin’s emphasis is on the rapid movement of the heavens (“con-
stantly whirls,” “swiftness”). His condemnation of those who would place 
the sun at the center of the solar system is evident in a sermon he delivered 
on 1 Corinthians 10:19–24:

We will see some who are so deranged, not only in religion but who in 
all things reveal their monstrous nature, that they will say that the sun 
does not move, and that it is the earth which shifts and turns. When we 
see such minds we must indeed confess that the devil possesses them, 
and that God sets them before us as mirrors, in order to keep us in his 
fear. So it is with all who argue out of pure malice, and who happily 
make a show of their impudence. When they are told: “That is hot,” 
they will reply: “No, it is plainly cold.” When they are shown an object 
that is black, they will say that it is white, or vice versa. Just like the man 
who said that snow was black; for although it is perceived and known 
by all to be white, yet he clearly wished to contradict the fact. And so 
it is that there are madmen who would try to change the natural order, 
and even to dazzle men’s eyes and benumb their senses.10

While he does not mention Copernicus by name—neither here nor else-
where in his voluminous writings—it is clear that Calvin’s invective is di-
rected at least toward supporters of the Copernican model. The force of 
his language—“deranged,” “monstrous nature,” “the devil possesses them,” 
“malice,” “impudence,” “madmen”—would set him comfortably alongside 
Luther and Melanchthon in his rejection of this new model.

Catholic opposition to Copernicanism took longer to develop but ulti-
mately proved to be more forceful. When Galileo began to write in support 
of Copernicus and the heliocentric model, he quickly drew the attention of 
the Inquisition.11 Cardinal and Inquisitor Robert Bellarmine first issued a 
warning to Galileo concerning his views, and in 1616 a committee formed by 
the Inquisition to review Galileo’s beliefs more thoroughly concluded that 
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heliocentrism was to be condemned outright. Bellarmine himself delivered 
the Inquisition’s orders that Galileo not hold, teach, defend, or discuss such 
views, and subsequently the Congregation of the Index banned books and 
letters that espoused the Copernican system. Galileo was eventually tasked 
by Pope Urban VIII with outlining the arguments for and against the Co-
pernican system, but his views (and tone) were not well received.12 In 1633, 
the Pope summoned Galileo to Rome, forced him to recant, and put him 
under house arrest for the last years of his life.

Over time, opposition to the Copernican model faded, especially as 
the system proved to be so useful for generating calendrical observations. 
Official sanction of heliocentric works remained elusive, though. Indeed, 
as late as the early nineteenth century, the chief book censor for Rome, 
Filippo Anfossi, continued to resist the publication of or granting of the 
papal imprimatur to textbooks espousing the heliocentric view. In the end, 
it took the direct intervention of the Inquisition and Pope Pius VII in 1822 
to ensure that books teaching the movement of the earth could be given 
the imprimatur. It was not until 1835 that the previously banned works by 
Copernicus and Galileo were dropped from the Index.13

Lessons Unlearned

There are lessons for both science and religion in the fits and starts of the 
Church’s acceptance of Copernicus’ heliocentric discovery. Sadly, though, 
it appears that both camps have often learned the wrong lessons from this 
key moment. For many, the Copernican revolution has become the example 
par excellence of religion’s attempt to obscure and suppress the light of 
scientific discovery. Religion, they contend, wants nothing more than to 
preserve its power over the masses and so is all too happy to undermine 
the progress of science when it feels its position threatened. The Church’s 
treatment of figures like Copernicus and Galileo left it wide open to these 
sorts of charges.

Unfortunately, science’s victory over the religious objections to Coper-
nicus’ model was so thorough that it also tended to produce negative effects 
within science itself. So badly did the Church respond to the controversy 
that many came to arrogate science to the position of sole arbiter of human 
knowledge. This is a mantle science is incapable of bearing. As the British 
scientist and theologian John Polkinghorne has observed:
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Science’s success has been purchased by the modesty of its explana-
tory ambition. It does not attempt to ask and answer every question 
that one might legitimately raise. Instead, it confines itself to investigat-
ing natural processes, attending to the question of how things happen. 
Other questions, such as those relating to meaning and purpose, are 
deliberately bracketed out. This scientific stance is taken simply as a 
methodological strategy, with no implication that those other ques-
tions, of what one might call a why kind, are not fully meaningful and 
necessary to ask if complete understanding is to be attained.14

