Analyse Genesis 1 from an Ecological Perspective

Introduction 

The world is currently facing an ecological crisis. The climate is constantly changing; the Earth’s temperature is rising; and the possibilities for ecosystems to form and progress naturally are lessening. There is agreement amongst scientists that this ecological crisis is human-induced, and it is one of the most serious and consequential threats the world is facing.[footnoteRef:1]  Within our contemporary society there is a much greater awareness of the current environmental crisis and the immediate action that is required. Due to the complexity of the crisis a combined and unified system is required in order to deal with it and nothing should be overlooked. Christianity is regarded as having a significant influence on human thought, therefore this has impacted and cultivated humanities attitude towards the earth and the environment. Consequently, when looking for a solution the Bible cannot be ignored.[footnoteRef:2] The current ecological crisis has allowed for a deeper interaction with the biblical texts. Some scholars, such as Lynn White Jr. and Norman Habel, hold Christianity responsible for the contemporary ecological crisis, while others, including Calvin B. DeWitt and Norbert Lohfink argue it has a positive environmental perspective.[footnoteRef:3]  When looking at the Bible ecologically Genesis 1-2 are often examined. Due to a restrictive word limit and the vast amount of scholarly material on the passage, this essay will analyse Genesis 1 from an ecological perspective, with specific engagement with Genesis 1:26-28.  [1:  Anup Shah, ‘Climate Change and Global Warming’, Global Issues, 2 February 2015 <http://www.globalissues.org/issue/178/climate-change-and-global-warming> [accessed 25 March 2019]]  [2:  Kojo Okyere, ‘Bible, Ecology and Sustainable Development: A Reading of Genesis 1:1-2:4A’, Ilorin Journal of Religious Studies, 1:2 (2011), pp. 81-96 (pp.81-82).]  [3:  Steven C. Bouma-Prediger, For the Beauty of the Earth: A Christian Vision for Creation Care, (United States of America, Baker Academic; 2nd Edition, 2010), p.58.] 


Genesis 1

The Book of Genesis is the first book of the Old Testament. The opening text in Genesis 1 is one of two accounts of the story of creation (cf. Gen. 2). These accounts form the basis of the Christian doctrine of creation.[footnoteRef:4] There is no scholarly consensus regarding authorship: some scholars believe Moses composed the Pentateuch (first five books of the Bible); while others think the Pentateuch were originally oral traditions that were eventually documented by numerous authors and put together by numerous redactors: Yahwist (J); Elohist (E); Deuteronomist (D); and Priestly (P). It is commonly agreed Genesis is the collective work of J and P, though Genesis 1:2-4a is solely the work of P dating to the period of the Babylonian Exile.[footnoteRef:5] The Pentateuch is believed to have been written no earlier than the late fifth century BCE.[footnoteRef:6] Traditionally Genesis 1 and 2 are seen to come from two distinct sources.[footnoteRef:7]   [4:  David G. Horrell, The Bible and the Environment: Towards a Critical Ecology Biblical Theology, (London: Acumen Publishing Ltd, 2010), p.23.]  [5:  Bible Commentary: Genesis 1:1- 2:4a. In Sermon Writer [online].  [cited 26 March 2019] Available from: <https://www.sermonwriter.com/biblical-commentary/genesis-11-24a/> ]  [6: David Clines, ‘Pentateuch’, in The Oxford Companion to the Bible, ed. by Bruce M. Metzger and Michael D. Coogan (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993; repr. 2004) <http://www.oxfordreference.com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/view/10.1093/acref/9780195046458.001.0001/acref-9780195046458-e-0559?rskey=pyeYBu&result=1> [accessed 26 March 2019]]  [7:   Horrell, p.23.] 


Genesis 1 has been described as a ‘primal narrative’. [footnoteRef:8]  The text starts with the Earth as a ‘formless void’ of earth, waters and darkness. Over a six-day period God calls elements of the Earth into being: light; the sky; dry land which brings forth vegetation; the sun, moon and stars; creatures of the sea and birds of the sky, whom he blesses; and living creatures of the land. Throughout the text God evaluates his work six times and declares it as “good” (Genesis 1: 4, 10, 12, 18, 21, 25). On the sixth day God brings forth humankind, he makes them in the image of God and blesses them. God looks at everything he has created and pronounces it as “very good” (Genesis 1: 31).[footnoteRef:9]  [8:  Norman Habel, An Inconvenient Text, (Adelaide: ATF Press, 2009), pp.2-3.]  [9:  Richard Bauckham, Bible and Ecology: Rediscovering the Community of Creation (London: Baylor University Press, 2010), p.13.] 


