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ABSTRACT 

ECOLOGICAL INSIGHTS REVEALED 

From the Interpretation of Genesis 1: 1-2:lS 

Harry Morgan 

The global ecoiogical cnsis of today is a radical challenge for Christians as 

the physical world faces unprecedented environmental peril. According to the 

scientific evidence, the fragile chemical and biologicai compiexities of Our worid are 

being perrnanentty altered. This study interprets the two creation accounts found 

within Hebrew Scripture in order to elicit ecologicai insights for Christians of today. 

The analysis depends on the three exegetical operations suggested in Chapter 7 of 

Bernard Lonergan's Method in TheoIogy, on Interpretation: 1) understanding the text, 

the object, words and author; 2) judging the correctness of the interpretation; 3) 

relevancy for Christians of today. The ecoiogical insights revealed from the Priestly 

and Yahwist creation narratives include: goodness of creation, image of God, 

cultivation and care of the natural world, interdependency md chaos and order. 
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To those who reaffirm justice and celebration in the blessings of God's creation 
through their reflection, judgments and actions. Our home sustains life. 
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Question: What ecological insights are revealed when interpreting 
Genesis 1:1 - 2:18? 

Individual and common experiences derived from o w  environment in 

endlessly complex ways can direct people along various paths of expression. tt has 

been my expenence that the environment is become increasingty de-mded and that 

the relationships between ecosystems have been short-circuited in some cases. The 

positive scientific images of Our planet travelling in space in conjunction with other 

bodies and the profound interconnection of al1 earthly creatures provide perspectives 

of this compiexity and beauty. While not questioning the need for complex 

formulations, the simplicity of this truthful statement - good planets are hard to find - 

offers profound implications for Christians and non-Christians alike. It is not enough 

to encourage moral activism but to strive to better understand how God is involved in 

creation and how that involvement impinges upon the relations of humans to the 

naturai world. 

It is under the above brief personal sketch that the signiflcance of rny question 

arises. In trying to further understand more fiilly the human place within the natural 

world Christians are inevitably drawn back to the two creation narratives found in 

Hebrew Scripture. The pnmeval history within Hebrew Scnpnire offers a 

fundamentally interactive account of the relations among nature, humans and 

Yahweh. The chaos, order, and goodness sequence of the wo creation narratives 

reflects this reiationship with their Creator. Both the Pnestly and the Yahwist 



creation narratives are indeed creation-centered literature since they view the natural 

world as a divine gift and blessing rather than an object of worship or indifference. 

Both creation narratives point to a Creator that did not want just a world but a specific 

kind of environment. 

The question to be investigated, "ecological insight" is defined as a sharp 

understanding of the compiex and sequential relationships within our environment. 

"Revelation" is conceived as Yahweh's pronouncement of his presence and purpose 

through his creative acts. Revelation is ultimately a relationship with the divine 

rather than the mere accumulation of facts about the divine. The two creation account 

authors' literary responses of this uncovenng are testimonies of their faith in Yahweh. 

"Interpretation" will be addressed later in this paper but can be defined as an 

explaining of the Priestly and Yahwist creation passages by means of questioning, 

gathering of information, judging the results and presenting the reievancy of work 

accomplished. It is by these three operations outlined in Bernard Lonergan's 1971 

work of Interpretation (Chapter 7 - Method in TheoIog):) that 1 hope to show God's 

love for al1 creation. The question will bnng forth a keen understanding of the care of 

nature for today's world frorn the testimonies of the Priestly and Yahwist creation 

narratives. 

In answering this question 1 will consult the Genesis commentaries of Vawter 

and von Rad, as well as C. Westennann's two creation texts: Creation (1974) and 

Genesis: An Introducriorr (1986). These four texts provide a basis for the three 



exegetical operations. I also reviewed conternporary authors who are committed to 

the protection of the environment: Berry, Clarke, Ruether, Fox and others. 

