An Analysis of Genesis 1 from an Ecological Perspective.  Cameron Watson 1604872
Genesis 1 is the first book of the Old Testament and tells the story of how God made the “heavens and the earth” in six days.[footnoteRef:1] It describes everything that God made, and the relationship humans are to have to his creation.  This creation story is shared by Judaism and Christianity and has influenced Western thought concerning the environment.  While it is clearly a religious myth its influence has been significant. [1:  ‘Bible Gateway Passage: Genesis 1 - New Revised Standard Version’, Bible Gateway <https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Genesis+1&version=NRSV> [accessed 15 January 2020]. (G1:1)] 

An Ecological Perspective is one informed by the “study of the relationships between organisms and their environment” and considers the effects they have on each other and the natural world.[footnoteRef:2]   [2:  Britannica, ‘Ecology’, Encyclopedia Britannica (online) <https://www.britannica.com/science/ecology> [accessed 15 January 2020].] 

We are in a climate catastrophe and if religion is going to have any relevance it needs to address environmental concerns.  Unfortunately, Genesis 1, the first text in the Old Testament arguably lays the foundations for an exploitative rather than a cooperative and respectful relationship with nature.
Modern Christians may struggle to find teachings in The Bible to guide them in forming a response to the current crisis.  Some attempts such as the Green Bible[footnoteRef:3] have been made to validate the Bible’s ecological position.  St Francis of Assisi is often viewed as a Christian role model of a positive attitude to the environment.[footnoteRef:4] [3:  The Green Bible: A Priceless Message That Doesn’t Cost the Earth (Collins, 2008).]  [4:  D Farmer H, The Oxford Dictionary of Saints, New Edition (Suffolk: Oxford University Press, 1992).] 

In response to the crisis, environmentalists and ecologists have developed new ways of looking at our relationship with nature. Renowned environmental philosopher and founder of the deep ecology movement, Arne Naess (1912-2009)[footnoteRef:5] has challenged entrenched attitudes to the natural world presenting key concepts as a foundation for a new approach. [5:  Walter Schwarz, ‘Obituary: Arne Næss’, The Guardian, 15 January 2009, section Environment <https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2009/jan/15/obituary-arne-naess> [accessed 17 January 2020].] 

Genesis 1 sets up a relationship between man and nature that can be seen to allow man to exploit nature.  The relationship is at odds with current concepts of deep ecology which demonstrate the necessity of a wholistic view of humans in and as part of nature.
This essay analyses the creation story in Genesis 1 and compares the relationship between man and nature that it promotes with the deep ecology perspective of Arne Naess.
So ingrained is our ignorance or indifference to the effects we have on the environment that even on an individual and domestic scale, we routinely pour powerful toxins such as bleach into our water supply.  Small scale tradesmen such as house painters use chemicals that are laced with poisons and the cleaning of the brushes also frequently goes into the water supply.  The list of daily abuses of the very “nest” [footnoteRef:6] we live in, the environment, which is the source of our well-being, nourishment and survival in the form of air, water and food are so rampant as to be virtually ignored until recently.  Even now one can go to a supermarket and encounter vast amounts of products, produced on an industrial scale that effectively kill life and pollute the air, water and earth.  To then look at large corporations using machinery to turn the world’s resources into short term conveniences with devastating multi-layered environmental consequences is almost too terrifying to consider.  How did we get to this level of pollution and destruction of the very source of sustenance that we depend on? [6: 
 Lynn White, ‘The Historical Roots of Our Ecologic Crisis’, Science, New Series, 155.3767 (1967), 1203–7.