It has been argued when God pronounces his work as ‘good’ in the opening verses, it is not God merely proclaiming his creation to be good but acknowledging that it is intrinsically good and has intrinsic worth.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Norman Habel, The Birth, the Curse and the Greening of the Earth, (Sheffield: Sheffield Phoenix Press Ltd ,2011),p.41.] 


Lynn White 

In 1967, medieval historian, White published the controversial article, ‘The Historical Roots of Our Ecological Crisis’ which has been identified as prompting the biblical ecological debate. In this article, White contends that the Western Christian outlook supports the notion that humans utilise and dominate nature for their own benefit. According to Christian belief man is made in the image of God, which White says leads to the idea of having power and dominion over nature. Ultimately, White places blame on Christianity, specifically the biblical creation narratives (Genesis 1-2), for the present ecological crisis. [footnoteRef:11]  [11:  John W. Rogerson, ‘The Creation Stories: Their Ecological Potential and Problems’, in Ecological Hermeneutics: Biblical, Historical and Theological Perspectives, ed. by David G. Horrell, Cherryl Hunt, Christopher Southgate and Francesca Stavrakopoulou, (London; New York: T&T Clark International, 2010), pp. 21-29 (p. 21).  ] 


It can be said that the continuing advancements in science and technology is in the hands of humans and this has led to the conclusion that humans have complete control over the natural world. White believes that science and technology has grown out of Christian attitudes in relation to nature and that more developments in science and technology is not the answer to the current ecological crisis. 


White’s article provoked an almighty response from scholars. While many scholars were in agreement with White, many works of eco-theology were composed to show the Bible as overwhelmingly positive to environmental issues and emphasises that the creation stories in Genesis do not contain a mandate for human beings to exploit the earth.[footnoteRef:12] In contrast, DeWitt describes the Bible as a “powerful ecological handbook on how to live rightly on earth”.[footnoteRef:13]   [12: . Horrell, p.27.]  [13:  Calvin DeWitt, ‘Reading the Bible Through a Green Lens’. In ohipl.org [online].  [cited 27 March 2019] Available from: <https://www.ohipl.org/sites/default/files/Green%20Bible%20-%20Reading%20the%20Bible%20Through%20a%20Green%20Lens.pdf>] 


Stewardship

Many people interpret Genesis 1:26-28 and the concept of human dominion as a model of ‘stewardship’.[footnoteRef:14] Therefore, it is understood that human beings have been given, by God, the role and responsibility to be stewards and managers of creation. DeWitt states that, “dominion means responsible stewardship”.[footnoteRef:15] Antoinette Collins says that as God created humans in his image they are answerable to him but also have responsibility to ensure that they embrace the conservation and flourishing of all that God has created.[footnoteRef:16] Brenna Hill states, “humans were created to act nobly in the place of the Creator… this leaves no room for ‘lording over’ or ‘mastering’ humans or any other living things…”[footnoteRef:17] [14:  Horrell, p.28.]  [15:  Calvin DeWitt, ‘Reading the Bible Through a Green Lens’. ]  [16:  Antionette Collins, ‘Subdue and Conquer: An Ecological Perspective on Genesis 1:28’, in Creation is Groaning: Biblical and Theological Perspectives, ed. by Mary L. Coloe (Minnesota: Liturgical Press, 2013), p. 28-31. ]  [17:  Brennan Hill, Christian Faith and the Environment: Making Vital Connections, (Michigan: Orbis Books, 1998), p. 38.] 


However, when Genesis 1:26-28 is analysed from an ecological perspective, it may not be as positive towards the environment as first thought. John Reumann highlights that the terms used for stewardship are hardly present in the Bible and are non-existent in both Genesis 1 and 2. Additionally, where the terminology is used, it is not used in relation to the human responsibility for the rest of creation. Consequently, the concept of humankind as the stewards of creation is not stated anywhere in the Bible.[footnoteRef:18]  It has also been argued that the model of ‘stewardship’ is arrogant, suggesting that nature cannot survive without humankind, when in reality nature would flourish without human intervention. Ludwig Feuerbach states, “Nature, the world, has no value, no interest for Christians. The Christian thinks only of himself and the salvation of his soul.”[footnoteRef:19] [18:  David G. Horrell, pp. 29-30.]  [19:  Ludwig Feuerbach, The Essence of Christianity (Dover: Dover Publications Inc. 2008)] 


