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Introduction
In this paper I will be investigating the personal cosmologies of a small group of Christians, where the term ‘cosmology’ here means a person’s understanding or beliefs about the nature of the universe and its origin.
The Christian Bible contains a number of cosmological statements, including the creation account in Genesis 1-2 and the account of the appearance of the Star of Bethlehem in Matthew 2, however the interpretation of these accounts is known to widely differ among Christians. For example, Erickson defines five different interpretations of the creation account that are commonly held by professing Christians, namely: gap theory, flood theory, ideal-time theory, age-day theory and pictorial-day theory.[footnoteRef:1] In addition to this, there are less commonly held beliefs including that the 12 signs of the Zodiac tell the story of Jesus’s birth and death,[footnoteRef:2] and that Flat Earth beliefs are biblical.[footnoteRef:3] Regarding the Star of Bethlehem, some Christians believe that it was supernatural,[footnoteRef:4] others that it can be explained scientifically as a supernova[footnoteRef:5] or comet[footnoteRef:6] or as Kepler suggested a conjunction of objects.[footnoteRef:7], [footnoteRef:8] A growing recognition that astrology may provide a clue has led to scholarship in this area,[footnoteRef:9],[footnoteRef:10],[footnoteRef:11] and the idea that the Star of Bethlehem is astrological in nature has been accepted and reported in the Christian press.[footnoteRef:12]  [1:  Millard J. Erickson, Christian Theology, 2nd edn. (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 1998), pp. 406-407.]  [2:  Deana L. Weibel, ‘Astronauts as Chosen People: Religious Ways of Understanding the Astronaut Experience and Life After Space’, in Religion and Outer Space, ed. by Eric Michael Mazur and Sarah McFarland Taylor (London and New York: Routledge, 2024), pp. 216-232 (p. 227).]  [3:  Daniel J. Clark, Behind the Curve [documentary]. 2018 <https://www.amazon.co.uk/Behind-Curve-Mark-Sargent/dp/B07KPMSDTH> [accessed 30 April 2024].]  [4:  Got Questions, What was the star of Bethlehem? (2023) <https://www.gotquestions.org/star-of-Bethlehem.html> [accessed 1 May 2024].]  [5:  F. J. Tipler, ‘The Star of Bethlehem: a type Ia/Ic supernova in the Andromeda galaxy?’, The Observatory, 125 (2005), 168-174.]  [6:  Colin J. Humphreys, ‘The Star of Bethlehem - a Comet in 5 BC - and the Date of the Birth of Christ’, Quarterly Journal of the Royal Astronomical Society, 32 (1991), 389-407.]  [7:  W. Burke-Gaffney, ‘Kepler and the Star of Bethlehem’, Journal of the Royal Astronomical Society of Canada, 31 (1937), 417-425 <https://articles.adsabs.harvard.edu/pdf/1937JRASC..31..417B> [accessed 1 May 2024].]  [8:  Costantino Sigismondi, ‘Mira Ceti and the Star of Bethlehem’, Quodlibet, 4 (2002).]  [9:  Bernadette Brady, ‘The Star of Bethlehem and Luke’s Shepherds: an Exploration of the Astrological Features of the Two Nativity Stories’, Ancient Cosmologies and Modern Prophets: Proceedings of the 20th Conference of the European Society for Astronomy in Culture (Ljubljano: Slovene Anthropological Society, 2013) 443-456.]  [10:  Michael R. Molnar, The Star of Bethlehem (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2013).]  [11:  Richard Coates, ‘A linguist’s angle on the Star of Bethlehem’, Astronomy & Geophysics, 49.5 (2008), 5.27–5.32 <DOI: 10.1111/j.1468-4004.2008.49527.x>.]  [12:  Gordon Govier, ‘O Subtle Star of Bethlehem’, Christianity Today, 58 (2014), 19 <https://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=a9h&AN=99668723&site=ehost-live&scope=site> [accessed 1 May 2024].] 

[bookmark: _Hlk166231185]The research group is centred on a non-denominational ladies’ Bible study group in a village in south-east England. The group members attend a variety of churches in the local area and during the Covid-19 pandemic and the resultant move to online meetings, reintroduced former members who had moved away from the area. After the pandemic, the group continued to meet in a hybrid fashion. The group has a WhatsApp group to enable communication between meetings.