] 

The very first story in the Old Testament tells of how God created the world.  In Genesis 1 on the first day God created light, separated it from darkness and called the light “day”[footnoteRef:7] and the darkness “night”.[footnoteRef:8]  On the second day God created a dome which separated the water and he called it the “sky”.[footnoteRef:9]  On the third day God created the earth and seas.  Then God made the earth grow vegetation, trees and seeds of all kinds.  On the fourth day God created the sun and the moon to light the earth.  On day five God made the birds and sea creatures telling them to “multiply” and fill the seas and skies.  On day six God made all the animals and creatures of the earth.  In each case, God saw that all that he created was good.  God then made humankind “in our image, according to our likeness”[footnoteRef:10] and instructed humans to be “fruitful and multiply.”[footnoteRef:11]  [7:  ‘Bible Gateway Passage’.]  [8:  ‘Bible Gateway Passage’.]  [9:  ‘Bible Gateway Passage’.]  [10:  ‘Bible Gateway Passage’.]  [11:  ‘Bible Gateway Passage’.] 

Not only does God create the world in six days, he also establishes the relationship that man has with the rest of his creation.  He gave humans “dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the air and over every living thing that moves upon the earth.”[footnoteRef:12]  This statement alongside “Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth and subdue it;”[footnoteRef:13] provide the foundation for the Christian understanding of the role and privilege and separation  of humanity in the world.    [12:  ‘Bible Gateway Passage’.]  [13:  ‘Bible Gateway Passage’.] 

This relationship established by God between man and the rest of creation is characterized as one of man’s dominance over nature.  The terms “dominion”[footnoteRef:14] and “subdue”[footnoteRef:15] can lead to an interpretation that leads to exploitation of the natural world.  Current scientific evidence suggests that is exactly what has happened. Leading environmentalist David Attenborough said at the UN Address in Poland that “if we don’t take action the collapse of our civilizations and the extinction of much of the natural world is on the horizon”.[footnoteRef:16] According to Lynn White[footnoteRef:17] the Bible is responsible for the current ecological crisis. He extrapolates upon the creation story by suggesting it has led humans to see themselves as “superior to nature, contemptuous of it, willing to use it for our slightest whim.”[footnoteRef:18]  He says that “we are not in our hearts part of the natural process”.[footnoteRef:19]  This fundamental dualism apparent in the man nature relationship is a key aspect of the problem. [14:  ‘Bible Gateway Passage’.]  [15:  ‘Bible Gateway Passage’.]  [16:  Damian Carrington, ‘David Attenborough: Collapse of Civilisation Is on the Horizon’, The Guardian, 3 December 2018, section Environment <https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2018/dec/03/david-attenborough-collapse-civilisation-on-horizon-un-climate-summit> [accessed 25 May 2019].]  [17:  ‘Bible Gateway Passage’.]  [18:  {Citation}]  [19:  White.] 

Lynn White seems to have a valid point in his critique that unless the Christian legacy that “nature has no reason to exist save to serve man”[footnoteRef:20] which is ingrained in the western mindset, is transformed, the environmental situation can only get worse.  He says, what we do about nature is a product of man’s attitude to nature and until the notion that the earth and its creatures are simply there to serve man’s needs is banished, ecological exploitation and destruction will continue.[footnoteRef:21] The fact that the most technologically advanced societies are spawned by the legacy of Christianity and are the biggest consumers of the earth’s wealth, mean we have the capacity to transform raw materials into every conceivable human desire with disastrous consequences.  A deep change in attitude backed up by large scale action is urgent. [20:  White.]  [21:  White. P. 1206.] 

Christians have tried to find guidance in the Bible on environmental issues with limited success.  The Green Bible[footnoteRef:22] is an attempt by modern Christians to validate the Bible as a relevant guide for our modern predicament. Simply highlighting in green any text that refers to the natural world and suggesting that it is evidence of the Bible’s commitment to ecological welfare is somewhat unconvincing. One of the many examples highlighted in green, “Let all the earth fear the LORD; let all the inhabitants of the world stand in awe of him”[footnoteRef:23], provides no guidance for proper care of the environment whatsoever.  The Green Bible can be said to be an apologetic approach and proponents suggest that all we need to know is in the Bible already it simply needs correct interpretation. [22:  The Green Bible: A Priceless Message That Doesn’t Cost the Earth.]  [23:  The Green Bible: A Priceless Message That Doesn’t Cost the Earth. p. 535.] 