When examining the ecological worth of Genesis 1:26-28 there has been extensive debate surrounding the Hebrew terms kabash and radah, these verbs usually translate as ‘subdue’ and ‘have dominion’. When the Hebrew verb kabash (subdue) is used in relation to humans, which it commonly is in the Hebrew Bible, it is often used to mean, “to take by force’, ‘to make subject’ (e.g. 2. Sam. 8:11; Esth. 7:8; Jer. 34:11), or “bring into bondage, dominate” For Habel the verb is not only a confirmation of the dominion mandate but denotes ‘harsh control’. He states, “There is nothing gentle about the verb kabash”.[footnoteRef:20] This perspective suggests that humans have dominion over creation.  [20:  Norman Habel, ‘Geophony: The Earth Story in Genesis 1’, in The Earth Story in Genesis, ed. by Norman C. Habel and Shirley Wurst (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press Ltd, 2000),pp. 34- 48 (p.47).] 


The Hebrew verb radah is commonly rendered as ‘rule’, ‘have dominion’ or ‘dominate’.
Mark Brett, like numerous others, has observed the language that has been used, which signifies the principles of kingly rule. Claus Westermann depicts humanity in verses 26-28 as exerting dominance over creation. Westermann states radah, in this context, means ‘subjugate’ and commonly denotes the rule of kings over their subjects and enemies.[footnoteRef:21] However, when examined in the wider context of the Hebrew Bible, kingly rule does not refer to domination and exploitation but rather,”…the king is personally responsible for the well-being and prosperity of those he rules. His rule serves the well-being of his subjects”[footnoteRef:22] Therefore, supporting the ‘stewardship’ model.  [21:  Claus Westermann, Genesis: A Practical Commentary, (Eerdmans Pub Co ,1987), p.11.]  [22:  Claus Westermann, p.11.] 


John Rogerston highlights the importance of understanding the verbs, kabash and radah in the correct context. Despite what they insinuate in other biblical texts, in Genesis 1 they are used in the setting of a peaceful, non-violent world. Therefore, they should be understood with this context in mind. 

The ‘stewardship model’ of humankind’s relationship to the earth has become a significant link in the many efforts to create a positive biblical environmental ethic.[footnoteRef:23] The model is popular among Evangelical Christians. Biblical texts, including Genesis 1, has led Christian groups, including the Evangelical Climate Initiative, to act positively towards the environment and aid in finding a solution for the ecological crisis. [footnoteRef:24] In the Evangelical Climate Initiative’s declaration, ‘Climate Change: An Evangelical Call to Action’, Christians are reminded, “when God made humanity he commissioned us to exercise stewardship over the earth and its creatures…(Gen. 1:26-28)”and urges Christians to fulfil this role especially at this critical time. Therefore, it can be argued, Genesis 1 creates a positive ecological perspective.  [23:  David G. Horrell, p.29.]  [24:  Climate Change an Evangelical Call To Action. In Christian and Climate [online]. [cited 28 March]. Available from: <http://www.christiansandclimate.org> [accessed 29 March 2019]] 


Some scholars argue that human being have been given a position of superiority and the mandate to dominate creation as they have been made differently to the rest of creation and in the image of God. Therefore, many environmental activists view these verses as a warrant for humankind to treat and use creation however they desire.[footnoteRef:25] [25:  Calvin DeWitt, ‘Reading the Bible Through a Green Lens’] 


The Image of God	

God is the supreme creator of earth and what God commands is executed: God said, “Let there be light”; and there was light” (Genesis 1:3). “Let the earth put forth vegetation…” (Genesis 1:11) and “The earth brought forth vegetation” (Genesis 1:12).  “Let the earth bring forth living creatures of every kind” (Genesis 1:24) and living creatures of every kind were brought forth. [footnoteRef:26] However, when God creates humans a new component is used which suggests a creation of a distinct order. God said, “Let us make humankind…” (Genesis 1:26), the use of the prefix ‘us’ demonstrates that the decision to create humankind was not a decision made solely by God, but a joint decision made seemingly with a heavenly congress. This change in God’s creation method emphasises the status of human creation as momentous when perceived from an anthropocentric perspective where humankind and their interests are paramount.[footnoteRef:27] White states, “Christianity is the most anthropocentric religion the world has seen”. [footnoteRef:28]  [26:  Norman Habel, An Inconvenient Text, pp.2-3]  [27:  Norman Habel, An Inconvenient Text, pp.2-3]  [28:  Lynn White, Jr., ‘The Historical Roots of Our Ecological Crisis’, Science, 155 (1967), pp.1203-1207 (p.1205).] 