Literature Review
While there are numerous academic and popular books which discuss Christianity and cosmology,[footnoteRef:13],[footnoteRef:14],[footnoteRef:15] there has been little sociological research into the actual beliefs held by practising Christians. [13:  Eric Michael Mazur and Sarah McFarland Taylor, eds, Religion and Outer Space (London and New York: Routledge, 2024).]  [14:  Olli-Pekka Vainio, Cosmology in Theological Perspective: Understanding Our Place in the Universe (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2018).]  [15:  Edgar Andrews, Who Made God? Searching for a Theory of Everything (Darlington: EP Books, 2009).] 

The texts of both the Old and New Testaments show a strong connection with lunar cycles, for example, Passover and hence also Easter are tied to the first full moon after the spring equinox. This and other events in the Christian calendar led Campion to argue for ‘strong evidence of the incorporation of pagan astrological concepts.’[footnoteRef:16] Despite this there has been few studies as to the level of astrological belief among Christians, most notably Brink’s study into girls at a Roman Catholic school,[footnoteRef:17] and Mencken, Bader and Kim’s study into paranormal beliefs among ‘conventional’ US Christians.[footnoteRef:18] [16:  Nicholas Campion, Astrology and Cosmology in the World’s Religions (New York: New York University Press, 2012), p. 165.]  [17:  Brink, T. L., ‘Inconsistency of Belief among Roman Catholic Girls: Concerning Religion, Astrology, Reincarnation’, Review of Religious Research, 20 (1978), 82-85.]  [18:  F. Carson Mencken, Christopher D. Bader and Ye Jung Kim, ‘Round Trip to Hell in a Flying Saucer: The Relationship between Conventional Christian and Paranormal Beliefs in the United States’, Sociology of Religion, 70 (2009), 65-85, in CrossRef <https://api.istex.fr/ark:/67375/HXZ-MWVJ6FTZ-8/fulltext.pdf>.] 

Other areas that have been investigated are Christian beliefs in reincarnation amongst Quakers and those attending spiritualist churches,[footnoteRef:19] a belief in reincarnation among Christian high-school teachers in the US,[footnoteRef:20] paranormal beliefs among ‘conventional’ Christians,[footnoteRef:21] beliefs in fortune-telling and omens in a group of elderly, mostly Methodist women,[footnoteRef:22] and creationism as a belief held by both American high-school teachers[footnoteRef:23] and students.[footnoteRef:24]  [19:  Tony Walter and Helen Waterhouse, ‘A very Private Belief: Reincarnation in Contemporary England’, Sociology of Religion, 60 (1999), 187-197, in CrossRef <https://api.istex.fr/ark:/67375/HXZ-H9SWL3VL-W/fulltext.pdf>.]  [20:  Raymond A. Eve and Dana Dunn, ‘Psychic Powers, Astrology & Creationism in the Classroom? Evidence of Pseudoscientific Beliefs among High School Biology & Life Science Teachers’, The American Biology Teacher, 52 (1990), 10-21.]  [21:  Mencken, Bader and Kim, ‘Round Trip to Hell in a Flying Saucer’.]  [22:  Gillian Bennett, ‘If I Knew You were Coming, I’d have Baked a Cake’, in Out of the Ordinary (Utah State University Press, 1995), pp. 122 <https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.2307/j.ctt46nwn8.13>.]  [23:  Eve and Dunn, ‘Psychic Powers, Astrology & Creationism’.]  [24:  J. Egan and L. Francis, ‘Does Creationism Commend the Gospel? A Developmental Study among 11-17 Year Olds’, Religious Education, 87 (1992), 19-27.] 

It has been my, admittedly purely anecdotal, experience that many of the Christians I encounter have very mainstream beliefs, more aligned with the secular, scientific understanding of the Universe. Although Christians who hold view such as those described above as well as Flat Earth beliefs[footnoteRef:25] and beliefs that the Zodiac foretells the Gospel can be found,[footnoteRef:26],[footnoteRef:27] it has been my personal experience that such people are outliers. It was therefore my intention, in embarking on the present study to ascertain whether my perceptions of my fellow Christians were correct, or whether they privately subscribed to differing viewpoints as suggested by Walter and Waterhouse.[footnoteRef:28]  [25:  Rachel Brazil, ‘Fighting Flat-Earth Theory,’ Physics World, 33.7 (2020), 35–39 (p. 36).]  [26:  Joseph A. Seiss, The Gospel in the Stars (Grand Rapids, Kregel Classics, 2021).]  [27:  E. W. Bullinger, The Witness of the Stars (Grand Rapids, Kregel Classics, 2003).]  [28:  Walter and Waterhouse, ‘A Very Private Belief’, p. 187.] 