Founder of the Franciscan order, St Francis of Assisi (1181-1226)[footnoteRef:24] is often seen as a Christian model of stewardship of the environment that is more compassionate.   Canonized two years after his death, St Francis was already highly regarded in his own short life.  An ascetic monk he was said to have great affinity with animals.  Among the many stories of his life, “preaching to the birds” and taming the “wolf of Gubbio” are the most famous.[footnoteRef:25]  His love of the natural world is best expressed in the “Canticle of the Sun”[footnoteRef:26] which praises every aspect of God’s creation.  He writes “Praised be You my Lord, with all Your creatures”[footnoteRef:27] which strongly suggests that the creatures of the earth are also worthy of praise.  According to Historian and Oxford Reader David Farmer “It is this that makes him an apt patron of conservation”.[footnoteRef:28] [24:  Farmer.]  [25:  Farmer. P. 187.]  [26:  Online Catholic, ‘Canticle of the Sun’, Catholic Online <https://www.catholic.org/prayers/prayer.php?p=183> [accessed 18 January 2020].]  [27:  The Green Bible: A Priceless Message That Doesn’t Cost the Earth.]  [28:  Farmer. P. 187.] 

St Francis was no doubt a reflection of an extraordinary man responding to the time period in which he lived.  He was said to be utterly faithful to the Catholic Church and therefore it could be said that he was a proponent of the view of humans having dominion over nature.  However, his example of tenderness, love and praise towards the natural world as expressed in the “Canticle of the Sun”[footnoteRef:29] is in sharp contrast to the current destruction of the natural world we see around us today.  Had he been alive today we might well see a very different response to the environment. One can only speculate that he would not stand for his beloved creatures being so brutally destroyed.  Lynn White also proposes that St Francis of Assisi should be considered the “patron saint of ecology”.[footnoteRef:30]  [29:  Catholic.]  [30:  White. P. 1207] 

While the Bible places man in a dominant position over nature, environmental philosophers have challenged this dynamic.  Renowned Swedish philosopher and founder of Deep Ecology, Arne Naess (1912-2009)[footnoteRef:31] presents a view of the natural world that has nothing to do with it being primarily in service to humanity. Deep ecology is characterized by a set of eight principles laid out by Naess and Sessions in 1984.[footnoteRef:32]  Essentially, they say that human and non-human life have intrinsic value and that humans have no right to deplete the natural world “except to satisfy vital needs”.  It goes on to say that reduction in the world’s population is necessary and we each have an obligation to bring about the “necessary changes” to protect the environment.  Policy changes are necessary and “appreciating life quality” must take precedence over the seeking of higher standards of living.[footnoteRef:33]  Their view is simply all life must be valued and humans must not populate the planet and use its resources as if they are the only species that matter.  There is a deeper richness to life beyond accumulating and consuming.   [31:  Schwarz.]  [32:  Arne Naess and George Sessions, ‘The Deep Ecology Platform’, Foundation For Deep Ecology, 1984 <http://www.deepecology.org/platform.htm> [accessed 16 January 2020].]  [33:  Naess and Sessions.] 

The concept of deep ecology stands in direct contrast to the view presented in the Bible and the Christian doctrine that the world was given to us by God to serve our needs. Though some may say that if correctly interpreted the Bible is a manual for protecting the environment by being stewards, this arrogant approach assumes the capability to do it.  Given our track record, this approach does not bode well.  These differing views have significant implications for our current survival.  
Using the lens of Arne Naess we can see the approach of “dominion” and “subdue”[footnoteRef:34] over the world taken by many environmental Christians and St Francis of Assisi, will only ever fit into what he refers to as “shallow ecology”.[footnoteRef:35]  He says the shallow ecology movement “fight against pollution and resource depletion” motivated primarily by “the health and affluence of people in the developed countries”.[footnoteRef:36]  Whereas the “deep ecology movement endorses the view that all living things are alike in having value in their own right.”[footnoteRef:37]  [34:  ‘Bible Gateway Passage’.]  [35:  Andrew Brennan and Yeuk-Sze Lo, ‘Environmental Ethics’, ed. by Edward N. Zalta, The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Metaphysics Research Lab, Stanford University, 2016) <https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2016/entries/ethics-environmental/> [accessed 18 January 2020].]  [36:  Brennan and Lo.]  [37:  Brennan and Lo.] 