The tools of the scientist are wielded with marvelous precision when di-
rected toward questions of what and how. They are almost entirely ineffec-
tive when turned toward matters of meaning and morality, purpose and 
principle. Science can tell us how a human heart works; it cannot tell us 
whether it would be immoral to stop that heart from beating. It can tell us 
how a giant sequoia grows to such astonishing size; it cannot tell us whether 
or when it would be wrong to cut it down. Rather than admit, however, the 
limitations of science’s proper field of inquiry, a growing chorus of voices 
has preferred instead to deny the existence of any reality lying outside its 
observational powers. Matters related to God and the spiritual are deemed 
not to exist simply because the tools of science are not suited to considering 
their existence. It is as if science, having been cast in the role of a hammer, 
should deny the existence of anything not presenting itself as a nail.

But if devotees of science have drawn poor lessons from the Copernican 
affair, so too have we, their counterparts in religion. We see aspects of this 
already in Galileo’s defense of his own views to the Grand Duchess Christina 
in 1615. In his letter to the duchess, Galileo focuses especially on the manner 
in which the Bible ought to be read when it touches on matters of science.15 
He goes to great lengths to affirm the veracity of the Scriptures. With regard 
to Copernicus, he argues that “he did not ignore the Bible, but he knew very 
well that if his doctrine were proved, then it could not contradict the Scrip-
tures when they were rightly understood.” Galileo affirms that, if his own 
beliefs were to disagree with the assertions of Scripture, they too would have 
to be regarded as erroneous and heretical, “since the Bible cannot err.” He 
insists, “It is very pious to say and prudent to affirm that the holy Bible can 
never speak untruth—whenever its true meaning is understood.” And with 
regard to ideas found in “the books of the sages of this world,” he maintains, 
“Anything contrary to the Bible involved [i.e., espoused] by them must be 
held undoubtedly false and should be proved so by every means possible.”
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Galileo was at pains to argue that science would not contradict the teach-
ing of Scripture when the Scriptures were properly understood. To interpret 
the Scriptures properly, however, he insisted that two important issues must 
be taken into account. In the first place, he maintained that the Bible often 
speaks in language that cannot be understood on a strictly literal level. After 
affirming that the Bible “can never speak untruth,” Galileo goes on to say:

But I believe nobody will deny that it is often very abstruse, and may 
say things which are quite different from what its bare words signify. 
Hence in expounding the Bible if one were always to confine oneself 
to the unadorned grammatical meaning, one might fall into error. Not 
only contradictions and propositions far from true might thus be made 
to appear in the Bible, but even grave heresies and follies. Thus it would 
be necessary to assign to God feet, hands, and eyes, as well as corporeal 
and human affections, such as anger, repentance, hatred, and some-
times even the forgetting of things past and ignorance of those to come.

Even more importantly, he suggests that the language of the Bible often 
condescends to the level of its readers: “These propositions uttered by the 
Holy Ghost were set down in that manner by the sacred scribes in order to 
accommodate them to the capacities of the common people, who are rude 
and unlearned.” Galileo insists that the authors of Scripture did, in fact, 
understand the true nature of the universe but hesitated to reveal this to the 
common people lest it foster doubt or mistrust. He argues:

If the sacred scribes had had any intention of teaching people certain 
arrangements and motions of the heavenly bodies, or had they wished 
us to derive such knowledge from the Bible, then in my opinion they 
would not have spoken of these matters so sparingly in comparison with 
the infinite number of admirable conclusions which are demonstrated 
in that science. Far from pretending to teach us the constitution and 
motions of the heavens and the stars, with their shapes, magnitudes, 
and distances, the authors of the Bible intentionally forbore to speak of 
these things, though all were quite well known to them. (emphasis mine)

He then quotes with approval Augustine’s sentiments in this regard: “Hence 
let it be said briefly, touching the form of heaven, that our authors knew the 
truth but the Holy Spirit did not desire that men should learn things that 
are useful to no one for salvation.”16
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While there is an element of truth in Galileo’s protestations, the issues 
he highlights understate the reckoning Christians needed to have with the 
manner in which they read Scripture. It is true that the Bible often uses non-
literal language; more important, however, is the larger recognition that 
the Bible is fundamentally misunderstood when it is read solely through a 
historical lens. To read Scripture properly, we must recognize that the Bible 
is not just history.

