What Does
the Fossil Record
Tell Us?

he fossil record is an archive
showing the history of life
on Earth. It includes related
data—for example, the na-
ture of the rock layers in
which it is found. Researchers have de-
veloped an impressively large database’
containing not only raw data, but also
interpretations about the remains,
rocks, processes, time involved, and the
supposed ecology of those organisms.
It is important to keep in mind that the
database contains both objective data
and interpretations of it.
How well known is the fossil record?

A recent study” has shown that when the
fossil collector’s curves® are analyzed, the
number of fossil vertebrate and inverte-
brate families described during the past
200 years have shown a continuous in-
crease to more than 3.000 families at
present. On the other hand, the number
of families with both fossil and living
representatives has leveled off at about
1,600 families. This suggests that the
global Phanerozoic (that is, current geo-
logic era) record of fossil metazoans
(multicellular organisms) is still fairly
incomplete; however, it is believed that
the known record is quite representative.
When considering the available

data, great care should be taken in
making interpretations and construct-
ing arguments to support our views. In
the next section, we will discuss some
widely held views that are not sup-
ported by the data.

Dispelling Erroneous Conceptions

As Christian scientists, students, and
teachers, we need to be on the lookout
for “bad science”—claims that are un-
supported by either data or the Scrip-
tures. Examples of erroneous ideas that
have been promoted by some creation-
ists are listed on the next page.
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Misconception 1:

Because the geologic or stratigraphic
(rock layer) column is a construct/theory
based on an evolutionary paradigm, it is
false and likely to mislead us. We noted
earlier that the record is real, the data are
real, and in spite of problems with some
interpretations, the overall stratigraphic
sequence is real. Problems arise from
differences in interpretation regarding
the origin of the observed sequence or
the nature of the processes that pro-
duced the sequence. How could there be
order, some ask, if everything resulted
from a major catastrophe such as a
global flood? However, experience in the
field consistently shows that order is
present in the fossil record. This very
consistency in the ordered sequence is
the reason for the success of various ge-
ological exploration technologies that
are used in the exploitation of mineral
and fossil resources.

Misconception 2:

Fossil reconstructions are full of
errors. In the first years of paleontol-
ogy as a science, many errors were
committed as organisms were recon-
structed based on very few fossil bones,
or when parts that had been discovered
were assigned to a particular organism.
However, today’s reconstructions have
become quite accurate due to the de-
velopment of various subspecialties
and the discovery of vast numbers of
remains on all continents.

Misconception 3:

Dinosaurs are not real. Today, nearly
everyone recognizes that dinosaurs re-
ally existed.* Paleontologists as well as
dinosaur enthusiasts have found thou-
sands of dinosaur fossils, including eggs
and embryos, and recently, organic mol-
ecules, such as the protein collagen, and
what appear to be well-preserved blood
and bone cells and blood vessels.

Misconception 4:

There are human footprints along-
side those of dinosaurs. This notion be-
came very popular (and in some places

remains so) based on claims of such a
discovery in the bedrock at Paluxy
River, Texas. What is not well-known is
that Seventh-day Adventist creation
scientists were the ones who put the ev-
idence to the test and discovered the
fraudulent nature of the human track
claims. As Christians, we must be wary
of claims publicized as “proofs” that are
necessary to sustain our beliefs.

Misconception 5:

The entire fossil record or geologic
column was laid down during the one
year of the biblical flood. Some may have
envisioned the formation of the geologic
column as the result of a single cata-
strophic event, but we now know that
the record is more complex than a single
event could produce. Based on the data,
a reasonable scenario suggests that part
of the lower portion of the record con-
sists of pre-Flood rocks that were not
completely altered or eroded away by the
catastrophe. In the same way, an upper
part of the section most likely represents
the strata and processes that occurred
after the Flood. In this way, a significant
amount of geological activity would be
represented in the “pre-Flood” and the
“post-Flood” rocks.

Misconception 6:

Marine fossils high in the mountains
are proof that the floodwaters covered
the highest peaks and therefore the whole
earth. Those fossils were not strewn
around the mountain peaks as the water
covered them, but were produced when
organisms died in a body of water (or
were washed in) and were then covered
with layers of sediment. Later, those lay-
ers were uplifted during mountain-
forming processes. The fossils or the
sediments that buried them could have
been a direct result of the Flood or a
consequence of Flood-related events.

Misconception 7:

The fossil record proves evolution (or
proves the biblical flood). We like cer-
tainty—the knowledge that we have the
right answers or beliefs. Unfortunately,
science, because of its methods and
limitations, does not provide ultimate
truth, especially regarding theories
such as evolution or Creation, which
have a metaphysical component. What
it can do is provide evidence for aspects
of evolutionary theory, such as the
ways in which similar organisms are
adapted for different environments, or
for catastrophic processes that led to
the extinction of some life forms.

