A critical evaluation of ecological approaches through reading ‘The Flood Narrative’ in Genesis 6-9.

Introduction:
While reading the Genesis narrative of the flood, it is clearly evident that there can be much discussions on the debate regarding ecology within this text. With this, I intend to analyse from two standpoints which include the ‘recovery approach’ and also the ‘resistance approach: type A’ as a basis for this critical evaluation of Genesis 6-9. Through exploring varying opinions and arguments on the importance of the character of Earth within this narrative, while also evaluating the impact on both humanity and the Earth, to further analyse whether each approach can be significant for humanities relation with ecology. Furthermore, this will enable the evaluation of both the positive and negative outlooks on creation as a whole throughout this narrative. This will indicate strongly on the significance of evaluating two opposing approaches in the aim of assessing the ecological approaches to the reading of this narrative as either a positive or a negative ecological interpretation.
Recovery approach:
As we look into the beginning of the flood narrative, we can see clearly noted the way that God has exclaimed in this passage, that “the Lord saw that the wickedness of humankind was great in the earth… So the Lord said, “I will blot out from the earth the human beings I have created—people together with animals and creeping things and birds of the air, for I am sorry that I have made them.” (Genesis 6:5-8) With this, there is immediately this notion of the comparison of human actions affecting the outcome of those non-human aspects of creation. This understanding of the evil of mankind can be referred back to the narrative of Adam and Eve in Genesis 3, further highlighting the way that humans interact with nature. Johnson Leese notes that discussions on humanity being hierarchically above nature further “contribute to a sense of alienation between human beings and the rest of creation,”[footnoteRef:1] which is significant in this reading of the flood narrative to analyse correctly the intentions of the need to flood the earth along with all inhabitants. With the earth being judged of wickedness by the wickedness of humanity, this highlights further that “such texts remind us of the picture that has emerged in the opening chapters of Genesis of an interdependent relationship between human beings and the rest of creation,”[footnoteRef:2] further reinforcing this notion of correct stewardship that is expressed greatly in this phrase. To note further by Terence Fretheim is how “God intended to purge the world of its corruption. Water would thus be understood as a cleansing agent. The language of blotting out (6:7) suggests a wiping clean of the slate of the world and beginning anew.”[footnoteRef:3] This interpretation of ‘blotting’ out the entire created order on earth, we can see through Fretheim’s works that it was necessary, on God’s part, to engage in this activity as a cleansing approach rather than complete destruction. This is evident as God commands for Noah and his family to be saved in an ark, alongside a male and female pairing of every species of animal on earth, as noted in Gen. 6:14-21.  [1:  Johnson Leese, "Ecofaith: Reading Scripture In An Era Of Ecological Crisis", Religions, 10.3 (2019).p.6.]  [2:  Douglas J Moo and Jonathan A Moo, ‘Creation Care’ (Michigan: Zondervan, 2018).p.73.]  [3:  Terence E Fretheim, ‘God And World In The Old Testament: A Relational Theology Of Creation’ (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2005).p.66.] 

We can also see this where we compare the narratives within Genesis as there are mentions of ‘dominion’ over the created world. With this, we look within the text when God gives permission for humans regarding food: “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.” (Gen.1:29-30) This is with complete contrast to that of which can be found in Genesis 9:3, where no previous mention of animals as food is told by God. Furthermore, this signifies greatly on the way that “Human dominion in Genesis 1 entailed the absence of violence toward nonhuman animals,”[footnoteRef:4] which Ryan Patrick McClaughlin emphasises to further show the reaffirmation of the correct exercise of human control over the non-human earth. Although this may seem initially to be a negative impact of humanity on nature, this notion of correct stewardship is reiterated for humanity to abide by for this interconnectedness between humans and nature to thrive. To also be highlighted by D and J Moo further is that, [4:  Ryan Patrick Mclaughlin, "A Meatless Dominion: Genesis 1 And The Ideal Of Vegetarianism", Biblical Theology Bulletin: Journal Of Bible And Culture, 47.3 (2017).p.151.] 

