EDITORIAL

FLOOD STORIES — CAN THEY BE IGNORED?

One of the objections voiced against geologists who believe aflood to be
amajor geologic event of the past (flood geologists) is that they often begin
with the proposition that the hiblical account of the flood is true and then
attempt to fit the scientific datainto that given model. It is sometimes further
implied that religious commitment and biasisthe basisfor selection of datato
fit the concept; hence, oneisnot dealing with afair and open system of inquiry.
While thereis bias and commitment in al broad areas of inquiry, in this case
one needs not turn to the Bible or religion to find support for flood geology.
The idea of a dreadful flood, sometimes called the deluge, is remarkably
entrenched in non-biblical sources. Such sources serve as an independent
basis for evaluating such an event.

Themost important extrabiblical flood account isfound in the Gilgamesh
Epic, the outstanding literary work from ancient Babylon. It was discovered
during archaeol ogical evacuation at Ninevehinthefamouslibrary of theAssyrian
king Ashurbanipal. which dates from about the 7th century B.C. The epic is
written on 12 tabletsin cuneiform (wedge shaped) script of the semitic Akkadian
language. The hero of the story, Gilgamesh, isin search of eternd life and strongly
protests against death. He seeks out Utnapi shtim who has been granted eternal
life because he saved animal and human life at thetime of the great flood.! The
flood account, which isreported on tablet No. 11, isremarkably similar to the
biblical account givenin Genesis. Thereisgeneral agreement among scholars
that the two accounts are rel ated because of close similarities. For instance, in
both accounts: a) the flood is brought on because of evil on earth; b) the flood
isdivinely planned; ) theheroisinstructed to build an ark for the preservation
of mankind and animals; d) aselect group of mankind, animals, and provisions
aretaken into the ark; €) the event is universal;? f) after the flood subsides the
hero releases araven and adove (the Babylonian account also has aswallow;
however, in a different sequence) to test the dryness of the land; g) at the
flood’'s end a sacrifice offered to deity iswell accepted.

The ancient Greeks aso had the concept of a deluge.® Their flood hero,
Deucalion, was advised by hisfather to construct an ark because the god Zeus
wished to destroy mankind. Deucalion and hiswife entered theark after stocking
it with provisions. Zeus caused such a great rain that in nine days it washed
down the greater part of Greece. Most men perished, except afew who fled to
high mountains. Deucalion also survived in his ark. There were other Greek
stories of a deluge. Some scholars distinguished three such events, although
the one associated with Deucalion is the most famous.*
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The Aztecs of Central America also had the concept of one or several
deluges. These flood concepts antedate the 16th-century advent of mission-
aries, who brought the flood story from the Bible. The Aztec legend of
beginnings® includes an original earth which was destroyed by a great flood
caused by therain god Tlaloc. One account indicates that after the creation of
theworld there was a period of 1716 years before its destruction by flood and
lightning.® Severe earthquakesfollowed. Tlazolteolt is*“the woman who sinned
beforethe deluge”, while the flood heroes Nata and Nena escaped the ravages
by building themselves a ship. Others escaped by taking refuge in caverns or
mountaintops. The threat of subsequent deluges was taken very seriously,
and the Aztecs are reported to have sacrificed large numbers of childrento the
rain god Tlaloc as appeasement.

In ancient history amajor flood was not just considered as plausible but
wasfactually incorporated into the thought systems. For instance, man’searly
historical account was often divided into pre-flood and post-flood groupings.
Aristotle wrote about the ravages of the delugein the time of Deucalion. Plato
also mentions the flood which took place in Deucalion’s time.” Later in the
second century A.D., inthetown of Apameaf inAsiaMinor, coinswereissued
which had images of the ark, Noah and hiswife, a dove, etc.® While it seems
likely that there had been Jewish biblical influence by thistime, issuing acoin
to commemorate the delugeindicates how important that event was considered.

The accounts given above represent a minute sample of the available
flood stories. Instead of elaborating further on this theme, consideration will
be given to the objections that have been raised about the authenticity of
these accounts.

One of themost prevalent criticismsisthat these ubiquitousflood accounts
arederived locally, possibly fromlocal floods,*° and are not from aworldwide
event as described in the Bible. The point is difficult to substantiate. It is
probabl e that some of these accountshave alocal origin. Many of themvary in
details, asthe examples given above have shown. However, variations would
be expected if the story originated in AsiaMinor, as seemsto bethe case,™ and
was passed on orally from generation to generation. The oldest accounts and
the onesmost similar to the biblical one are found in AsiaMinor. On the other
hand, certain themes such as a favored family saved, a universal deluge, and
birds sent out to test for dry land, are well distributed over the world.*? These
worldwide characteristic themes challenge the local-flood concept.

