
Creationist Funhouser Episode One:
The Red Shift
Many people assume that young-earth creationism is based solely on the Bible. This is not so.
To reconcile their literalistic interpretation of the Bible with the facts of science, creationists
have to make up many miracles that are not recorded in the Bible. Their idea that God created the
red shift to trick observers is one of those miracles.

STANLEY RICE

Editor's Note: Tltis is thefirst af an accasional series of articles on

th e " Cre ationis t Funhous e. "

T ook into the night sky. Unless it is obscured by light

I pollution or clouds, you cannot help but be moved
I-lwhen you see the magnificenqe of the universe. A hu-
manist would be in awe that we stardust humans are part of
this vast wholeness and that we are privileged to understand
even a little bit of it. An adherent of a monotheistic religion
would say the words attributed to King David, "The heavens

are telling the glory of God."
But, according to young*earth creationists, both the hu-

manist and the religious person would be very very wrong.
The reason is this: observations and measurements ofthe uni-
verse show that it is very old. Creationists believe, however,
that God has warped the very young universe so that it just
looks old. That is, what you see in a telescope and what an

astronomer measures is a deception that God has created to
trick us. The heavens and the earth do not declare the glory
of God; according to creationists, they declare a lie. And the
same is true of every other aspect of the natural world. From
the chromosomes to the continents, God has manipulated the
creation to look not only old but to look like it evolved. To
creationists, there is practically nothing that you can observe

in the heavens or the earth that you can believe at face value.

It is all God's intricate and magnificent fraud.
It gets worse. Most people assume that creationism is 200-

proof Christianity. But it is not. The trickery that they claim
God has done is not mentioned in the Bible. None of it.The
creationists just made it all up. They wave their Bibles in the
air, but their beliefs are based on their ovrn vivid and warped
imaginations. They believe that you cannot understand the
universe just by studpng it or just by reading the Bible. You
have to let them take you by the hand and lead you through
the funhouse of tricks that God has played on us, a funhouse
of warped mirrors and of balls rolling uphill. They consider
themselves inerrant guides through this funhouse. Whenever
they say that God made the universe look old and evolved, they
obligate God to haoe done whatever they say he did. It puts

.-^

God in the subservient positirn.It seems to go something like
this: a creationist says God did something, then God causes

this thing to haae happenedirthe past. I feel as if I am invent-
ing new verb tenses to try to get my mind around it.

The purpose of this series of articles is not to beat up on
creationists. I used to be a creationist myself, and I have writ-
ten my share of articles and encyclopedia entries that throw
creationists on the carpet. But readers ofthis magazine already

know that creationists are wrong. Nobody, not even me,wants

to read a tedious article whose conclusion is, "Therefore, cre-

ationists are wrong." Instead what I want to do by picking
apart creationism is to invite you to explore a lot offascinating
things about the cosmos and have fun along the way.
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The fact that the Bible does

not say whether or not Adam

had a belly button did not slow

Gosse down from creating an

entire creationist mYthologY

based on this idea.

The idea of God making a young universe look old is not

new. In 1857,awriter named Philip Henry Gosse invented the

omphalos theory of creation. Ornpbalos is the Greek word for

navel. His reasoning was this: When God created Adam, he

gave Adam a belly button, even though Adam &d not have a

Lother.If God could do this for Adam, then God could do it for

the whole cosmos.The fact that the Bible does not saywhether

or not Adam had a belly button did not slow Gosse down from

creating an entire creationist mJthology based on this idea'

But with each passing ye ar the omphalo.i theory gets harder

and harder to b.lieve. In Gosse's day, aX. that God had to do

was create some fake fossils in the sedimentary rocks and a

vestigial organ or two, such as your appendix, to make the

woril looklld. But today the evidence for an old, evolved

universe has grown to prodigious proportions,which suggests

that God diJalmost as much work spoiling his creation as he

did in making it.

The Red Shift Problem

The immense age of the universe, and the answer to the

mystery of its origin, came as a big surprise ev.en to most sci-

entists when astronomer Edwin Hubble and his collaborator

Henrietta Swan Leavitt discovered them'

First, Hubble and Leavitt could tell how far away the gal-

axies were from Earth because, within our galaxyrstars known

as Cepheid variables all have the same light intensity' Hubble

found'Cepheid variables in other galaxies and measured their

light intensities. Light intensity decreases with the square of

,1i" dirru.t... Hubble and Leavitt found that some galaxies

were so far away that their distance can only be expressed in

light-years, the distance light travels in a year'The universe

to1.r"d out to be larger and older than most scientists previ-

ously dared to believe.

Second, if an object emits waves, then those waves are

scrunched together (shorter wavelength) if the object ap-

proaches you *a prma apart (longer wavelength) if the object

L -o"i"g uwuy fio.., you. This is known as the "Doppler ef-

fect."Most of us know about the Doppler effect because of its

effect on sound waves.The whistle of a train or the horn of a

car has a higher pitch when it approaches us and a lower pitch

when it..tor.. ,*ry. Meteorologists use the Doppler effect to

determine the direction ofwinds. A radar source emits a beam

of microwave photons, which reflects off the clouds' When

meteorologists measure the returning microwaves, the change

in their frequency indicates whether the clouds are moving

forward ot 
^w 

y and how raPidlY.