This paper will not present the Priestly and Yahwist pre-literary stages of 

development of the various creation myths, although references to these myths are 

required for background support. 1 intend to move directly from the Pnestly and 

Yahwist creauon narratives to the section of reievancy for today. Otherwise the task 

becomes far too cumbersome to manage effectively. 1 will not anempt to elaborate 

on the obvious significance that the two creation narratives have on other ecological 

notions found in Hebrew Scnpture. Yet the reverse procedure will be used to give 

ecoiogical meaning to the creation passages. This snidy contains some ecological 

statistics but does not enlist the plethora of scientific data that are readily available. 



The evolution of thought about ecological insight rnust begin with the earliest 

data available to us. Notions of c o m o n  mythology from Our past have parallel 

images. with the Creation stories. In the historical context this is quiie striking for it 

supports and gives the impetus to the notions of cornmon heritages, etc. The Priestly 

and Yahwist creation accounts are quite unique in that they were bound up with the 

history of mankind against a backdrop o f  environmental gods. The bokiness of their 

reflection resulted in Israel's presentation of one, holy God - one source of al1 

creation, who acts in ways that one can experience steadfastly and one can respond to 

personally. Through this relationship, the Priestly and Yahwist creation narratives 

present ecologically significant connections between Yahweh, humans and the 

environment. In addition to purpose, peculiarities of style, Ianguage and prevalent 

views of the world - the two authors provide sequences and themes of chaos. order, 

goodness, biessedness, dominion, image, care and cultivation which can offer the 

theological and moral basis for Christian ecological thought. 

Much material is available from the pre-Christian era. Exarnples of the range 

of potential material include the Greek philosophers who held the universe and al1 of 

its parts to be one living organism. Anaxagoras viewed our natural world to be "co- 

present with man".' Greek philosophers helped move environmental mythology to 

environmental science. Exceedingiy cornplex stages of thought centered around 

- 

' Boas, Liisfov of Ph*, p.346. 



themes of unity, duration, decay and rnysticism- Centuries later, with the arriva1 of 

Christianity, the Resurrection played havoc for some groups as the universal laws of 

their world were violated and competing ideas surrounding a NO- fold universe 

emerged in many forms. The Stoics held to the convicticn that environmental care 

rested only upon human knowledge. The Cynics abandoned the idea of care for the 

natural world and the Gnostics viewed matter as vulgar which paved the way for the 

early church to fix its creeds. doctrines and to accept the Hebrew ~cr i~a i re . '  

Ecological themes from the earliest beginnings of the church do include: 

Romans 1 : 19-25 where Paul points to order of the world; Matthew telling his listeners 

to trust in God only and give up the ceaseless quest for possessions and advantages; 

and Colossians 1 : 18-20 where it caIls for cosmic reconciliation. During the early 

years of church history nuances of ecological insight continued in many ways. 

Origen's suspicions of the various forms of dualism of his day cornrnanded him to 

state that the natural world was a divine gift and al1 creatures were derived from 

God's love. Augustine countered Pelagius' argument of human authority over the 

environment with the belief that if people were left to their own resources they would 

surely mess things up. Augustine, like Origen, viewed the environment to be a divine 

gift hefd in trust. Athanasius. moving against Arius, stated that worship of creation 

and its possessions was idolatrous.) 



Centuries later. during the high Middle Ages, technological innovations 

irnpacted upon relations between nature and humaniry. The growth of nations. States 

and their bureaucraties placed heavy demands on people and their surroundings. The 

Church showed conternporary Christians the love of al1 creation through the efforts of 

Bonaventure, Francis. Hildegaard and many others. Through the ensuing periods of 

Church history up to and including the present period, the care for the natural world 

within Church teachings developed in many directions under the Linkage of Christian 

faith and one's perspective of one's surroundings. Environmental care was expressed 

in a varïety of human endeavors. which included literature. religious naturalism, 

architecture and royalty. With the arrivai of modemity and under its scientific and 

mechanical umbrella, the application of technology is having enormous implications 

for the natural world as well as the Church. While some Christians accepted the 

intellectual and physical cornforts of science, others resisted its attempt to reduce the 

mysteries of the environment into neat formuiae. Enlightenment brought reason, 

progress and sorne distrust of Church tradition. 