Methods
Study site
The study site was centred around a ladies’ Bible study group in a village close to Milton Keynes. The village has two churches: a Methodist and a Church of England church. The Bible study group itself is non-denominational, but is led by a congregant of the village’s Church of England church. Members join the group informally through either attending one of the churches or through being invited by an existing member. The group has been meeting for over 20 years, meaning that a number of former members have moved away from the area. As former members moved away to other areas or different churches, group members remained in contact via social media, letters and email. With the advent of the Covid-19 pandemic, the group began using Skype for meetings. The online nature of the meetings allowed former members who were normally too distant to attend regularly to re-engage. Once the pandemic restrictions were lifted, the group continued to meet in hybrid fashion – with local members attending a member’s house and more distant members attending virtually. Along with these hybrid meetings, the group makes use of a WhatsApp group to allow communication between meetings.
This study site was selected as I am, myself, a member. I am therefore studying this group as an insider/outsider[footnoteRef:29]. I have deep knowledge of the group and its social norms (an insider with an emic perspective), but I am attempting to bring a more scientific or etic lens to studying their beliefs, as an outsider might. [29:  Thomas M. Kersen, ‘Insider/Outsider: The Unique Nature of the Sociological Perspective and Practice’, Journal of Applied Social Science, 10.2 (2016), 104-112 (pp. 107-108) <DOI: 10.1177/1936724415626961>.] 

The data were collected in two phases. The initial data collection consisted of a questionnaire from which data were collected from 4 April 2024 until 18 April 2024. The second data collection phase was undertaken through detailed interviews from 18 April 2024 until 19 April 2024.
Study design
The study had a sequential mixed-method study design[footnoteRef:30] comprising a questionnaire to perform quantitative research into the study group and then a set of interviews to undertake more detailed qualitative research. In this way, the qualitative aspect of the study is designed to ascertain the ‘underlying behaviour, decisions, perceptions and motivations’[footnoteRef:31] uncovered in the quantitative aspect of the study. [30:  Monique Hennink, Inge Hutter and Ajay Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, 2nd edn. (London: SAGE, 2020), p. 43.]  [31:  Hennink, Hutter and Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, p. 44.] 

Study population
The members of the Bible study group are women aged from early 30s to retirement. Their other defining characteristic is their Christian belief. The reside all over the United Kingdom and have a variety of nationalities. They therefore provided an ideal group to study the belief within Christians. The group is tightly knit and cohesive and I was unsure whether this would be reflected in a broad agreement in their beliefs or whether there would be the wider diversity of beliefs that reflects the positions outlined in my literature review above. The only inclusion criterion was therefore that the questionnaire participants were Christians of any denomination. For ethical reasons, any participants younger than 18 were excluded from the study.
	Participant recruitment was mainly undertaken via promotion of the questionnaire in the Bible study group’s WhatsApp group. Because some members did not use smart phones I encouraged ‘snowballing’ of the study group and the promotion of the study to Christians not in the WhatsApp group. This had the effect of mitigating for the known low response rates for questionnaires, whereby the average response rates for questionnaires reported in journal articles is 33.3-44.6%.[footnoteRef:32] To maximize the participation rate I decided that although the core group was a ladies’ Bible study group, that I would allow responses from men, most likely the husbands and family members of the women involved. A total of 13 participants gave responses to the questionnaire. [32:  Brady Lund, ‘The questionnaire method in systems research: an overview of sample sizes, response rates and statistical approaches utilized in studies’, VINE Journal of Information and Knowledge Management Systems, 53.1 (2023), 1-10 (p. 2) <DOI:10.1108/VJIKMS-08-2020-0156>.] 

	For the interview participants I approached questionnaire participants who had agreed to be interviewed and supplied contact details in the final question. I had a total of four participants agree to be approached – one did not supply a correct email address, a second later decided against participating, and the interviews were conducted with the remaining two participants.
	This was a small study, focused (by design) on a small Bible study group with a WhatsApp group membership of 14. The study is therefore not more widely generalizable to the Christian population as a whole. Additionally, saturation[footnoteRef:33] was not reached, with little overlap in beliefs between the two interviewees and the full spectrum of possible Christian beliefs outlined in the literature review not being detected in the quantitative research. [33:  Hennink, Hutter and Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, pp. 108-111.] 