Naess, goes deeper in his theory and states that the individualism born of the idea of having a “separate essence”[footnoteRef:38] which causes a dualism of man and nature which Genesis 1 arguably endorses “radically separates the human from the rest of the world.”[footnoteRef:39]  This in turn he says leads to a “selfishness”[footnoteRef:40] toward other people and nature.  It is this non-separation of man from nature that allows for a very different response to nature than the Christian view.  This is the key difference in views.  Dualism and non-dualism will likely lead to a very different treatment of nature. [38:  Brennan and Lo.]  [39:  Brennan and Lo.]  [40:  Brennan and Lo.] 

Taking into consideration the scale of the exploitation, species extinction, deforestation, fires and necessary human migrations highly visible in our multi-media aga, we can see the situation requires an urgent response.  Though action is taken, clearly not enough has been done to avert catastrophe, to the point of threatening much of the life on the planet.  This could possibly point to an unconscious position of much of humanity, that we not only have the right to exploit nature for our own ends, but it will not be destroyed ultimately killing ourselves.  If so, is this so different from the approach of Calvin Beisner, founder of the Cornwall Alliance who openly states “not using fossil fuels is an insult to God”[footnoteRef:41]?  And that God will not allow the destruction of the earth.  This might be a bit of a stretch for some but the reality is that despite watching ourselves career toward impending environmental doom, there is still a sense of business as usual as we stare into our new iPhone oblivious of others let alone the wider world.   [41:  RWW Blog, Fischer & Beisner: Not Using Fossil Fuels Is An Insult To God, 2012 <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MpDd_Kq_vRk> [accessed 17 January 2020].] 

The root therefore in the collective consciousness seems to be a combination of deeply conditioned attitudes and desires hard to change and difficult to see beyond, except superficially.  We have both an individual obligation and collective necessity to make the changes in ourselves and take correcting measures.  Is it not baffling to have on one level such clear and obvious knowledge of the harm being done yet little change in direction or reduction of consumption and pollution? It would be hard to believe that God would have meant us to ruin this beautiful planet in the pursuit of our needs and wants.  
The shallow ecology approach clearly does not reach deeply enough but is still a much-needed mitigating factor.  The deep ecology approach to nature one would hope could hold the key to saving this beautiful world we call home.
As we pollute the very earth we eat from, the rivers we drink from and the air we breathe, we could say that our treatment of the world is a skewed version of the stewardship given to us by God.  Whatever God meant by “dominion” or subdue” he probably didn’t mean pollute it, decimate other species or use up every available resource for comfort, convenience and entertainment.
Whether or not God did create everything in the way Genesis 1 states is a contentious subject.  One might question God’s wisdom handing it over to us. Either way, a positive shallow ecology approach of a kind stewardship, that does not contaminate, destroy and consume everything in sight is a big step in the right direction.
It is entirely necessary that both the dominion approach and even the shallow ecology approach be surpassed by something deeper such as deep ecology.  There is a dire need for a respect for the intrinsic value, right even, for nature to be left untainted by human violence and greed.
The deeply ingrained, possibly unconscious position of humanity appears to be one of entitlement to fulfil any whim at any cost.  This perspective seems at odds with the recognition and concern many now have at the appalling and terrifying treatment of the creatures of the earth and evident wholesale destruction.
Whether we see ourselves in a role of stewardship, or our fundamental essence as part of nature with obligations and responsibilities will likely affect the outcome.  We are teetering on the brink and the question remains whether we can look up from our phones long enough to do the necessary work and find the will to make the necessary sacrifices to ensure a worthy future for all beings. 
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