Light also ffavels inwaves.Therefore, an object that is mov-

ing to:ward us will emit light that has shorter wavelengths (a

bile shift) and an object that is moving away from us will emit

Edwin Hubble
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Henrietta Swan Leavitt

light that has ionger wavelengths (a red shift). Visible light has

,rery ,hort wavelengths, and we would never notice a red or

blue shift on the headlights oftrains or cars. But over universal

distances, the red or blue shifts are measurable' Hubble and

Leavitt detected red shifts in the light coming ftom all of the

distant galaxies but not consistently in the stars of our own

gala-r'y. This could only mean one thing: that the gala-xies are

Loving apart, while the stars within each gala-ry travel together'

This is the famous red shift you have heard about.

Some gala-xie s are billions of light-years away-and yet we

can see them. This means that the light has been traveling

through outer space for billions of years' More properly, we-

*o.,lJ ruy that space itself has been expanding for billions of

years. The universe must therefore be billions of years o1d'

Furthermore, billions of years ago, a gigantic expiosion (now

called the big bang) created the universe, causing the gala-xies

to fly apart from one another.

So, what's the problem? A creationist cou1d, we might

think, simply say that God created the big bang' And some

ofthem do. But they are at the liberal end ofthe creationist

spectrum. They risk denunciation from other creationists and

fiom fundamentalist pulpits, because the very same evidence

that shows that the big bang happened shows that it hap-

pened billions of years ago. As a church sign near my place of
work proclaimed, "Big Bang? You've got to be kidding' God'"

From the creationist viewpoint,when God said, "Let there

be lieht," he had to make sure that the light from each of
the glhrie. \\-1s red-shifted just the right amount, and the

intensin' o: iight of the Cepheid variables was adjusted just

the right :Ir1-r'-.:ri. to make the universe iook billions of years

old. id h. :r': . , u'hile keeping the light perfectly on track

so thal. i-. ::.-::-.'.:r tt!er\-ers using telescopes, the stars and

galar:ies I ..,. :.:=-:l', in iocus-perfect enough for those

istoni.l:-:-, - :r . :.:: : : : ::-. :he appropriately named Hubble

Space Te-.'.: :: .-l -t - -- :. ;16i just create a giant red filter;

t-r.t-rua:L-- .:-: -:: . :. -.: : :::rr-rl ;tt;h indit:idualgala.ry(see

cartootl::-: --
There :. .:' - : - -' :. :-. -\:l'-t:dir-rg to Ansr'vers in

Genesis..r:' .: -- : - '..-: :.-.:':1.::lll.Godmighthal'e
created l::: :. -:-' :: '.: -r. -'llall Gtltl frrst n-rade

speed oiit:-,: - - - --: ' -: -: ' :" :ll- 'reed oi

light is a universal constant and is the fastest possible speed

that anlthing can travel. Therefore, all post-Einstein physics

must be wrong if Answers in Genesis is right.) But the Iight

somehow got tired as it traveled, slowing down to the present

slow rate of 186,000 miles per second.This tuckered-out Iight

ended up with a red shift. Of course, this explanation has the

.u*. probL-s as the other: it has no scientific evidence and

is noiin Genesis. The creationist group that published this

theory online should rename itself Answers Not in Genesis'

Cieationists believe the Bible teaches that the whole uni-

verse is only a few thousand years old'The reason is, they say,

that Genesis 1 says the creation took only six days' And to

them this means six literal twenry-four-hour days' That is,

Planet Earth days. Of course, the book of Genesis does not

say this. In fact, other parts of the Bible use the word "day"

(yo* rn Hebrew) in other ways. The creationists have chosen

ihe t*e.rty-four-hour-day interpretation, and they believe

they cannot possibly be wrong. Their interpretation becomes

inerrant. It is more likely that God altered all the light in the

universe to make it look old than that maybe-jtst trtaybe-

they interpreted Genesis incorrectly. An1'thing but that!

i%rhups the most amazingthingabout the fake red-shifted

light is that God did it not for the beneflt of all human be-

irigs throughout history but for modern humans' Throughout

h,i..rm history even during the first few centuries in which

telescopes weie available, nobody knew about the red shift

or the 
-big 

bang. God's hard work was done solely for the

benefit oi hrr-rttt who lived in the twentieth century and

afterward-post-Hubble humans, that is. This blends nicely

with the assumptions of many modern fundamentalists, who

believe that we humans, right noq are living in the climactic

End Times, when "signs in the heavens" tell us ofJesus's im-

minent return and the coming ofArmageddon andJudgment

Day. In this view; we contemporary humans are the focus of

God's attention and have been so from the beginning of time'

From the beginning of the universe, God planned for his hard

work to be ievealed to those of us who are alive today' We

who are alive today are the most important people in history,

they think.

In the next installment, we will explore how God created a

beautiful, peaceful Earth4nd then turned it into a monstrous

realm of disease and death. )lou just thought that a Christian

god would have made a beautifirl world, but according to cre-

ationists, God made it uglY- I
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