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Analyse the contribution of EITHER the biblical creation stories OR the Bible's eschatological texts to the formulation of a positive environmental ethic.
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Introduction 

The biblical creation stories are found in the first two chapters of the book of Genesis and comprise of two accounts. Chapter 1 describes how God made the universe and Chapter 2 outlines the creation of humans. These accounts can be viewed literally or as primal origin myths, enabling Christians to decipher their place in the universe and the aims of the creator; God. To explore these stories’ contribution to a positive environmental ethic this essay considers the various academic interpretations of Genesis 1 and 2 and how they could influence solutions for the environmental challenges facing the planet.
To investigate the potential for the biblical creation stories creating a positive environmental ethic an enquiry into religion’s role in environmental issues is necessary. This essay will therefore consider the ecological crisis and the impact of religion on it thus far. 

Written thousands of years ago the biblical stories have been translated and interpreted in different ways. This essay seeks to engage with the semantics of the language used in Genesis and the implications for Judeo-Christian attitudes towards nature examining how Genesis can be read in modern times to aid our understanding and connection with nature. The accusations placed upon the biblical creation stories as the cause of our current environmental demise are also outlined and analysed. 

_________________________________
Religion’s role in the environmental crisis
The interdisciplinary study of religion and the environment is a relatively new enquiry into the connection between the human-caused ecological challenges planet earth is facing and the human, spiritual dynamics woven into this crisis. Gottlieb, summarises the ecological crisis as having eight dimensions including global climate change, loss of biodiversity, over consumption of natural resources and the desolation of human communities who are integrated into nature; indigenous people. He states that alongside criticisms of ‘economics, technology, energy policies, science, transportation, agriculture, taxation and education’
, nature’s place in traditional religions needs to be re-envisaged. He adds that religions tell us ‘how to think about and relate to everything on earth
’ and thus in this time of global crisis, beliefs need to be re-examined and change. 
Co-founder of the Forum on Religion and Ecology at Yale University, Mary Evelyn Tucker, concurs that an analysis of moral and spiritual values is vital for life on earth to flourish. Tucker proposes that ‘the formulation of viable human-earth relations is of central concern for a sustainable future for the planet’
 and that belief systems can contribute to the creation of such relations.
Tucker and Grim explore how this environmentally destructive Anthropocene age has initiated world religions into an ‘ecological phase’
 highlighting the moral and spiritual aspects of the global environmental crisis. They again explore how religions can contribute to the need for a ‘mutually enhancing human-Earth’
 relationship.  

This dualism of human and earth being separate entities and needing to develop a healthy relationship is central to the challenge faced by our planet today. As Grim and Tucker emphasise, most world religions acknowledge the interconnectedness of all life on earth and how humans are a part of the natural cycles. Central to these belief systems is the notion that ‘the material reality mediates the sacred’; this they term ‘religious ecology’
. As more than 90 percent of people align with a religion, it is evident that the more religion engages with environmental issues, the more it will enable important ecological information to be passed on and lived out by communities globally. As Grim and Tucker claim, academia has started to acknowledge that ‘cultural, ethical and religious worldviews must be included in the study of environmental issues.’

In questioning the connection between religion and the environment, Gottlieb breaks down the different relationship between some worldviews and nature, suggesting that indigenous communities believe the world is ‘peopled by beings’
, Daoism sees humans as a part of nature, Hinduism views the entire universe as God and Buddhists respect all sentient beings. In contrast, the Judeo-Christian biblical creation stories, formulate a hierarchical connection between nature and humans, professing in some interpretations that humans are to subdue and rule the Earth. Grim and Tucker purport that all three Abrahamic faiths, including Islam, have evolved into a ‘dominantly human-focussed morality’
. However, despite their patriarchal and hierarchical approach these religions have also been involved in social reform and campaigns for equal rights. Thus, alongside environmentalists and the secular community there is a general consensus that all major world religions have a constructive role to play in protecting the environment from human damage. Philosopher Jürgen Habermas goes further by saying that we need religion’s involvement, as the ethics for the transformation required ‘are unavailable or inadequately stated in secular philosophy alone’
. 
Are the Bible’s creation stories to blame for humankind’s environmentally destructive behaviour?
Nonetheless, in 1967 historian Lynn White opened a debate regarding the instruction in Genesis 1-2 for humans to subdue nature and for mankind to have dominion over the earth. In his provocative article, ‘The Historical Roots of Our Ecological Crisis’; White argued that the dominance of Christianity in the west has paved the way for human supremacy over nature. He claimed that Christianity being the most anthropocentric religion, lead to the scientific and technological enhancements that encourage western culture to view nature as a resource for humanity’s ‘benefit and rule’
. 
The nuanced study of theology, the variety of interpretations, translations and understandings of what has been proclaimed by the Bible and the gap between what is preached and what is practised by humans of all faiths and beliefs is a complex dynamic. Attributing blame to ancient ideas for our current treatment of the planet would thus require a nuanced and varied argument. As Biblical scholar, John Rogerson says, this argument ‘cannot afford to be simplistic and one-dimensional’
, if it is to make a positive contribution to the environmental discussion.