Evidence Consistent With a
Short-Age Geological Model That
Considers Data From the Biblical
Record®

We will now consider some of the ar-
guments that earth scientists have pro-
posed in attempting to develop a degree
of harmony between the biblical record
and the scientific evidence.® At present,
we still experience serious problems
with some unresolved questions.

First, we don’t yet have a satisfactory
overarching detailed model for the de-
velopment of the geologic column and
its fossil record. Hypotheses have been
proposed (for example, trying to fit all
the geologic column in the year of the
Flood, or in an extended Flood model),
but each one has numerous problems
and raises more questions than it an-
swers. Nevertheless, some attempts
have been made,” and this remains an
area of active research.

Second, some major features of the
fossil record are difficult to interpret
within a short time frame.® These in-
clude (1) the existence of fossils with
characteristics that appear to be inter-
mediate between recognized groups of
species (however, some of these
“forms” may have been part of the
original creation); (2) the existence of
an overall fossil sequence, and even
some sequences within certain groups
of fossil organisms; (3) the number of
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fossil families with living representa-
tives, which increases as one moves up-
ward through the geologic column; and
(4) some biogeographic distribution
patterns that prove difficult to explain.

In spite of these problems, there is
abundant evidence suggesting an alter-
native view to that of conventional ge-
ology and paleontology, as described
below.

Evidence 1:

Geological and paleontological data
demonstrate sediment and fossil accu-
mulation through catastrophic processes.
There is increased recognition among
mainstream earth scientists that many
rock strata have formed catastrophically.
Until only a few decades ago, the domi-
nant principle for geological interpreta-
tion was that of uniformitarianism—the
idea that processes in the past occurred
at the same rates as they do in the pres-
ent. However, many scientists have rec-
ognized the problems of this influential
paradigm and have come to accept the
occurrence of many catastrophic events
in the geologic past. Examples of cata-
strophic features include recognition of
well-documented megaflood events
(Lake Missoula,’ Mediterranean Sea, '
and British Channel,'"' among others);

recognition of turbidites (rock units re-
sulting from high-speed subaqueous
flows)'?; rapid accumulation of rhyth-
mites'>—layers of sedimentary rock laid
down with an obvious periodicity—
which were previously interpreted as a
result of slow multiyear deposition or
attributed to yearly seasonal deposition,
such as varves (layers of sediment de-
posited in a body of still water in a single
year); the influence of large-scale vol-
canism in rapid burial events (for exam-
ple, sedimentary accumulation of vol-
canic ash)'; the large-scale effects of
bolide impacts’>—from meteors that hit
the Earth (an amazing number of aster-
oids have hit the Earth and exploded,
causing environmental disruption and
destruction of life). One must keep in
mind that the fossil record is embedded
in rock units possessing these features,
showing that the fossils accumulated in
catastrophic conditions.

Associated with this evidence of
rapid geological activity are many non-
uniformitarian features,'® such as large-
scale sedimentary processes (for exam-
ple, Jurassic Morrison Formation and
associated rock units); global distribu-

tion of marine rocks (with extensive
strata bearing fossils such as trilobites
and ammonites); continent-scale pat-
terns of paleocurrents (for example,
Chinle Formation)'; discontinuities in
the stratigraphic record, such as para-
conformities—gaps in the record with
no apparent evidence for the amount of
time supposedly represented; large-scale
volcanism (for example, Deccan basalts,
India; Columbia River basalts, north-
western U.S.)"; global/regional tectonic
events (for example, mountain uplifting,
plate movements, basin subsidence,
massive sediment supply for basinal in-
filling);" and bolide impacts**—more
than 150 structures of possible extrater-
restrial impact origin since the Precam-
brian, some of which measure up to
250-300 kilometers in diameter (for ex-
ample, Vredefort in South Africa; Chicx-
ulub in Yucatan, Mexico).

Evidence 2:

Fossil preservation and occurrence.
The preservation of abundant organ-
isms, their remains, or evidence of their
activities (such as tracks and burrows)
is very difficult to explain using pres-
ent-day processes (that is, in actualistic
terms), particularly when we consider
the nature of the fossiliferous deposits.
Many features of the fossils themselves
support catastrophic events or rapid
burial processes. A description of these
features follows.

* Abundance of mass mortality events
throughout the record.' Currently, pale-
ontologists recognize that the majority
of these deposits formed catastrophi-
cally. An example of this is the massive
burial of dinosaur remains. Thousands
of bones and complete skeletons have
been discovered. In many cases, sedi-
ments in which these remains are
found contain a significant amount of
volcanic material.

» Worldwide extinction events.?
Throughout the fossil record, there are
many (not only the popular “big five”)
strata that record the sudden disap-
pearance of numerous taxa. For exam-
ple, when discussing extinctions, we
usually refer to popular species like di-
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nosaurs, trilobites,”” and ammonites,
but in reality, there are hundreds of
genera and many more species that not
only have become extinct, but more
significantly have been preserved,
something that is extremely uncom-
mon in present-day conditions.