Unlike the other parts of creation, humans are not created out of or using any existing parts or domains of the universe, for example: light is separated from the darkness; waters are separated and gathered to create sky, land and seas; and wildlife and vegetation are brought forth by the elements of the earth. Habel states, that the rest of creation is “Earth-born” in contrast to human beings who are “image- modelled” and humans are not depicted as being part of Earth or deriving from earth in any means. [footnoteRef:29] Humans are created by God using an entirely separate method, they are made in the image of God: Then God said, “Let us make humankind in our image, according to our likeness… So God created humankind in his image, in the image of God he created them…”  (Genesis 1:26-27). This suggests humans are different in a significant sense, they are unique and separate from the rest of God’s creation.[footnoteRef:30]  [29:  Norman Habel, An Inconvenient Text, p.3.]  [30:  Steven C. Bouma-Prediger, p.63.] 


For many the notion of humans being created in the image of God divides them and the rest of creation, giving humans a position of superiority and one that validates their claims to have authority over nature. Martin Luther stated that, “The human was created by the special plan and providence of God. This indicates that the human being is a creature far superior to the rest of the living beings that live a physical life”[footnoteRef:31] Therefore, legitimising the exploitation of the natural world and devaluing the remainder of creation.[footnoteRef:32]  [31:  Martin Luther, Martin Luther (New York: Anchor Books, 1958),p. 56.]  [32:  Norman Habel, An Inconvenient Text, p.5.] 


Lohfink argues that humans being made in the divine image of God was not done with the purpose of creating a divide and placing humankind at the top of the hierarchy, above the rest of nature but instead was supposed to give importance to humanity. [footnoteRef:33]   [33:  John W. Rogerson, pp. 21-29 (p.22).   ] 


Overpopulation 

One of the biggest contributors to the current ecological crisis is the overpopulation of the earth. It is believed by many scientists, including Edward O. Wilson, that the world has a maximum capacity of between 9 and 10 billion people.[footnoteRef:34] The world’s population currently exceeds 7.7 billion people and the numbers are constantly rising. Research suggests the population will exceed 9 billion people by 2040 and over 10 billion by 2055, therefore reaching the earths maximum capacity in just thirty-six years.[footnoteRef:35]  Therefore, to command humankind to ‘be fruitful and multiple’ and to ‘fill the earth’ is unsustainable creating a negative environmental perspective.  [34:  Natalie Wolchover, ‘How Many People Can Earth Support?’, Live Science, 11 October 2011 <https://www.livescience.com/16493-people-planet-earth-support.html> [accessed 27 March 2019]]  [35: 2019 World Population by Country. In World Population Review [online]. [cited 26 March 2019]. Available from: <http://worldpopulationreview.com> ] 


However, Lohfink differentiates between command and blessing and points out that the ‘command’ to “be fruitful and multiple’ and to “fill the earth” comes immediately after the phrase, “God blessed them, and God said to them…” (Genesis 1:28). Therefore, argues that it is not a command for humankind to procreate for all of time, but a blessing intended for humankind to become sustainable, which is believed to have been achieved by Exodus 1.7, which talks of the Israelites in Egypt as having been fruitful and multiplied. [footnoteRef:36] [36:  John W. Rogerson, pp. 21-29 (p.22).   ] 


Conclusion 

It is clear that Genesis 1 is relevant in the ecological debate and contributes to the discussion of ‘green issues’. However, the text is open to a range of interpretations; therefore, it is appropriate to deem it as ambivalent; it is neither to blame nor blameless for the ecological crisis. 

There is a vast amount of scholarly texts supporting the idea that Genesis 1 creates a more negative attitude towards nature and the environment, interpreting the text as a dominion mandate. Dominion is enclosed in the image of God and as human beings are made in the image of God; they are given the mandate to rule over nature. Habel argues Genesis 1:26-28 is a ‘grey text’, therefore, a text that is “ecologically destructive”; “devaluing Earth”; and gives humankind a “God-given right to harness nature”. It is anthropocentric.[footnoteRef:37]  [37:  Norman Habel, An Inconvenient Text, pp.2-3.] 


There are, however, some ‘green’ aspects to Genesis 1 and it can help in encouraging a positive environmental outlook. For example, the concept of stewardship regards humanity as responsible stewards of creation. Some scholars have also highlighted that vegetarianism is presupposed for humans in Genesis 1: “God said, “See, I have given you every plant yielding seed that is upon the face of all the earth, and every tree with seed in its fruit; you shall have them for food.” (Genesis 1:29). Suggesting that non-human creatures have intrinsic worth. However, it is clear that the text is not fundamentally ‘green’. 

There are many ‘grey’ aspects of the text, which can be taken as a license for humanity to exploit creation. Although, it does not create overly positive ecological perspective, it does not create a completely negative ecological perspective either. It is ambivalent.  
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