In 1929 the British archaeologist Sir Leonard Woolley electrified the
archaeological world when he announced that he had discovered a deposit of
the biblical deluge in his diggings at Ur of the Chaldees in Mesopotamia.
About 40 feet down, Woolley found between layers of human occupation a10-
foot layer of silt and sand that contained no archaeological artifacts. (Other
workersfound asimilar layer at Kish and at several other ancient Mesopotamian
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cities.) Woolley interpreted thislayer to be caused by the flood of Noah, which
he considered to belocal rather than worldwide. His concept has not survived
careful scrutiny. The deposit that Woolley found was too young to fit even
with biblical dating for the flood. Besides, it could not even be found all over
the town of Ur. The other deposits at Kish and elsewhere turned out to be
younger than the oneat Ur.® These are very localized deposits which do not fit
the cataclysm usually depicted in flood stories.

Another objection to the validity of flood stories is that they may have
resulted form theinfluence of missionariestraveling over theworld spreading
their biblical teachings. Whilethisisrecognized to bethe caseinafew instances,
it isan objection that is not taken very seriously, since most of these deluge
accounts antedate the advent of Christian missionaries.

Some suggest that the biblical flood account is based on Babylonian and
earlier myths, instead of an actual event.* There is no question that the
Babylonian and biblical accountsarerelated, since so many detailsare similar
in both. Conversely, it has been suggested that the Babylonian accounts were
based on the biblical one. One could assumethisfor later versions, such asthe
Gilgamesh Epic probably dating from the 7th century B.C. Thisproposition has
not stood the test of more recent inquiry since Sumerian textsthat precede the
Babylonian texts and the earliest assumed time for the writing of the biblical
text have been found. The biblical Genesisaccount was probably written about
the 15th century B.C., while some Sumerian flood tablets most likely originated
many centuries earlier.’> Sumerian writing isthe oldest literature known, and it
isof interest that here also we find a flood account.

In support of the view that the biblical account is based on Babylonian
myths, attempts have been made to show Babylonian influenceson thebiblical
text. Such efforts are rather poor arguments, since similarities of terminology
purporting relationship between the two are not unique.’®* One must also
recognizethat in comparison to the Sumerian and Babylonian stories, thereare
unique aspectsto thebiblical account. The Bible givesthe most detailed account
available and isfiercely monotheistic (one God), while the other accounts are
strongly polytheistic (many gods).

More significant to the question of the origin of flood storiesisthe proposal
by Alexander Heidel of the Oriental Institute of the University of Chicago!’ that
these flood legends all have acommon origin. While Heidel feelsthispointis
not proven, there is one factor that belies all other explanations; namely: how
can one explain theworldwide dominance of storiesabout thiskind of catastro-
pheif it did not have acommon basis? A common origin®® lends confirmation to
the biblical model, according to which the flood story would be spread from
Asia Minor by the few survivors of the flood as they repopulated the earth.
The Genesis account would a so be based on the event itself.
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Some 270 flood stores have been recorded around theworld.*® Theliterature
discussing them is abundant.? Their geographical distribution isnot uniform,
but is generally worldwide. They are most common in Asia, islands south of
Asia, and the New World, being found from Tierra del Fuego to north of the
Arctic Circle. They aremorerarein Africaand Europe. Specificlocalitieswhere
they are especialy noted include Egypt, Greece, Persia, Syria, Italy, Wales,
Scandinavia, Russia, India, China, Mexico, Indonesia, New Guinea, Melanesia,
Polynesia, Micronesiaand Australia.

Many scholarstestify to the fact that accounts of adeluge are essentially
coexistent with nearly all of the human family. What ismore significant istheir
unusual abundance. Even those who do not believe in a worldwide deluge
acknowledge this. Albright speaks of the “extraordinary diffusion of deluge
stories over theworld.”? Gaster states: “Legends of aprimeval deluge...area
feature of almost all primitive mythol ogies’;? Woods states that these accounts
“are remarkably frequent in the folklore of the ancient literature of peoples
scattered over the greater part of the world”;?* and Huggett, in his book on
flood concepts, reflectsthe same when he comments: “ It isexceedingly difficult
to say just why so many ancient cultures should believe in cataclysms.” %

Stith Thompson has compiled and organized motifsinfolk literatureinto a
monumental five-volumetreatise.?® Thislisting includes some 33,000 specific
motifs, al of which have referenced accounts. Theliterature dealing with past
world calamities shows a definite preponderance of comment concerning the
deluge, both in terms of motifs and references. The number of references for
specific causes of past world calamities in Thompson's Index is as follows:
deluge 122, fire 19, continuouswinter 6, large stones 2, misc. 4. It isnoteworthy
that common causes of calamities such as earthquakes, volcanic eruptions,
pestilence, and drought are not listed. This also testifies to the remarkable
commonness of flood traditions which have been present from the time of
man'’s earliest writing to the present. One could hardly expect that accounts of
major catastrophesfrom all over the world would be so selective of onetheme
of catastrophe if it had not been based on an actual worldwide event. This
dominance strains the proposal that these accounts arose locally.

Whether one is aflood geologist, a no-flood geologist, or otherwise, the
flood cannot bereadily discarded asanincidental historical event. Furthermore,
guestions concerning this event are the bases of much of the controversy
between creation and evol ution. Creationists use this event to explain much of
the data for which mainstream geologists propose geologic time and
evolutionary trendsin fossils. It turns out that this event has rather impressive
non-biblical authentication. Any system of explanation for originscanill afford
to deny the deluge.

Ariel A. Roth
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