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Analyse Genesis 1 from an ecological perspective 
Genesis 1 is one of the most debated creation narratives in the Hebrew Bible and contributes to theological thought continuously. As a creation narrative Genesis 1 has been the centre of several key discussions involving the modern ecological crisis and what the Hebrew Bible can contribute to environmental thought. Genesis 1, and the book of Genesis overall, has been at the centre of interpreting the bible and its teachings surrounding ecological issues. Genesis 1 presents the narrative of the natural world being created by God in seven days including humankind in their own image and giving humankind dominion over other than human creation (Gen 1 NRSV). To examine Genesis 1 from an ecological perspective it is necessary to consider the diversity of how the chapter is interpreted in light of environmental issues. This can be seen through the several conflicting interpretations of this text and what it contributes. One of the most popular interpretations among Jewish and Christian traditions is that Genesis 1 offers a positive ecological worldview and developed beliefs surrounding stewardship. This interpretation of Genesis 1 will be examined, as well as, the possible critiques of this view and how it is challenged by different understandings. To fully understand how Genesis 1 can be read from an ecological perspective it is necessary to consider the diverse interpretations and how these interpretations have influenced ecological traditions. Understanding Genesis 1 from an ecological perspective is necessary when considering how religions can contribute to discussions in light of the modern environmental crisis as well as the effects of religious ecological world views on the environment. Genesis 1 continuously influences the Christian and Jewish ecological worldview and its interpretation has profound authority over how believers of these traditions shape their ecological  worldview. The significance of the Hebrew Bible and its religious authority suggests that understanding its ecological message is considerably important to changing and influencing attitudes to the environmental crisis. The importance of the Hebrew Bible’s ecological legacy can change attitudes to the environment and create positive attitudes to the environment. However, it is to be seen if Genesis 1 promotes a positive ecological worldview or if it hinders ecological change. The ideas of Lynn White and Richard Bauckham will be assessed to explore the stewardship model of interpreting Genesis 1 and how this understanding can be supported and challenged. It is to be seen if the stewardship model presents positive ecological attitudes or if it supports negative attitudes to the environment as Lynn White and other scholars suggest. It must first be discussed what the stewardship interpretation of Genesis 1 is and how scholars that support this idea present its positive ecological message. 
The reading of Genesis 1 as a passage with positive ecological ideas is a tradition that is often experienced among several Judeo-Christian denominations. This interpretation develops ideas that Genesis 1 highlights the God given command that humankind is to care for the earth and become the earth’s steward. This idea, often understood as stewardship, focuses on certain passages of Genesis 1 and how these illuminate the command of care for the environment. Genesis 1 states that humankind shall “fill the earth and subdue it; and have dominion over the fish of the sea” (Gen 1:28-29) and this passage has often been understood to highlight God ordering mankind to take care of the earth and to become the earth’s steward. To use the earth as humankind needs for food and survival, but also to care for and watch over the natural world. This idea is supported by Pope Francis, when he realised a statement on stewardship speaking as head of the catholic church in 2015. Faith Shin and Jesse Preston explain that Pope Francis released a statement that quoted Biblical narratives, such as Genesis 1, claiming that “Pope Francis advocated that it is humankind’s sacred duty to be stewards of the earth.”[footnoteRef:1] This statement highlights the commonly understood interpretation of Genesis 1 in Judeo-Christian traditions, that it is an example of a time God ordered humankind to care for the environment. By extension, this understanding can be argued to promote a positive ecological worldview as it emphasises the importance of caring for the environment. The interpretation that the environment is a “scared duty”[footnoteRef:2] promotes active environmentally friendly behaviours and beliefs as it is a command given from God. The ecological message in this interpretation of Genesis 1 is a god given command and thus, a significantly profound duty of Catholics and other Christian denominations. To engage in ecologically damaging behaviours, Catholics could argue that they would be disobeying God. This idea of not respecting nature as was ordered by God is also supported by scholar Douglas Hayhoe. Hayhoe states that Genesis 1 is not a mandate to exploit the earth, instead he claims that “have dominion over” (Gen 1:28) “does not provide permission to plunder the earth […] but to develop it in a sustainable way of looking after it.”