Examples of the continual shifting of environmental thought are: 1) the retum 

of the idea that humans alone can influence the environment - this idea recalls the 

Pelagianism of the 5b century and the humanism of the 1 4Ih cenniry; 2) the Marxist 

notion that the creation accounts were only "spiritual fragrance"; 3) the "Mother 

Earth" notions conceived in terms of domination; 4) the cornmitment of Eco- 

theologians to the 12 .ration of creation; 5) and the 1994 Catechism of the Church 



(sections 337-349) which upholds the goodness of every creanue and 

interdependence under the existence of the Creator. 

Frorn this very brief sketch it wouid not be unreasonable to assert that each 

passing generatjon within the Western world provided ecological notions to 

successive kin based in part upon the Genesis creation narratives. Furthemore, over 

the centuries. as the natural environment supported nomadic, agricultural. industrial 

and technological societies. the Christian era produced a formidable tradition of 

thinkers who viewed the creation narratives as a foundation for this divine gifi of the 

creation. 

Anyone attempting to assess the import of a narrative must understand it 

sufficiently in order to move into a discourse with it in which one's understanding is 

subsequently amplified. Faithful pursuit of this growth can certainly take many 

avenues and does include existential experience. degrees of interest and personal and 

common disposition. The meaning of a narrative can shifl from the general to the 

particular and return to the expanded general. The ecological voices of today's 

Christians have been inspired by this interaction of the two creation accounts of 

Hebrew Scnpture. Growth through textual questioning and then understanding 

allows us to challenge our understanding of Our living experiences. Through the 

process of interpretation there can occur revisions and corrections of environmental 



rhought as ecological insight deepens. Confrontation with ecological notions 

revealed from Scripture can iast a Iifetime. 

Although the intent of this inquiry is Iimited to the two creation narratives, 

these nvo accounts stand in a broader authonal context of the first 1 I chapters of 

Genesis and implicitly within the interpretative wholeness of the Bible. So, other 

scriptural passages, could demand out full attention if this scrutiny were to be 

e.xhaustive. NevertheIess, references will be made to this extra-Genesis matenai, for 

there is theological value in this unity with incalculable consequences sweeping 

across human endeavor and natural phenomena. For Christians of this day, the 

ecological messages found within the Christian Scnpture can only be conceived 

against the background of the Hebrew Scripture, which are its source and context. In 

like manner, the indefinite stretch of history with its abundance of creation myths 

provided a similar traditional force for the Yahwist and Pnestly creation ordenngs. 

lblore specifically, this inquiry into ecological insight is limited to the whole 

Pnestiy creation account found in Genesis 112-2:4b and the partial Yahwist creation 

account of 2:4b-2:18. The inquiry depends as well on Lonergan's Specialy of 

lnrerprerarion found in Chapter 7 of Method of Theoiogy and will entai1 three general 

exegetical operations with particular undertakings within each operation. These 

operations are: 1) understanding the text, the object, the words and the author by 

applying composition and historical criticisms to address the ecological and 

theologicaI question; 2) assessing rny correctness based on the Genesis testirnonies, 



commentaries and recent writings within the ecology field. This practice can 

undoubtedly be an evolving process of unrestrained discourse and wirness which has 

the ability to transcend ecological thought or environmental experience; 3) and 

reformulating the discovered biblical material into relevant ecological notions for 

faithfùl followers of Christ  esu us! Eco-theoiogy is a faiff i l  message of explanation 

and conversion, which involves and depends upon a host of disciplines. 