* Exquisite preservation of organ-
isms.** Complete articulated skeletons
have been found as well as preserved
soft body parts (for example, whale
baleen; internal organs such as those in
the Santana Formation fossilized fish;
articulated shells in both clams and
ostracodes [tiny shrimplike crus-
taceans]). These parts would have de-
cayed rapidly had they been exposed

for long on the surface (on land or
under water). All point to rapid burial
and/or rapid mineralization.

* Opisthotonic posture of many well-
preserved articulated vertebrate skele-
tons. An extreme, dorsally hyperex-
tended posture of the spine, where the
skull and neck are curved over the
back, and strong extension of the tail, is
attributed not to postmortem processes
but rather “death throes”; in turn, the
consequence of unusual chemical
changes in the environment (for exam-
ple, hypoxia, asphyxiation, environ-
mental toxins) that could be reasonably
expected in a catastrophic scenario.

Evidence 3:
Appearance and distribution of fossil
remains. Many types of data relating to

the first occurrence of a fossil organism
or group of organisms, and the subse-
quent distribution of those species in
the record, support the biblical model
well, and in turn present problems for
an evolutionary interpretation.

* The Cambrian explosion.”® The sud-
den appearance of more than 20 phyla
or different types of organisms poses a
major problem for evolutionary theory,
which proposes that all forms of life
came from a single common ancestor.
With no real ancestors farther down in
the geologic record, the evidence sup-
ports a polyphyletic origin of life,””
something one would expect in a model
of creation including different “kinds.”

In fact, while evolutionary theory has
proposed the development of life forms
from a “universal common ancestor,” the
fossil biodiversity trend data in the fossil
record depicts precisely the opposite—
an “inverted tree of life.” Several other
sudden “explosions” present in the fossil
record? suggest the existence of differ-
ent lineages with separate origins. The
diversity we see today may have come
from diversification of the originally
created kinds through a process of “de-
scent with modification,” to use darwin-
istic terminology. (In fact, the biblical
record is not incompatible with eventual
evolutionary change such as microevo-
lution and speciation.?)

* The sudden appearance of complex
body plans and structures. An example
of this is the classic complex optical na-
ture of the trilobite compound eye,
with no “simpler” eye structures found
in the underlying strata.

* The lack of intermediate forms be-
tween major phyla groups. Claimed “evo-
lutionary links” turn out not to be such
even for the paleontologists studying
these fossils. In the past few years, sev-
eral purported “evolutionary links” have
been shown not to be such (for example,
Archaeopteryx and the origin of birds).*
The presence of these morphological
gaps among higher taxonomic categories
actually serves to document the lack of
evolutionary continuity.
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* The occurrence of a number of suc-
cessive strata containing allochthonous
fossil remains (that is, remains that did
not live there but were transported into
place) deposited catastrophically. The fa-
mous Yellowstone “petrified forests™!
are an example—trees that first ap-
peared to be in growth position turned
out to have been transported from else-
where.

* Record of animal activity: The pres-
ence of “ichnofossils” (that is, trace fossils
such as trackways and burrows, larval
cases, and reptile and bird eggs).** This
data is very valuable for the develop-
ment of a depositional model since it
means that, throughout the formation
of the fossil record, some organisms re-
mained alive and active. Even though
this data implies that a certain length of
time has elapsed, it also suggests that
abundant sediment input is needed, as
well as rapid burial processes. In addi-
tion, the abundance of some of these re-
mains (for example, thousands of di-
nosaur tracks and eggs in many different
parts of the world), as well as the nature
of the sediments in which they are pre-
served, suggest unusual, possibly
stressed, environmental conditions that
would correspond to a worldwide cata-
strophic scenario.

A survey of 25 reported fossil pat-
terns and trends in the fossil record has
been published, with an evaluation of
them in relation to evolutionary and
biblical accounts of earth history.” The
study concluded that more research is
needed, but, by comparing the Scrip-
tures and the fossil record, a better un-
derstanding can be developed of the ge-
ologic column.

Conclusion

There is broad agreement among
Christian earth scientists who trust the
biblical account that the general aspect
of the fossil record is catastrophic**—
one of destruction and death. Much
data in the fossil record point to dra-
matically different physical conditions
existing in the past and do not support
a naturalistic evolutionary history of
life on Earth. The sudden appearance

of a diversity of complex life forms and
the lack of morphological continuity
affirm the biblical account of creation
of many different kinds of organisms.
Although there are still many ques-
tions, when the different types of data
(that is, from geology and paleontology
among others) are considered, there is
significant evidence to support an in-
terpretation of earth history that is
consistent with the biblical record. &
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