[footnoteRef:3] Hayhoe highlights how Genesis 1 is a positive text ecologically and that God directly gave humankind the orders to care for the environment. Hayhoe is presenting the idea that stewardship is what God meant through Genesis 1 and thus, is the correct interpretation of this passage. To ignore this interpretation, considering Hayhoe’s ideas and that of Pope Francis, is to ignore the divine order given by God. For followers of this interpretation, to ignore it is to defy God and damage his creation. To read and understand Genesis 1 from the interpretation of stewardship is to have positive ecological worldviews and to respect nature, resulting in positive environmental change or behaviours. This interpretation remains well documented, but this is not to say that this way of thinking has been widely accepted. This interpretation remains a popular belief system and interpretation in Judeo-Christian traditions however, it faces opposition from varying interpretations of Genesis 1. The nature of the Hebrew Bible leads to several conflicting interpretations of Genesis 1 and this is seen in the challenges presented to the stewardship approach. [1:  S Faith and J Preston, ‘Green as the Gospel: The Power of Stewardship Messages to Improve Climate Change Attitudes’, Psychology of Religion and Spirituality, (2019).]  [2:  S Faith and J Preston, ‘Green as the Gospel: The Power of Stewardship Messages to Improve Climate Change Attitudes’]  [3:  D Hayhoe, ‘Creation as a Gift: A Neglected Approach to Creation Care’, Science & Christian Belief, 29(2) (2017), p. 94. ] 

The stewardship model of interpreting Genesis 1 faces opposition for several factors and from several different ways of interpreting Genesis ecologically. The idea that humankind is a steward of the earth and made in God’s image raises concerns of if the separation of humankind and nature can be ecologically beneficial interpretation. Genesis 1 states that humankind was made in God’s image as well as God giving humankind the natural world to use, for example, “See, I have given you every plant.” (Gen 1:29-30) This passage has often been seen to present a separation between humankind and non-human creation. Iain Provan quotes Genesis 1 and states that it highlights the role of humanity as stewards and “mark[s] human beings out from the sea creatures and the birds.”[footnoteRef:4] Provan is presenting that, even with a stewardship model of interpretation, humankind are understood to have a higher role than other-than human creation. Although this does not immediately present negative connotations it can be argued that this idea of humankind’s superiority over creation is only damaging attitudes towards the environment. The stewardship model gives humanity a God given role of steward that separates them from creation and orders them to care for it. Although the stewardship interpretation presents that this title of steward is a caring, loving role, this raises issues of an anthropocentric ecology. The notion of an anthropocentric ecology in Genesis separates humankind from non-human creation and creates a fundamental separation in status. This fundamental separation between humanity and creation can be argued to result in negative attitudes towards environmental issues, that the stewardship interpretation fails because of Genesis 1’s anthropocentric ideas. The stewardship model is a loving interpretation; however, it still places humanity above creation as its master and this is a fundamentally flawed interpretation due to this. This idea is supported by Lynn White and his thesis of Genesis 1 and its responsibility for damaging attitudes towards the environment in the past. Andrew Village describes White’s interpretation of Genesis 1 and states that ‘the biblical injunction to rule the earth and have dominion over living things is ultimately responsible for contemporary beliefs and attitudes that harm the environment.”[footnoteRef:5] White is supporting the idea that Genesis 1 leads to damaging ecological behaviours due to its anthropocentric nature. White presents that this anthropocentric nature of Genesis 1 leads to the separation of humankind and nature. Thus, Genesis 1 and its anthropocentric nature is responsible for the current environmental crisis. This is a significant critique of the stewardship model of interpretation as it argues that the separation of humankind and nature is an ecologically damaging belief system, even if the separation results in humankind caring for nature. That while there is separation between humankind and nature Genesis 1 is not an ecologically positive text. Village further supports this idea by stating that stewardship is often seen as another form of human superiority and “therefore seen by some as another form of dominion.”[footnoteRef:6]  [4:  I Provan, ‘Creation and Holistic Ministry: A Study of Genesis 1:1 to 2:3’, Evangelical Review of Theology, 41(3) (2017), p.274. ]  [5:  A Village, ‘ Was White Right? Biblical Interpretation, Theological Stance and Environmental Attitudes among a Sample of UK Churchgoers’, Journal of Empirical Theology, 28(1) (2015), p.24.]  [6:  A Village, ‘ Was White Right? Biblical Interpretation, Theological Stance and Environmental Attitudes among a Sample of UK Churchgoers’, p.25.] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Richard Bauckham and his work on religion and ecology can be seen to support the stewardship interpretation of Genesis 1 and challenge the ideas that humankind being apart from nature is a fundamentally negative idea. Bauckham discusses the interpretation of the Hebrew Bible and Genesis that humankind was given a higher status above nature. Bauckham presents the idea that humankind has interpreted the Hebrew Bible as highlighting their place above creation and that “we are apart from nature, but we are also a part of it.”[footnoteRef:7] He continues by arguing that humankind needs to re-enter creation and that the stewardship model gives “Christians a framework within which to approach ecological issues with concern and responsibility.”