This inquiry will begin by presenting a general overview of the Pries~ly and 

Yahwist creation nanatives and elaborating the general structure of the biblical 

passages, the relationships benveen ecological meaning and religious imagery, and 

the faithfuI intentions and purpose of the authors regarding creation's place under 

Yabweh. The goal here is to discover ecological truths within the texts and answer 

such questions as: what sources did the authors use when writing their narratives?; 

what were the general views toward the natural world?; what was the author's 

purpose and setting? How the two narratives open up ecoIogica1 understanding for 

their readers and can they ailow insight in experiencing God's creation? Were the 

authors' passages authentic to themselves, their immediate community and to the 

whole created world? Did the authors pomay God's saving love for nature and do 

any of these revealed ecological meanings hold opporninities for today's efforts? 

Certainly once authors present themselves to their world their text becornes past 

tense. yet they can provide timeless meaning, wisdom and purposehl direction. This 

kind of re-reading, understanding and knowing allows religious data from our Judaic 

tradition to help shape Christian ecological ideas of today. This overview is followed 

- - - - - - - 

Lonergan. B.. chapter 7 in his m d  in l&&gy 

9 



by a section that describes peculiarities of the author's scheme and ecologically 

significant nouns, verbs, adjectives and phrases, for such idiosyncrasies and words 

present authorial purpose and intention. The accumulation of this data will focus on 

creation's dependence on the Creator, the position of the environment and the context 

for care for this planet. Discernrnent of the logical patterns of word use will advance 

Our knowledge of eco-theological issues and although not exhaustive, this section can 

offer solutions to today's ecological crisis. Nouns chosen by the Priestly and Yahwist 

writers reveal Israel's grasp of their God; verbs provide the necessary impetus by 

moving the sentences to conciusion; adjectives prociaim drama. emotion and imagery 

of the nouns and verbs; phrases can surface the author's viewpoints of his or her 

environment. To conclude the first exegetical operation, I will present a verse by 

verse interpretation for each account, and then, in a comparative section, highlight the 

differences and unite the sirnilarities of the Priestly and Yahwist creation narratives. 

The second operation of judgment will be based on the findings of data and my own 

understanding of this material. This will be an important effort for no intellecnial or 

literary activity is an isiand. but via deep and real religious roots du the peoples of 

lsrael extend their creative beliefs unto Our setting of today. The third operation of 

this inquiry will restore the 52 verses under study in the Priestly and Yahwist creation 

narratives into ecoIogica1 messages for the Christian beiiever of today. By 

objectifjing judgments, Christians can acknowtedge challenges of faith and move 

into moral cornmitment based on authentic confrontation of meaning. 



This section will define major words used in this paper so that both the writer 

and reader can determine the precise significance and boundaries of the question to be 

addressed. It is agreed that some words have minor variations of historical rneaning, 

while other words signal various degrees of meaning in different cultures at different 

times. Clarity of rneaning is irnperative when describing terms that have been built 

up over the ages. 

Thus, the definition provided is to give order and orientation throughout this 

paper while recognizing the wider significance of contemporary language in al1 its 

various forms and criticisms. The terms defined are: ecology, environment, creation, 

insight and interpretation. 



The word ecology is derived from the Greek noun "oikos" (house) and 

significantly has the same Greek root as economics "oikonomos" (household 

manager).' The third and fourth syllables of the word ecology corne fiom the farniiiar 

word "logos" which means "a statement or narrative at some length" or in short "to 

say". Thus it is derived that ecology is a signifiant discussion of the house. For the 

Greek philosophers, discussion of their "oikos " was not mere t a k  o r  comrnands, but 

a rational account of a perpetuaily changing world. Logos is depicted as the means of 

God's self-disclosure to the world; an evolving re~ationship.~ The prologue of John's 

Gospel reveals the word as God's primary agent in creation with the titles "Son" and 

"Logos " used interchangeably. 