Further, it is doubtless true that there is an element of condescension 
in God’s provision of his Word to humanity. It is not at all clear, though, 
that this accommodation extends to the relationship between the “sacred 
scribes” who penned the words of Scripture and the readers who received it. 
We ask too much of the biblical authors when we suggest that they did in-
deed understand the scientific structure of the universe and that they chose 
to shield their readers from this knowledge. The authors’ knowledge of the 
world was as limited as that of their hearers because God chose human be-
ings to record Scripture. To read Scripture properly, we must recognize that 
the Bible is not just divine.

The Bible Is Not Just History

One of God’s most remarkable gifts to humanity is that of language. While a 
great many species of animals have systems of communication, the linguis-
tic abilities we possess as humans are truly astonishing. We speak, we write, 
we sing, expressing thoughts that range from simple statements to complex 
figures of speech to the most abstract of ideas. Equally as impressive as 
our abilities for producing speech, however, are our abilities to discern the 
meaning in the speech we hear and read. From the subtlest of clues, we 
know almost immediately not just what is being said but in what category 
a certain saying belongs. We distinguish jokes from tall tales from histori-
cal accounts from instruction manuals in an instant and without needing 
explicit directions for doing so. We possess a high level of what we might 
call genre competence.17

Genre competence comes so naturally to us that we are usually blissfully 
unaware of its working behind the scenes to give us the “rules” that help us 
understand a book we read or a movie we watch. Our ability to tell what 
kind of text we have before us (whether that “text” is a book, story, movie, 
television program, etc.) is what tells us what kinds of things can happen 
in that text. We know intuitively that the castaways from the Swiss Family 
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Robinson will survive and even thrive; we know the same will not be true of 
the castaways in Lord of the Flies. We are not at all surprised when a young 
boy is eaten by a shark in the movie Jaws; we would be shocked, outraged 
even, had little Russell plummeted to his death in the movie Up. So keen is 
our genre competence that we can even distinguish between the rules for the 
book and film versions of the same story. The genre of Michael Crichton’s 
novel Jurassic Park is such that the death of the park’s founder, John Ham-
mond, at the hands (or rather teeth) of a pack of dinosaurs hardly raises an 
eyebrow. As the story is retold in Steven Spielberg’s movie of the same name, 
such a scene would be hard to imagine.

It actually takes a great deal of effort to fool us when it comes to the 
genre of a text. In 1985, Sports Illustrated convinced the famous writer 
George Plimpton to pen a story about an astonishing pitching prospect 
in the New York Mets organization. Hayden Siddhartha “Sidd” Finch was 
said to be part yogi, part French horn player, and part baseball pitcher. 
And what a pitcher! With a heavy hiking boot on his right foot, an en-
tirely unconventional windup, and no warm-up at all, Sidd Finch was 
said to be able to throw a baseball with uncanny accuracy at nearly 170 
miles per hour. Mets fans could hardly believe their luck in landing such 
a prospect. News crews were sent to interview the young man. The then 
commissioner of Major League Baseball, Peter Ueberroth, was questioned 
about the safety of even letting Finch pitch. For a brief moment, the entire 
baseball world was abuzz over Sidd Finch. Only one thing stood in the way 
of Finch’s rise to baseball stardom: he didn’t exist. Sports Illustrated had 
persuaded Plimpton to write the story as an April Fools’ Day joke, a joke 
he coyly hinted at in the acrostic subtitle of his article: “He’s a pitcher, part 
yogi and part recluse. Impressively liberated from our opulent life-style, 
Sidd’s deciding about yoga—and his future in baseball.” As some careful 
readers noticed, the first letters of these words spell out, “Happy April 
Fools’ Day—ah fib.”18

It is a rare occurrence when a story manages to take in its hearers and 
trick them concerning the story’s genre. A few horror movies have had 
middling success in doing so, and Orson Welles’ War of the Worlds radio 
broadcast managed to misdirect quite a few listeners, though even here the 
tales of widespread panic have been greatly exaggerated.19 For the most 
part, though, we are just too competent at discerning genre to be fooled 
with any great success. This is not to say that genre competence comes 
entirely naturally; it is actually a learned skill. When we are children, we 
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do not really understand the rules of a particular genre in the same way 
we do as adults. Most of us who are parents have had the experience of 
smiling at our children’s deeply felt concern over whether Woody, Buzz, 
and the gang might really be incinerated in Toy Story 3, whether Boo 
might actually be squished by the trash compactor in Monsters, Inc., or 
whether the monster at the end of this book in The Monster at the End 
of This Book will truly turn out to be a monster at the end of this book. 
We smile because we know as more experienced viewers and readers that 
those are possibilities that would break the rules that guide these sorts 
of “texts.” As the proud survivor of countless Cub Scout and Boy Scout 
campfires, I can personally attest that a ghost story told at the former is 
received quite differently than one at the latter. What might make a ten-
year-old Webelos blanch only makes a fifteen-year-old Scout laugh. Over 
time, kids learn the rules and know what kinds of dangers in stories are 
real and what kinds are imagined.