Data collection
The questionnaire was collected via a Google Forms document that was linked to a Google Sheets spreadsheet. This method was selected due to cost-effectiveness and ease of use – both by the question writer (myself) and the questionnaire participants. The questionnaire included some demographic questions including age ranges, gender and denominational affiliation (if any, not all Christians define themselves as aligned to any one denomination), and then a variety of questions to investigate the research area. All the questions were optional and could be skipped entirely.
	The demographic questions were presented as category (e.g. age)[footnoteRef:34] or category with open response (e.g. Christian denomination), with Prefer not to answer being an available option for all participants.  [34:  Judith Bell with Stephen Waters, Doing Your Research Project: A Guide for First-time Researchers, 6th edn. (Maidenhead: Open University Press, 2014), p. 159.] 

	To ascertain strength of feeling, I presented each of beliefs regarding the creation of the world by Erickson[footnoteRef:35] and three potential beliefs as to the nature of the Star of Bethlehem (natural, supernatural and astrological) as statements that participants could then give a score via a 5-point Likert scale,[footnoteRef:36] where 1 is very strongly agree and 5 is very strongly disagree. Accompanying each set of questions were options to give further detail in an open response box, allowing for the capture of beliefs in an extended way, beyond the limitations of the Likert questions.[footnoteRef:37]   [35:  Erickson, Christian Theology, pp. 406-407.]  [36:  Bell with Waters, Doing Your Research Project, p. 163.]  [37:  Bell with Waters, Doing Your Research Project, p. 159.] 

	A pilot study was undertaken[footnoteRef:38] with two participants to ensure that the survey operated as intended and that there was no ambiguity in the questions. [38:  Bell with Waters, Doing Your Research Project, pp. 167-168.] 

	The questionnaire was distributed initially via the sharing of the Google Forms URL within the WhatsApp group used by the group. The questionnaire is included in the Appendix.
	Participants for the interview were selected via the input of their contact details to a short text response in the final question of the questionnaire. Four participants were initially happy to be interviewed. One participant entered yes, but provided no email address so were uncontactable. Wanting to allow participants to give answers that they might be nervous of revealing more openly, I had promised participants full anonymity, even from me, unless they explicitly gave their email addresses and in the spirit of providing full anonymity to participants I had set the Google Form to be fully anonymous and did not collect emails on entry, which is an optional setting in the settings for Google Forms. With hindsight, it may have worked better to collect email addresses on entry to the Google Form and promise to anonymise the recorded data and any written and published material arising from the data. One questionnaire participant decided against participating in the interview process and their email address was deleted from the data. The remaining two participants were happy to continue with the interview process. These participants were presented with a document explaining their rights and my responsibilities with regard to the data they were providing to me, the contents of which reflected the contents of the rights and responsibilities text presented to participants at the beginning of the questionnaire.[footnoteRef:39] The participants were also verbally reassured prior to the commencement of the interview that it could be stopped at any point for any reason. [39:  Bell with Waters, Doing Your Research Project, p. 169.] 

	Interviews were conducted over the phone and were recorded for later transcription. The interviews were largely freeform and open-ended and expanded upon the answers that had been given by the participants in the questionnaire. The interviews took 45 minutes to 1 hour.
	I attempted to present myself as being as impartial as possible in my questionnaire and during the interview process. However, as an insider to this group myself, I am well known to most of the study participants. They are all aware of my educational background in physics and astronomy and my current work as a physics tutor for the Open University, I became aware that, given this isn’t an area that we have discussed much as a group, they may have made assumptions that I believed the scientific view to be the ‘correct’ one and that my interest in this subject may not have been as impartial as I intended it to be. As a consequence, I became concerned that they therefore may not have felt that they could be as honest with me as I would have liked. I also became aware very early on that being an insider to the group may have created an additional barrier when one respondent, Participant B, noted that:
How the earth was formed is interesting and can potentially be helpful in looking after the world. I do not believe how the earth was formed was important though. Therefore I have no strong feelings of agreement or disagreement. Strong feelings are a waste of time and energy and the cause of too much ill feeling. Where we go from here is far more important than how we got here.

Participant B did not grant permission to be interviewed further, so I cannot be sure, but the concern about the potential for ‘too much ill feeling’, suggests a primary concern for Christian unity, which is perhaps not surprising in an ecumenical Bible study group. I wondered whether my probing into an area in which there is often little agreement even within a particular church might have been seen as possibly taking a path that could lead to stirring up division, an action that is condemned by the Apostle Paul:
I appeal to you, brothers and sisters, in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that all of you agree with one another in what you say and that there be no divisions among you, but that you be perfectly united in mind and thought.[footnoteRef:40] [40:  1 Cor 1:10, New International Version. (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 2000).] 