“In chapter 2, humanity is described as having been formed from the “dust of the ground” (v. 7)… just as we are formed out of the ground, so too “the LORD God had formed out of the ground all the wild animals and all the birds in the sky” (v. 19). We share our earthly origins as human creatures with all of life.”
This is another aspect within the narrative that further confirms this ideal state for humanity was a vegetarian one, with the implications of the inclusion of meat, which some could argue, has brought evil upon humanity. With this, God’s intention was clearly a vegetarian life for humanity, where there is no mention of the permission to eat meat until the narrative is altered in Genesis 9.
The significance also at the end of this narrative is with the covenant that is formed again with Noah and his family; “I establish my covenant with you, that never again shall all flesh be cut off by the waters of a flood, and never again shall there be a flood to destroy the earth.” (Gen.9:11) This use of the term ‘all flesh’ is regarded as essential to the ecological importance of this narrative under God’s instruction, where God views both human and non-human creation as equally deserving of being free from such punishment again. This aspect of God is critical in the sustaining of earth in this way, as Fretheim notes that God “goes beyond justice and decides to save some, including animals,”[footnoteRef:5] highlighting this narrative as a way for God to return his creation to the necessary state while also preserving what he originally thought to be ‘wicked.’ This can also be seen as the redemption of both humanity and of the earth, further emphasising this understanding that God intended to save the goodness of his creation; which included the natural creation. What can be noted clearly, however, is this drastic change in the harmony between humanity and with non-human living beings, where it mentions that “The fear and dread of you shall rest on every animal of the earth.” (Gen.9:2) This harmony that is broken, as John W Rogerson notes, “the fact that after the flood, this relationship is one of fear and mutual enmity indicates that prior to the flood, the relationship was one of mutual harmony.”[footnoteRef:6] This, as it can be discussed largely, is seen as a negative outcome towards the end of the narrative on the way humanity has now received more control of the animals of the land.  [5:  Terence E Fretheim, ‘God And World In The Old Testament: A Relational Theology Of Creation’ (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2005).p.67.]  [6:  John. W. Rogerson, ‘The Creation Stories: Their Ecological Potential and Problems’, Ecological Hermeneutics: Biblical, Historical and Theological Perspectives, ed. D. G. Horrell, C. Hunt, C. Southgate and F. Stavrakopoulou (London: T & T Clark, 2010).p.26.] 


Resistance approach type A:
Discussing this issue previously on this notion of a gained control over the animals, this reinforces that humanity has the highest control over the entire earth, after God. With this, it is hard to ignore the anthropocentric bias within this text. The first implication that Norman Habel comes across with this matter is clear where he notes the words of God as he speaks to Noah: “And God said to Noah, “I have determined to make an end of all flesh, for the earth is filled with violence because of them; now I am going to destroy them along with the earth.” (Gen.6:13) Habel comments on this statement, where he says that “the divine hand of destruction reaches beyond the guilty to embrace an innocent party,”[footnoteRef:7] which emphasises clearly on this notion of Earth’s innocence being compared to the sinful nature of humans that have affected the Earth. God even comments that it is ‘human wickedness’ that has brought him to this decision, therefore it needs to be argued how this can possibly be Earth’s fault in any way, apart from housing human life in the first place. To be noted also is this understanding by Ernst M Conradie, where he highlights that “…ecological theologians have to come to terms with the discovery that the Bible itself does not necessarily support a particular cause, in this case an ecological ethos.”[footnoteRef:8] With this, it further enables the reader to come to an understanding that reading the bible and comparing it to a modern context must be used accordingly, where ecological themes were not abundant during the writing of such texts, which Habel does not acknowledge in regards to reading biblical passages from a modern context. [7:  Norman Habel, ‘An Inconvenient Text’ (ATF Press, 2012).p.14.]  [8:  Ernst M Conradie, "Towards An Ecological Biblical Hermeneutics : A Review Essay On The Earth Bible Project", Scriptura : Journal For Contextual Hermeneutics In Southern Africa,, 85.1 (2004).p.127.] 