Despite these condemnations, White maintained his Christian faith and sought to urge Christianity to radically adapt and rethink its teachings on nature. A central premise in his article is that although Christianity is to blame it is also a source for solving the environmental problems. White’s article lead to extensive scholarly debate on the language used in the biblical creation stories, how these texts have been translated from the original Hebrew, the design of the narratives and the potential perspectives readers could adopt. 
Genesis 1

Of particular interest are the verses in Genesis 1: 26-28, specifically the concept that humankind was made in the image of God and the instruction to ‘Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth and subdue it; and have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the air and over every living thing that moves upon the earth.’ From these passages comes the term widely used by scholars, ‘the dominion mandate’. With these words, scripture is indicating that humans are in charge of all that lives on the planet. How we manage this role has been central to the debate for and against White’s claims towards Christianity. 
To understand humankind’s role according to Genesis 1-2, attention has been given to two Hebrew words in these passages; ‘kabash’, usually translated as subdue and ‘radah’, nominally understood to mean have dominion
. There is little doubt in some scholars’ minds that these terms demonstrate a disparaging view of nature as old testament scholar, Norman Habel, asserts Gen. 1: 26-28 is ‘a text that is ecologically destructive, devaluing Earth and offering humans a God-given right to harness nature.’
 Rogerson highlights the fact that the term ‘kabash’ is used fourteen times and ‘radah’ has twenty-four appearances in the Hebrew Bible and believes there is no doubt that each occurrence suggests hostility and domination.

Conversely, there have been numerous academic responses to White’s accusations, defending Genesis 1-2 as promulgating a positive relationship between humans and nature. Some academics believing that the Judeo-Christian creation accounts are pertinent today in helping readers reconnect with nature and thus encouraging believers to take urgent action to stem the ecological crisis the planet is experiencing. 

In his response to White’s article, old testament scholar, Norbert Lohfink asserted that Genesis 1 26-28 has to be read in context with the other creation stories Israelites were exposed to in the ancient world.
 Religious professor, Terence Fretheim alerts us to the fact that Genesis is ‘a composite work, drawn from various sources and edited over the course of many centuries’
 and so has many layers of understanding.

Theologian Richard Bauckham also purports that reading Gen1:26-28 in isolation cannot provide us with a sufficient understanding of the relationship between humans and the rest of creation. ‘We need to put it back into a much larger context of the rich resources’
 of scripture.

Focussing on Gen. 1:28, in his contribution to the Green Bible, scientist Calvin B. DeWitt claims that the passage needs to be interpreted within the context of the whole Bible, evidently demonstrating that ‘dominion means responsible stewardship’.
 His understanding of the term stewardship is that humankind’s role is to protect and tend to nature for the benefit of all people and creatures. Conversely, Theologian, Richard Bauckham, criticises the notion of stewardship as it stresses a ‘purely vertical’ relationship between humankind and other creatures thus compelling us to forget that ‘humans are also creatures’.
 He continues that it is limiting to promote a ‘one-way relationship’ between humans and the rest of creation and rather a ‘broader picture of a community of creatures in which we participate’
 will bring more benefit. 
Those searching for a message of environmental care within Genesis 1 also point to the adjective used by God to describe his creation; ‘good’ as religious professor Cambry Pardee describes a ‘key component of the biblical message is its goodness’. He notes ‘goodness is not a matter of usability or profitability, goodness is the state of being in which all of creation was established’
.