I therefore wondered whether my being an insider to the group had influenced participants to give responses that they might not have provided had I been a non-Christian or an academic researcher whose beliefs were entirely unknown to them.[footnoteRef:41]  [41:  Hennink, Hutter and Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, p. 19.] 

Data analysis
This study uses a mixed-methods approach. Much of the questionnaire naturally provides quantitative data (with some qualitative open responses), while the interviews are entirely qualitative. I will therefore discuss the approach taken with respect to the quantitative aspect of the project first, before discussing that for the qualitative aspects, which are presented together.
	The arithmetic mean was calculated for two demographic features: the age of the participants and the number of years that they had been Christians. Participants had not entered these values directly, but had selected from pre-set ranges. I therefore followed the process given by Bell with Waters to find the arithmetic mean of data using intervals by using the mid-point of each interval and multiplying by the frequency in each age class.[footnoteRef:42] This process is slightly complicated by the final interval of the age covering all those over the age of 70 and the final interval for years as a Christian being over 30, in these instances I took the arbitrary mid-points to be 75 and 35 respectively. With this study being so small other measures of central tendency such the mode and range[footnoteRef:43] were less valid and more open to misinterpretation. This same approach was undertaken with the Likert scaled questions and the arithmetic mean is presented along with the frequency of answers for each question in Table 1 as a mechanism for showing the strength of agreement or disagreement with each stated belief for the studied group as a whole. [42:  Bell with Waters, Doing Your Research Project, pp. 233-239.]  [43:  Bell with Waters, Doing Your Research Project, p. 234.] 

	The Google Forms survey outputted all the entered data into a Google Sheets spreadsheet. Despite this being only a small study, this proved unwieldy to work with, so I created template summary sheets.[footnoteRef:44] The data from the Google Sheets was transferred to the summary sheets so that there was one summary sheet per participant including all their answers, there were summary sheets for each open response question. This allowed me to see the variety of responses to the open response questions in a more convenient format, but also to see how an individual open response fitted into a participant’s overall worldview as described in their questionnaire responses. The participant summary sheets were named A-M in the order that they were captured by the Google Sheet and those letters are used when their statements are used in this essay. [44:  Bell with Waters, Doing Your Research Project, p. 231.] 

	The verbatim transcripts of the participants who agreed to be interviewed were transcribed into a Google Doc according to the guidance provided by Hennink et al.[footnoteRef:45] and given a pseudonym: Abigail for the first interviewee and Beverley for the second. [45:  Hennink, Hutter and Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, pp. 213-218.] 

	With both the open response questions and the interview transcripts I sought to use the grounded theory approach whereby I tried to allow any meanings and processes behind the participants’ beliefs to emerge from the data organically and iteratively.[footnoteRef:46] Regarding the coding process, I began with deductive strategies.[footnoteRef:47] I used the literature review to formulate the questions for the survey hoping to extract from the open ended responses the reasoning of those who highly favoured one theory over another. This then prompted a switch to inductive strategies for code generation[footnoteRef:48] as I noticed a) the connections between the beliefs held and the more detailed explanations provided in the open response answers and b) the repetition of ideas and beliefs across participant responses. The identified codes were then validated according to the advice of Hennink et al. (i.e. relevant, represents the issue well, in the data repeatedly, raised by participants).[footnoteRef:49] Since this study was small, a computer-assisted qualitative data analysis software (CAQDAS)[footnoteRef:50] application was not used during the coding process, instead Word functionality including highlighted and commenting text was used to mark-up extracts as required.  [46:  Hennink, Hutter and Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, pp. 211-212.]  [47:  Hennink, Hutter and Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, pp. 220-221.]  [48:  Hennink, Hutter and Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, pp. 221-224.]  [49:  Hennink, Hutter and Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, p. 224.]  [50:  Hennink, Hutter and Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, p. 229.] 

Ethical approval
Ethical approval was granted by the University of Wales Trinity Saint David. Participants were provided with information about how their data would be used and were told they could withdraw consent at any time. The participants comments and transcripts were anonymised with the use of letters (for the questionnaire participants) and pseudonyms (for the interviewees).
Study limitations
The study was limited due to its small size. It was a representative sample of the group itself, but there are not sufficient participants to make more generalizable to the wider Christian community.
Results
There was a total of 13 participants in the questionnaire, 10 female and 3 male, with a mean age of 53 years (using the mid-point of each interval and taking the mid-point of the over 70 interval to be 75 and multiplying by the frequency in each age class).[footnoteRef:51] Regarding denominational affiliation, by far the most common response was Other (6 participants), with several small denominations as well respondents who considered themselves non-denominational. The other respondents were Baptist, Roman Catholic and Church of England/Anglican. The participants had been Christians for an average of 29 years and none had been Christians for less than 5 years. [51:  Bell with Waters, Doing Your Research Project, p. 236.] 