[footnoteRef:8] However, it is important to note that Bauckham continuously assesses the Stewardship model and can be seen to present ideas that support certain aspects of the stewardship model, thus, addressing the issues in the interpretation. Bauckham’s critique of the stewardship interpretation can be seen to address the issues and help the model overcome these issues. Bauckham can be seen to be supporting the stewardship interpretation in his critiques as he explains that humankind are the same act of creation as non-human creation and are not masters of creation at all. Instead humankind have the knowledge to take care of the environment and thus, the stewardship model is the correct way of interpreting Genesis 1 as it reflects this. By stating this Bauckham is challenging the ideas raised by Lynn White, that by placing humans above creation any interpretation of Genesis 1 leads to flawed interpretations. Bauckham’s ideas present that the stewardship interpretation does not place humanity above nature, but respects that humankind are a part of nature with the knowledge to care for it. This challenges White’s ideas as it suggests that Genesis 1 is not a negative text due to its anthropocentricism but that it has been wrongly interpreted in the past and that humanity’s distinctness does not diminish humanity as a part of nature and creation. Bauckham is challenging the notion that humanity being different from nature equals being of a higher status. God’s divine order to take care of the natural world is a result of humankind being part of the natural world but with the unique knowledge to take care of it, instead of being above nature in status and separate from nature. Bauckham presents this idea that humankind is part of the natural world’s community and that “humankind as fellow creatures (a horizontal relation) is primary”[footnoteRef:9], that it is more important the humanity acknowledges that they are a part of nature. However, Bauckham faces similar challenges to the stewardship model. Bauckham does not deny that there is a distinctiveness to humankind and that they possess the ability to care for the environment that other than human creation does not. It can be seen that Bauckham’s ideas face the same issues that the stewardship model does, that this difference will eventually result in superior human attitudes to the environment. It can be argued that any separation can lead to anthropocentric views on the environment and ecological issues. However, Bauckham presents that there is no separation because humankind is a part of nature and that “dominion (a vertical relation) is secondary.”[footnoteRef:10] It can be seen that Bauckham overcomes this challenge as he does not deny the difference between humanity and the rest of creation but that being a part of creation and caring for it comes first, thus, it is the most important.  [7:  R Berry, ‘ Creation Care: Stewardship or What?’, Science & Christian Belief, 24(2) (2012), pp. 180-82. ]  [8:  R Berry, ‘ Creation Care: Stewardship or What?’, p.180. ]  [9:  J McKeown, ‘Richard Bauckham, Bible and Ecology: Rediscovering the Community of Creation’, Studies in Christian Ethics, 25(3) (2012), p.367-370.]  [10:  J McKeown, ‘Richard Bauckham, Bible and Ecology: Rediscovering the Community of Creation’] 

In conclusion, Genesis 1, and its ecological worldview, is open to several conflicting interpretations. Many Judeo-Christian denominations view Genesis 1 as the basis for the stewardship model of ecological thinking. This idea presents that Genesis 1 describes God’s sacred order given to humankind to care for the environment. Supporters of this idea, such as Pope Francis, argue that this is a positive ecological interpretation of Genesis 1 as it encourages environmentally positive behaviours. For the stewardship interpretation, to damage nature is to defy God. This interpretation also argues that to have an ecologically damaging understanding of Genesis 1 is to have not read it correctly.  However, this interpretation of Genesis 1 has faced scrutiny from several scholars including Lynn White and Andrew Village, who argue that Genesis 1 presents a fundamental separation of humankind and creation. This separation only promotes anthropocentric ecological thinking as it places humanity above creation. Although stewardship supporters argue that this superiority is to care for nature, White and Village’s ideas present that this separation is flawed and cannot produce positive ecological thinking. The stewardship interpretation is argued to be inherently flawed because of this and Village claims it is the same as ideas of humankinds ecologically destructive dominion over creation. Although Richard Bauckham critiques the stewardship interpretation of Genesis 1 his ideas can be used to support it and solve this issue of humankind over creation. This is seen as Bauckham describes that fundamentally humanity is a part of creation and that this should always come first. Humanity being part of creation, for Bauckham, is more theologically important than humanities distinctiveness. This provides support for the stewardship interpretation as it implies that humankind has a duty to care for the environment as they are a part of it and that Genesis 1 reiterates this fact. Thus, Genesis 1 is not a solely anthropocentric and ecologically damaging text but provides a duty for humankind to care for creation as they are the same as the creatures and other non-human creation. Overall, this suggests that Genesis 1 is a difficult text to analyses ecologically as it presents several conflicting interpretations and messages. Genesis 1, for supporters of the stewardship interpretation, is a largely positive ecological text that provides a duty of care for the environment. However, for other scholars Genesis 1 is flawed due to its anthropocentrism and is not a text that presents many positive contributions to the ecological crisis. Genesis 1 is a complex text when considering ecological issues and its benefits are solely based on the interpretation that is chosen by the reader. 
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