Genesis 2

For the purposes of this essay, in exploring the biblical creation stories, it is also essential to consider Genesis 2. DeWitt addresses Genesis 2 and describes verse 15 as having ‘a marvellous teaching’. He explores the Hebrew words ‘abad’ which can mean till or serve and the Hebrew expression ‘shamar’ which can translate as keep or guard; in DeWitt’s view it can also be understood as look after or take care of. Thus ‘Adam is expected by God to serve the garden and to keep it’
.
Bauckham’s (p.21) understanding of Genesis 2 turns to a section of Gen. 2:7 ‘ then the Lord God formed man from the dust of the ground’ (NRSV). The Hebrew ‘Adamah’ meaning ground or earth indicates the interconnectedness between God’s first human, Adam, and his origins. As Baukham implies this semantic symbol signifies the ‘earthiness of humans’
 and that we should therefore naturally feel kinship towards all creatures on earth as man was made in the same way as the other creatures. In a broader scriptural context Adam’s connection with the soil is mentioned in Genesis 3:23 ‘the man from the soil must work the soil in order to live from the soil’s produce’ which Bauckham interprets as recommending a ‘reciprocal relationship’.
 He uses this as evidence for suggesting that the use of ‘kabash’ in Gen. 1:28 can be reconsidered and rather we should think of Adam as having a ‘right to make a living from the soil, but also the duty to care for it.’
Undoubtedly, how we translate and manipulate the language of these ancient texts creates subjective views of the belief system. In asserting that the biblical creation stories can contribute to a positive environmental ethic, proponents understand Genesis 1-2 as claiming that humans are responsible for all that God has created rather than the abusers of our planet. Whereas critics such as White see Genesis 1-2 as describing a creation explicitly made by God to ‘serve man’s purposes’. 
 
An alternative perspective
Habel asks readers to consider an alternative perspective on the characters in the biblical creation narratives. God is usually considered the protagonist and normally readers reflect on the texts from a human perspective. Habel suggests that the role of Earth should be re-identified. Earth is the first character described in the opening lines of Genesis. The following scenes describe the ‘stages in which Earth is revealed, made replete with all forms of life, and finally blessed by God.’
 This earth-centred reading allows Habel to assert that Earth is God’s partner in the creation. Habel considers the primordial setting in these opening lines of the Bible as representing an ‘embryonic’
 (p.30) stage rather than primal chaos and that God’s presence is that of a nurturing parent. Habel asserts that light and space are formed so that Earth can be ‘revealed’
 and that God’s word ‘activates’ the ‘potential life forces within’
 Earth. Rather than God as creator, Earth is a ‘co-creator of life’
 with God. Habel insists that to read Genesis from an ecological viewpoint we must identify with Earth as we are her children. This concept of earth as female has been applied by the leader of the largest Christian domination on earth – the Catholic Church. In the opening lines of Pope Francis’s Encyclical Letter on Care for Our Common Home, he writes, ‘This sister now cries out to us because of the harm we have inflicted on her by our irresponsible use and abuse of the goods with which God has endowed her.’
 The Pope makes it clear that “to commit a crime against the natural world is a sin against ourselves and a sin against God”.
Conclusion

Billons of people across the planet identify with the Bible’s teachings thus there is huge potential for its creation stories to encourage ecological consciousness and environmental awareness in believers’ lives. Lynn White’s well-known article ignited a discussion that is still being argued and his action in writing this article point towards the potential of a positive environmental ethic but raise serious questions regarding the destructive impact of the Bible’s creation stories. Hypotheses and linguistic interpretations for or against a positive environmental ethic are based on assumptions and subjective inferences leading to inconclusive evidence and so this debate could be infinite. With the urgent call to action required to combat ecological devastation it seems unnecessary to argue about semantics in these ancient texts. Analysing the environmental behaviour of billions of people according to their interpretation of the Bible’s creation stories would yield more conclusive answers to the enquiry of Genesis’ contribution to a positive environmental ethic. Or perhaps it is time to interpret the Bible for our modern era so that its teachings encourage care for the planet and thus use it as a tool to contribute positively to regeneration and reconnection with our environment. 
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