	The results of the Likert scale questions as to the participants’ beliefs in the creation of the world and the nature of the star of Bethlehem are displayed in Table 1 below.

	Table 1: The strength of belief of Christians regarding the creation of the world and the star of Bethlehem

	Beliefs
	1 - Strongly agree
	2 - Agree
	3 - Neither agree nor disagree
	4 - Disagree
	5 - Strongly disagree
	Arithmetic mean

	Gap theory: a literal 6-day creation that took place billions of years ago.
	1
	1
	5
	1
	5
	3.6

	Age-day theory: a 6 ‘day’ creation where the 'days' were not literal but extended time periods.
	1
	3
	3
	1
	5
	3.9

	Flood theory: creation occurred only a few thousand years ago and the geological layers in the earth can be explained by a global flood.
	2
	2
	4
	1
	4
	3.2

	Ideal-time theory: creation occurred only a few thousand years ago but the geological layers in the earth can be explained because God wanted to make the earth look mature.
	0
	3
	3
	0
	7
	3.8

	Pictorial-day theory: Genesis 1 and 2 are pictorial and for literary effect only. They should not be read as an actual account of the creation of the world at all.
	2
	4
	0
	3
	4
	3.2

	The star of Bethlehem can be scientifically explained as an actual bright star, supernova, or comet.
	4
	4
	4
	0
	1
	2.2

	The star of Bethlehem can only be explained by a supernatural event, e.g. an angel.
	2
	0
	8
	1
	2
	3.1

	Some people believe that the star of Bethlehem, being understood by the Magi, was therefore an astrological event.
	5
	4
	3
	0
	1
	2.1



It is immediately obvious from Table 1 that the scores for the creation aspect of the questionnaire are centred around the mid-range of neither agree nor disagree across all the questions. This not only reflects a broadly equal distribution with similar numbers of participants agreeing and disagreeing with each theory, but has come about because a number of participants explicitly refused to be drawn into selecting a favourite theory or liked versus disliked theories and selected ‘neither agree nor disagree’ for all the Likert questions except the pictorial-day theory which was notably polarising.
Participant B was one of these participants who took no position on the theories presented. Recall earlier, Participant B’s assertion that they did ‘not believe how the earth was formed was important’. Participant B elaborated further when explaining their feelings regarding the possible nature of the Star of Bethlehem and that the nature of the star is not as important as the existence of the star:
Again, what The Star of Bethlehem was is not as important as the need to believe that there was a star. If it can be scientifically proved that there was something that could have been the star then great! It might convict some people who are more science based thinkers. I believe that God can do anything anyway so if He wanted to use a star He would have.

This was an opinion echoed by Participant G who strongly agreed with flood theory and rejected all other theories, but nevertheless said:
We are infinitely small with little understanding of time and space, theories are constantly shifting, so we cannot base our beliefs on those. One thing I know to be true is that there is a spiritual dimension co-existing alongside our view of reality … the spiritual reality is more true than the physical world we presently inhabit.

Those on the opposite side of the literal-antiliteralism division[footnoteRef:52] also see a distinction between the material world and their faith. For example, Participant L, who subscribed to the pictorial-day theory and rejected the alternatives, stated that while God was the creator of the Universe, that did not mean that the text of the Old Testament should be interpreted literally: [52:  Ralph W. Wood Jr., Peter C. Hill and Bernard Spilka, The Psychology of Religion: An Empirical Approach, 4th edn. (New York: The Guilford Press, 2009)] 

I personally believe that God created the Big Bang and then observed the universe unfolding. The Old Testament and therefore Genesis too, should, if used to answer a theological question, [be] treated with extreme caution and almost never be taken literally.

Interviewee Beverley, also a believer in the pictorial-day theory similarly believed in a creator God, but, drawing on their education in the humanities viewed the Genesis account as a simplification for human minds:
I think the creation account is from a human, earthly perspective. Genesis is not meant to be read as a scientific paper. I think the universe was created by God, but I think Genesis is a simplification.

