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As a child I heard the Old Testament stories at home and Sunday School and many of them conjured up pictures in my imagination.  These images remained with me long after my childhood and into the days when I began to question everything, not just biblical stories but other myths and legends, initially from the south west of England where I grew up.  King Arthur and his Round Table, Alfred burning the cakes, and then also the  local sayings, eg  ‘red sky at night is a shepherd’s delight, red sky in the morning is a shepherd’s warning’ along with the myriad other age old country proverbs.  What, you might ask, have all these things in common, or to do with the Old Testament.  Let me explain:

Who writes history?

History consists of the memories of events, recorded by people who were present at an event, or who were in the vicinity at the time.  However, often the eye-witnesses (people who actually saw the event) were not able to write (and so could not record on paper) the event and told the event to their peers and offspring.
This was repeated later, with embellishments, and some original facts were forgotten, while other points were added to enhance the story and make it more interesting for the audience.  All cultures have stories of this kind, the majority with a large amount of traceable evidence hidden between the lines of the current story.  For example, Robin Hood was a well known character around whom many stories and legends have been woven.  He is an historical figure but much that we learn about him has been woven into his story to make him more like people’s ideas of a hero, - just go to Wikipedia to see how the stories have developed!

In the same way, it is likely that many biblical stories describe events that did happen but with the passing of time, the facts have become distorted.  Other stories were told to explain everyday events and because nothing was written down, again they were developed and exaggerated, to please the listeners at the time.  By the time the stories were written down, they were felt to be so important that they were taken to be the absolute truth. 
The story of the Great Flood – true but exaggerated

What then can we say about the story of the Great Flood?  We believe the area of land inhabited by these ancient tribes was on the great plain between the Tigris and Euphrates rivers.  In a year of exceptional rainfall both rivers flooded simultaneously. For local tribes, it would seem as if the whole world had flooded – the ‘world’ they knew could only have been as far as they could walk or travel by camel.  River floods can come very quickly. Even today with our sophisticated communication systems, people are caught out and drown.  How much worse it would have been for a primitive society.  
I don’t have any problem with believing the basic story of Noah’s ark as it seems typical of the stories we remember when disasters happen.  Think of current areas of the world that have experienced record rainfall and flooding. When these extraordinary event occur we hear about people being rescued from the sky, a woman giving birth in a tree, etc etc etc, all these stories are today documented with film and video.  So why could this not have happened in Biblical times, with stories of heroism and the saving of creatures being chronicled and told to survivors, who were very few in number, and who were ready to believe that some Higher Being had wreaked vengeance on a group of people who were living immorally, especially since they had escaped from the Flood.

It is possible that one man and his family lived and worked on the river and were able to get into a boat and save themselves; it is also likely that it rained for a long time. The story of a great flood is believable, but can we find evidence for it?  
The evidence
If we look at some of the Old Testament stories, we read, for example that the River Nile flooded every year and it still does  - or it did until man started tampering with its flow, and putting in dams and aqueducts. From general geography we know any large river flooding will spread fertile silt over the land beside its banks, which can be used to grow good supplies of cereal and other foodstuffs.  This occurs today along many rivers and the nearby inhabitants take full advantage of this.  So we have evidence to say that floods happen regularly. What about a great flood? Is there evidence for that?

As a geologist, I know that flooding rivers bring large quantities of mud, silt and debris down their channels which they deposit over the land which is flooded.  In geological times, layers can be seen in rocks which show catastrophic events such as inundations by flood water, so surely it would be possible to find the evidence for a Great Flood thousands of years ago. This is one kind of evidence we can look for.

Another kind of evidence has come to light from a new marine research team from Tel Aviv University working with another organisation, called, EcoOcean. They were exploring the sea floor and found that indeed a flood happened around the time Noah was living. From core samples, they saw that a flood broke through the natural barrier separating the Mediterranean Sea and the freshwater Black Sea, bringing with it seashells that only grow in a marine environment. There was no doubt that it was a fast flood -- one that covered an expanse four times the size of Israel. There is no evidence to say that a man called Noah survived the flood, as it is written in the Bible, but we can imagine a few people did survive. Perhaps they were fishermen – as they already had boats.
To summarise
There are so many events recorded in the Old Testament which we need to discuss and think about so we can understand them historically, geologically and geographically.  But this doesn’t mean that there is no truth in the Bible. Far from it, it just helps those of us with enquiring minds to wonder more at the wonderful planet on which we live, and appreciate that some Higher Presence is behind it all.
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