Another aspect to note is this theme of androcentrism that is evident within this aspect of the narrative, as Noah is described by Fretheim as one “whose care for the animals, in exemplary obedience to God, enables their continuing life beyond the flood.”[footnoteRef:9] This statement, although seemingly a positive outlook on the way Noah cares for all animals, is contrasted largely within the narrative. It mentions further that: “Then Noah built an altar to the Lord, and took of every clean animal and of every clean bird, and offered burnt offerings on the altar,” (Gen.8:20) which can be seen clearly to go against what Fretheim initially stated. With this, it brings the question of why God wanted to save these animals from the flood in the first place, only for ‘every clean animal’ to be sacrificed after the flood? This promotes further this theme of androcentrism, where the main focus is reiterated for Noah and his family to repopulate the Earth. With this, Habel refers to humans as “obsessive creatures- they love to sin. If God were to perpetuate a curse policy, Earth would be repeatedly under threat because humans are always bent on evil.”[footnoteRef:10] This is a declaration, by humans, that as long as we exist, evil will remain in the world where both humanity and the Earth itself will suffer, at the cost of the Earth. This is evident also in the flood narrative, where as soon as Noah and his family are saved from the destruction of the Earth, where it mentions that “Noah, a man of the soil, was the first to plant a vineyard. He drank some of the wine and became drunk, and he lay uncovered in his tent.” (Gen.9:20-21) This is clear with Habel’s statement, where even Noah after being saved by God, took the decision to become drunk in the aftermath of being free from the ark. This use of ‘a man of the soil’ further alludes to Habel’s later statement that the Earth will suffer in accordance to human sin and evil.  [9:  Terence E Fretheim, ‘God And World In The Old Testament: A Relational Theology Of Creation’ (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2005).p.67.]  [10:  Norman Habel, ‘An Inconvenient Text’ (ATF Press, 2012).p.15.] 

The final aspect to note is this understanding of God’s covenant with Noah, where he promises to not destroy any aspect of his creation, whether it be humanity or the Earth itself. Already expressed is this covenant that is promised, by God, to Noah and his family and also towards all of the natural creation in Gen 9:11. A later statement made by Habel further highlights that “the only compensation for Earth is a promise that God will never again corrupt Earth, a promise that embraces a divine admission that God was the culprit,”[footnoteRef:11] which is a question that is asked throughout this reading of the narrative. Even though Earth has been declared the reason, along with humanity, for the need for destruction, the Earth must now accept a promise from God that neither humanity nor the Earth itself will be destroyed again. This damages also the ecological necessity of the Earth’s sustainability where the impact of this can be detrimental, both for preserving the Earth as well as the future preservation of humanity. This promise, however, can be seen in many different ways as being arguably untrue. These can be seen in Prophetic writings of the Hebrew Bible, along with passages seen in 2 Peter 3 with the Book of Revelation also, all showing in detail of this theme of ‘the end of the world’ and the obliteration of Earth and all inhabitants.  This reiterates the consequences of humanity on the Earth, where Habel and Balabanski argue that “biblical texts, written by humans to meet human circumstances, will reflect human interests at the expense of the non-human Earth community.”[footnoteRef:12] This clearly argues the necessity for human understanding of ecological impacts we are causing on Earth, that are in turn going to affect nature as much as it will affect humanity. Understandably, there are many different understandings of this covenant, whether the promise will be kept by God is one of the most important readings within the narrative. Where Christians see the Bible as a text that is read as one continuous narrative, this promise is seen as somewhat invalid once reading many other texts later on in the Bible. [11:  Norman Habel, ‘An Inconvenient Text’ (ATF Press, 2012).p.16.]  [12:  Norman Habel and Balabanski, V (eds.) ‘The Earth Story in the New Testament.’ (London: Sheffield Academic Press, 2002).p.1.] 


Summary:
In summary, although there have been numerous debates on the ecological impacts that humanity has used on the environment, this can be seen within many biblical texts throughout the Bible as an androcentric bias. The relevance however of this within the narratives are clear, where these texts were written by humans for the use of humans, where such topics on ecology and preserving the natural creation have been used through these texts at later and more relevant discussions. With this however, it is this aspect that should enable humanity to use the power and control for the better of the Earth and of its sustainability rather than through exploitation and almost destruction. Due to this aspect, I find it ecologically acceptable to follow through with responses from the resistance approach type a, where the Earth cannot use its own voice, humans must convey that message in the aid of the Earth. This is especially significant now as we are living in a vastly changing climate, that has been slowly damaged, that will ultimately cause major ecological destructions globally. Therefore, this approach both aims to give Earth its voice back to enable humanity to work with earth again in the aim to revive much of what has or will be lost in the future without proper interventions. 
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