While the previously mentioned participants grounded their beliefs in God as a creator, other participants linked their beliefs to other attributes of God. For example, Participant G cited their belief that God would not have used a method that could disprove Him as their reason for believing in a universal flood:
I do not believe we can actually state how old the world and the universe is, however, I believe the Biblical account, and that the universal flood in the time of Noah accounts for a lot of what is commonly believed to support the theory of evolution.… I do not believe God would have employed a method used to disprove Himself.

This was also mentioned by interviewee Abigail who likewise referred to a belief in the truthfulness of God:
I mean there are passages in the Bible that say there is no falsehood in God. God doesn’t lie. So, so if God says this is how he created the world um I daren’t disagree with him. Um so he, he. The most basic reading, for me, of of the Bible is that he created the universe, the world in 7, 6 days and rested on the seventh. It kind of reads like it's supposed to be a literal six-day creation.

Returning again to Table 1, while the group held varying beliefs regarding the creation of the Universe, there was a noticeable agreement that the Star of Bethlehem could be explained either scientifically or astrologically or both. Representative of the participants who held this belief was Participant E who strongly agreed with the scientific, supernatural and astrological theories and stated:
I believe that it was a supernatural astrological event. It was miraculous that three planets coincided and reflected the sun at the precise times when it did. Apparently the same star appeared at the birth of King David and is predicted to appear again in a certain year.

Beverley argued for all three theories as well and explained how even a scientific explanation does not rule out divine intervention due to His omniscience:
I think it could have been a bit of all three. If it was scientific then when God created the star He knew it would be increasing in brightness at just the right time.
Discussion
This essay has sought to investigate the cosmological views of a small group of Christians by investigating their thoughts about theories around the creation of the world and the nature of the star of Bethlehem. The demographic questions at the beginning of the questionnaire captured age, gender, denominational background and length of time that each participant had been a Christian, however there were no discernible correlations of answers to the Likert questions and open response questions between or across demographic groupings. It is possible that in a larger study that demographic differences are found, but with such a small study there are too few members for any generalisations to be made.
	A consistent theme running throughout the opinions highlighted in the Results section of this essay is the importance of the participants’ beliefs as to the character and attributes of God when discussing their cosmological beliefs. For example, Participants B and G highlighted that for them the spiritual realm was more important and ‘more true’ than the material world we live in. This is a viewpoint than can be traced back to Ambrose of Milan (337-397) who similarly argued that ‘it is enough to believe that God has created the world’[footnoteRef:53] and that the exact processes God used in the world’s creation are not important. [53:  Vainio, Cosmology in Theological Perspective: Understanding Our Place in the Universe, p. 37.] 

	Other participants, such as Participant L and Beverley believed that role of God as creator was important, but that Christians should be judicious in their use of the Bible. Beverley argued for the use of Genesis in its appropriate context, arguing that it was never written as a scientific treatise and should not be treated as such. Beverley argued that the creation story is God’s ‘simplification’ for human minds that were not ready for modern physics theories such as general relativity and quantum mechanics. This is in the school of thought followed by theologians such as John Walton, which teaches that God is careful to reveal only that which a culture is capable of understanding scientifically.[footnoteRef:54] As Participant H, a strong believer of the gap theory said, ‘we only know in part’, a reference to 1 Corinthians.[footnoteRef:55] Interestingly, despite their beliefs of the creation theories being diametrically opposed, this was something that Participant G alluded to when mentioning that ‘theories are constantly shifting’.[footnoteRef:56] [54:  Vainio, Cosmology in Theological Perspective: Understanding Our Place in the Universe, p. 18.]  [55:  1 Cor 13:9, New International Version. (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 2000).]  [56:  Vainio, Cosmology in Theological Perspective: Understanding Our Place in the Universe, p. 58.] 