The scientific view of "oikos" gradually became more comprehensive in the 

last 300 years and ecolog), developed a more bioiogical stance by studying the 

interdependence benveen organisms and the naturai world. Ecofow later becarne a 

logical tool in areas of various studies, which today inciude human and cultural 

ecological research. The actual word itself, ecology was first offered by a Gexman 

biologist. Ernest Haeckel in 1868, who viewed ecology as a body of knowledge 

concerned with the economy of nature, rooted in economics and evolutionary 

Hult. A., m, p.239 
Ibid, p.239 



- 
thought.' For Haeckel, it was a study of al1 complex interrelations referred within the 

conditions of struggle, thus ecology is undentood as the science of the environment. 

Recent interest in ecotogy within religious studies began in the rnid 2 0 ~  

century in two general ways. Firstly, ecology was viewed in terms of religious 

conservationism caused by experienced depreciation of the oikos. Some eco- 

theologians point to the Hebraic divorce between divinity and nature, gnosticism and 

the ascetic tendencies in Near Eastern religions as the key points of alienation 

between humans and nature.8 The second general interest is through disciplines of 

rdigious studies, such as history and anthropology, which studies the creative role of 

the oikos found in many religious e ~ ~ r e s s i o n s . ~  Human societies obtain various 

religious ideas and images fiom the natural world. AIthough some historical negative 

attitudes towards ecohgy were given theological and philosophical bases, the eco- 

theologians of today view their oikos as a creative sacrament containing profound and 

insiehtful - views for faithhl Chnstians. 

' ibid, p.240 
' Ibid, p.240 
9 ibid. p.241 



From a purely descriptive point of view and for our purpose, environment 

refers to everything that surrounds us. that being the sum of physical, chernical and 

biotogical conditions that govern the life of an organism. It is the setting in which a 

thing or a being deveiops and functions and denotes al1 known and not yet recognized 

factors of the external and internal spheres that would impinge and affect its nature. 

Analytically, we differentiate between human systems, physical systems, and 

biological ~ ~ s t e r n s . ' ~  Thus. if one considers the interacting components of both the 

external and internal spheres it is evident that the environmenr is exceedingly 

cornplex, blurred and certainly non-static. As such, the minute cellular wall or the 

enormaus universe can be defined as an environmenr ont0 itself, but with a reIational 

dimension implied. For Our purposes, the physical environment has its ancient 

lineage in three broad areas which hold humans to be part of it, yet distinct: 1) the 

environment can be understood as being severely apart from humans and providing 

support for human endeavor; 2) the environrnenr is where humans are forever bound 

to al1 of the environrnental influences of time and space: 3) and humans are the 

central focus of the environmenr and interested only with the view that the setting is 

"our ecosystem". 

Since the 1960's the environmental field of study has been dominated by 

many dichotomies: anthropocentric versus a cosmic approach where ethical questions 

'O  Ibid. p.28 1 



are of irnpon; dualismniolism where the cornmunity metaphor is debated; sciences 

versus social justification whereb y religions can fosrer interdisciplinary studies. ' 
Suffice it to say that on the one hand, the very process of living transfoms the 

environment lastingly as al1 creatures impose upon their environment characteristics 

that reflect their very existence. On the other hand, a creature's perception apparatus 

is shaped by environmental stimuli. For creatures, these perceptional experiences are 

continuously being altered and always intervene with the extemal environrnenr. 

CREATION 

In the deepest Israelite sense, creation can be defined as a divine decree which 

allowed both the setting (environment) and the foundation (history) to corne forth for 

a meaningful relationship between Yahweh and this decree- The Priestly and 

Yahwist notions of crearion were understood in a compietely different sense than the 

prevalent creation beliefs although there were some points of contact between ancient 

Israel's creatiorz faith and the cosmologica1 views of antiquity. By being one of 

Yahweh's acts. faithful Israel viewed creation in the context of their covenant by 

which the setting and the foundation were inseparable from its sacred story beginning 

with the cal1 of Abraham. This cosmos environment and its history was seen in light 

of the revealed acts given to Lsrael and its cornmunity embraced this revelation within 

the saving activity of their Yahweh. Thus, the authors o f  Priestly and Yahwist 

narratives prefaced their series of sacred narratives with the creutiorz stories. The 

' ' CCCB Publication; En 
. . vira-, p. 17. 