It is not only actual children, though, who sometimes lack the genre 
competence of adults. In a sense, we all become children when we venture 
over into the literary worlds of other cultures. For Western audiences, an 
unexpected dance number in the middle of a Bollywood film might bring 
smiles to our faces, but it might also leave us a bit perplexed as to why it is 
there and what sort of film it belongs to. We might find a fable from China or 
Japan entertaining, but we might also struggle to understand what lessons 
it was meant to teach. As the products of cultures that may be foreign to us, 
these texts present challenges we rarely face in our own literary world. Many 
of us have had the experience of trying valiantly to tell a joke to a person 
from another culture only to watch the joke die slowly and painfully for 
want of laughs. It dies because it wasn’t understood or, more importantly, 
because it was not perceived to have been a joke at all.

What we sometimes miss in this dynamic is the fact that the Bible is 
also the product of a foreign culture. While we might feel an affinity for the 
characters of the Bible because we know their stories so well, the truth is that 
we share very little in common with the culture of those characters. They 
may be our spiritual ancestors, but they are separated from us by great gulfs 
of time and space. The foreignness of the biblical world ought to serve as 
a caution to us that the finely honed skills of genre competence we possess 
in our own culture may not be as sharp when we read texts from the Bible. 
Our literary categories may be different from those of the biblical authors, 
and our talent for placing a text in one category or another may not work 
as well when reading their works.
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As an illustration of this idea, we might consider the story of the Rich 
Man and Lazarus found in Luke 16:

There was a rich man who was dressed in purple and fine linen and 
who feasted sumptuously every day. And at his gate lay a poor man 
named Lazarus, covered with sores, who longed to satisfy his hunger 
with what fell from the rich man’s table; even the dogs would come and 
lick his sores. The poor man died and was carried away by the angels 
to be with Abraham. The rich man also died and was buried. In Hades, 
where he was being tormented, he looked up and saw Abraham far 
away with Lazarus by his side. He called out, “Father Abraham, have 
mercy on me, and send Lazarus to dip the tip of his finger in water and 
cool my tongue; for I am in agony in these flames.” But Abraham said, 
“Child, remember that during your lifetime you received your good 
things, and Lazarus in like manner evil things; but now he is comforted 
here, and you are in agony. Besides all this, between you and us a great 
chasm has been fixed, so that those who might want to pass from here 
to you cannot do so, and no one can cross from there to us.” He said, 
“Then, father, I beg you to send him to my father’s house—for I have 
five brothers—that he may warn them, so that they will not also come 
into this place of torment.” Abraham replied, “They have Moses and the 
prophets; they should listen to them.” He said, “No, father Abraham; 
but if someone goes to them from the dead, they will repent.” He said 
to him, “If they do not listen to Moses and the prophets, neither will 
they be convinced even if someone rises from the dead.”

(Luke 16:19–31 NRSV)

When we read this story, one of the first questions that ought to come to 
mind is whether it is meant to be understood as a parable or as a historical 
account. Several pieces of evidence point in the direction of historical ac-
count. Most notably, there is the fact that the story includes a proper name, 
Lazarus. Nowhere else in the Gospels does Jesus give a name to one of the 
characters in a parable. We find a certain priest, a certain man, a sower, and 
other generic titles, but never a person with a name. Our story also refers to 
an actual historical character, Abraham, who welcomes Lazarus into para-
dise and speaks to the rich man who is being tormented. This again is un-
precedented in Jesus’ parables. Lastly, it bears pointing out that neither Jesus 
nor Luke explicitly says the story is a parable. As Luke has preserved the 
account, Jesus simply launches into the story without any introduction at all.
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While these clues may point toward a historical reading of the story, 
there is even more evidence on the parabolic side of the ledger. Like other 
parables, the story of the Rich Man and Lazarus is so clearly intended to 
serve a didactic purpose. Its instructions on the need to care for the poor 
could hardly be more clear, and an additional lesson is also embedded in the 
parable. When Jesus tells his hearers that those who will not listen to Moses 
and the prophets will not be convinced even if someone rises from the dead 
(v. 31), he is, of course, warning them that even his own resurrection will 
not be enough to convince them.