	Other traits mentioned by participants included the omniscience of God, for example Beverley’s statement that ‘He knew it would be increasing at brightness at just the right time’, and God’s omnipotence, for example Participant B’s statement that ‘God can do anything anyway’.
Conclusion
In a short, small study of this type I was never going to uncover theories and ideas that would be generalizable to the wider Christian community. However, there were several interesting points that arose from the research.
	Firstly, I was surprised at the diversity of opinions in such a small group. I did not uncover believers in a Flat Earth or that the Zodiac reveals the Gospel story, although perhaps I should have directly asked as it is possible that participants could have believed those ideas and did not volunteer it. I found participants who strongly agreed with every theory of creation except the ideal-age theory, although several agreed more moderately with it. I also discovered that several members neither agreed nor disagreed with most of the suggested theories, pointing out that spiritual matters in the present are more important than what happened in the past. What united the participants isn’t their beliefs per se, but the grounding of their beliefs in their personal conceptions of the attributes of God. Some rejected theories because they viewed them as making God look dishonest, others referred to God’s revelatory nature and that in our current state we see only in part and through a mirror dimly and hence we should not expect God’s creation activities, however they were undertaken, to be written about in the style of a modern scientific journal.
	Secondly, I was struck by the acceptance of this group that the Star of Bethlehem could have been an astrological event or a combined scientific astrological event. It would have been interesting to have investigated further how this acceptance of astrology extends within the group. I did not ask more detailed questions about the group’s acceptance of astrology in the questionnaire as I was wanting to keep the survey brief and I had anticipated that the group would believe in a supernatural star – a theory that was mostly rejected by the participants. It would be interesting to run the study again with a bigger group of Christians over a longer time and with a slightly extended questionnaire.
	Finally, I was intrigued by Participant E’s assertion that there was a similar star for David’s birth that will reappear in the future. I am not familiar with this idea and am not sure where it has come from or how widespread it is. It would be interesting to discover if this is a common belief as part of a later study.
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Christians' views on cosmology

My name is Kate Blackham and | am studying a module on Researching Contemporary Cosmologies
with the University of Wales Trinity Saint David.

A cosmology is a theory of the origin and development of the cosmos or universe. As a Christian
myself | am aware of the plethora of different interpretations of the biblical passages regarding the
origin and nature of the world and of the Star of Bethlehem. | would particularly value hearing your
thoughts and beliefs on these matters.

Al data entered into this questionnaire will remain anonymous and your identity will not be revealed at
any stage. There is an opportunity at the end to supply an email address if you wish to participate in an
online interview to discuss your beliefs further, owever it - and all other questions - s entirely optional.
Note that any answers you do provide will be used in research analysis. All data collected will be stored
in an encrypted password-protected university account.

The survey should take around 5 minutes depending on how much you want to tell me your thoughts.

Thank you.

@Pm,wm Cymru

1. Please state your sex:

Mark only one oval.

) Male
() Female

() Prefer not to say
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2. Please give your age:

Mark only one oval.

3. Please provide your broad denominational view:
Check all that apply.

[ Baptist

[ "] Roman Catholic

[ Anglican/Church of England
[ ] Methodist

[ other:

4. How many years have you been a Christian?

Mark only one oval.

Jlessthans

‘The Creation of the World
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Some people believe the gap theory: that there was a literal 6-day creation that took place
billions of years ago.

How strongly do you agree with this position?

Mark only one oval

Very Very strongly disagree

Some people believe the age-day theory: that there was a 6-day creation, where the ‘days’
‘were not lteral days but extended time periods. Hence God created the Earth over billions of
years

How strongly do you agree with this position?

Mark only one oval

Very Very strongly disagree

Some people believe that creation occurred only a few thousand years ago and that the
geological layers in the earth can be explained by a global flood.

How strongly do you agree with this position?

Mark only one oval

Very Very strongly disagree
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8. Some people believe that creation occurred only a few thousand years ago and that the.
geological layers in the earth can be explained because God wanted to make the earth look
mature - just as Adam and Eve were formed as adults.

How strongly do you agree with this position?

Mark only one oval

Very Very strongly disagree

9. Some people believe that Genesis 1 and 2 are pictorial and for literary effect only. They should
not be read as an actual account of the creation of the world at all.

How strongly do you agree with this position?

Mark only one oval

Very Very strongly disagree

10. Is there anything else you want to say about the formation of the Earth and your reasons for
your opinions?

The Star of Bethlehem
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n

12

13,

Some people believe that the star of Bethlehem can be scientifically explained an actual
bright star, supernova, or comet.

How strongly do you agree with this position?

Mark only one oval.

Very Very strongly disagree

Some people believe that the star of Bethlehem can only be explained by a supernatural
event, e.g. an angel

How strongly do you agree with this position?

Mark only one oval.

Very Very strongly disagree

Some people believe that the star of Bethlehem, being understood by the Magi, was.
therefore an astrological event.

How strongly do you agree with this position.

Mark only one oval.

Very Very strongly disagree
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14 Is there anything you want to say about the Star of Bethlehem and the reasons for your
answers?

15. Do you have anything else to say about your beliefs about space, the heavens, stars, etc. as
a Christian that hasn't been covered earlier in this questionnaire? Please share below.

6. Thank you for your participation in this questionnaire. | would like to interview a small number
of participants about their beliefs in more detail. If you are happy for me to contact you to
take partin an interview please provide an email address | may contact you

Email address:
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