Again, like other parables, this story revels in hyperbole, the use of exag-
geration for effect. The rich man is not just rich; he wears luxurious clothes 
and feasts sumptuously every day. Lazarus is not just poor; he longs even 
for crumbs and is beset by dogs that come to lick his sores. The fate of the 
rich man is not just losing his wealth but agony in flames of torment, and 
when he asks for aid, he asks only that Lazarus dip his finger in water and 
touch his tongue. This kind of hyperbole is reminiscent of parables like the 
Good Samaritan, in which those most expected to help, the priest and the 
Levite, callously pass by the wounded man, while the most unlikely of char-
acters, the Samaritan, offers him extravagant care. We find the same sort of 
exaggeration in other parables as well. In the parable of the Lost Sheep, the 
shepherd inexplicably abandons the ninety-nine to search for the one. In the 
parable of the Lost Coin, the woman ransacks her house searching for a coin 
of quite modest value. Especially hyperbolic is the parable of the Prodigal 
Son, in which the son quickly squanders all of his fortune and is reduced to 
such poverty that he longs for the shoots the pigs eat and is willing even to 
become his father’s slave (Luke 15).

Even apart from its hyperbole, the language of the Rich Man and Laza-
rus sounds parabolic. The story’s opening line, “There was a certain man 
. . . ,” strikes the ear in the same way we might hear the line “Once upon a 
time . . . .” This is not to say that the story here should be taken as a fairy 
tale, which would be another genre entirely, but rather that it fits with a 
kind of conventional introduction to a parable. One thinks of Nathan’s 
parable, delivered to David after his affair with Bathsheba, which begins, 
“There were two men in a certain city, one rich and the other poor . . .” 
(2 Sam 12:1), or Isaiah’s parable of the vineyard, which begins, “There was 
a vineyard that belonged to my beloved . . .” (Isa 5:1). The parable of the 
Good Samaritan opens in similar fashion (“A certain man was going down 
from Jerusalem . . .”; Luke 10:30), as do the parables of the Prodigal Son (“A 
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certain man had two sons . . .”; Luke 15:11), the Great Dinner (“A certain 
man gave a great dinner . . .”; Luke 14:16), the Dishonest Manager (“There 
was a certain man who was rich . . .”; Luke 16:1), the Ten Pounds (“A certain 
man of high status . . .”; Luke 19:12), and the Wicked Tenants (“A certain 
man planted a vineyard . . .”; Luke 20:9).20 Finally, we should note that 
the context of our story in Luke is rich with other parabolic material. The 
parables of the Lost Sheep, the Lost Coin, the Prodigal Son, the Dishonest 
Manager, and our own story are all gathered into this stretch of material 
now labeled as Luke 15–16.

The evidence for reading the story of the Rich Man and Lazarus as 
a parable is ultimately far stronger than the evidence for reading it as a 
historical account, which is why scholars from across the theological spec-
trum interpret the story in this way.21 The incorporation of personal names 
and historical figures in the parable does raise interesting possibilities, 
though. Might there be other texts in the Bible that follow this same pat-
tern? We might think, for example, about the book of Job. Job shares all 
of the parabolic characteristics of the Rich Man and Lazarus, the Good 
Samaritan, and the Prodigal Son. The book’s didactic purpose is evident as 
it wrestles with the problem of suffering and explores how humans ought 
to respond to their creator when faced with that suffering. The book also 
makes generous use of hyperbole. Job is not just an important man but 
“the greatest of all the people of the east” (Job 1:3). He is not just a good 
man but one accounted by the narrator and by God himself (twice!) as 
being “blameless, upright, fearing God, and turning away from evil” (1:1, 
8; 2:3). He is a man who offers sacrifices for his children even when there 
is no evidence that they might have sinned (1:5), a man who continues to 
worship God even in the midst of terrible suffering (1:20; 2:10). And how 
he suffers! In the course of a single day, Job loses all his oxen, his donkeys, 
his sheep, his camels, his servants, and even his children. Shortly thereafter, 
he loses his health as well. He is reduced to sitting on the ground in silence, 
scraping his sores with a potsherd, unrecognizable to his friends who have 
come to comfort him.

The language of Job also points toward a parabolic reading. It begins 
with a phrase reminiscent of our other parables, “There once was a man 
in the land of Uz . . . ,” and as the narrative progresses, it uses heavily styl-
ized language to recount its story. Note, for example, the extraordinary use 
of repetition in the narration of the two encounters between God and the 
Satan in Job 1–2:
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