God of Israel was confessed as the God of Creation and their redeeming God is 

nothing less than the beginner of a new act of creation. 

In similar manner, Chtistians convinced of the decisive character of God's 

human revelation in Christ Jesus understand the whole sweep and unity of 

environment and history in a christological perspective of new creative actions, under 

the sovereignty of the Creator. 

Scripture presents the existence of the cosmos as the work of the Creator with 

some intent and purpose. The Hebrew word to create fbcrra) found in Scripture is 

never used for human production and only for divine activity.I2 Occurring 47 times 

in the Hebrew Scripture, bara is mostly used in comection with the physical earth 

and the cosmos." Prior to Israel's testimony of Yahweh's histoncal plan meaning of 

life was found in a host of environmental cyclical patterns. Within this view nature 

was considered timeless in the psychological sense that it belonged to a cyclical 

pattern of mythology which had to be re-enacted yearly and constantly repeated.I4 In 

contrast the Israelites believed creafion as a starting point of divine purpose.'s The 

Bible takes for granted the wholeness of the earth and the universe (Exodus 20:4). 

Crearion can be conceived to be the total sum of al1 reality apart from God - creation 

is everything which is not God. 

'' Interprerers Bible, p.465 
" Ibid, p.465 
'' Ibid. p.466 
'' Ibid. p.466 



Beyond the cornmonly held definition of "keen understanding", insight is an 

intelligible unity of data and symbols denved from various degrees of inquiry.16 

This, in short, is Lonergan's definition and will be our definition for it reflects a unity 

of fùnctions used for achieving greater understanding. Insight, which occurs in al1 

areas of human knowing, is the grasp of the reiationships denved from faithful 

questioning. The various modes of inquiry, which, for our present purpose, include 

words and phrases of a piece of literature, cultural and historical data relevant to the 

questioning, attention to one's perspective of the inquiry and the Christian relevancy 

of the discovenes made in order to improve one's understanding of the question. %y 

being aware of one's expenences within one's environment the senses can provoke 

varying degrees of inquiry leading to varying degrees of understanding. This gradua1 

increase of understanding leads to an ever-accumulation of insights and shapes how 

one reacts to others, to one's environment and how one develops a disposition within 

various groups with cornmon values. Dependent on how relevant the data, one can 

rnove closer to greater understanding and then to greater knowing. For the Christian 

concemed with the science of the environment, the accumulation of ecological 

insighrs can encourage one to verbalize and to act in a variety of appropriate 

rnanners in situations which demand Christian expressions of faith and cornmon 

Christian endeavors. insights by their very histoncal nature are open to the 

Lonergan. B.- This is a brief definition of insight derived frorn readings throughout his 
-, pp. 10.2 13-239 



future and new hurnan contexts. Funhennore, insights can forever seif-correct for 

the individual and for groups with cornmon experiences. events. language and rituals. 

An important and necessary part of this thesis is to understand the ecological 

ideas revealed in the two creation accounts and how these ecological notions measure 

up to Our Christian message of today. To answer this part of Our  inquiry, Lonergan's 

definition of inrerpretation will be accepted. Lonergan affirms that inrepretafion is 

understanding a text through a series of operations of faithful questioning and fiom 

the author's horizon the subject matter can be more fully fine-tuned, yet aIways 

limited.I7 For the interpreter, it is a capacity to ask a series of questions in order to 

understand the data, the meaning and hence the text. Undoubtedly the questioning of 

"what is meant by a text" can be endiess but Lonergan provides a means to obtain 

satisfactory answers which in turn can be studied by others working in the same area 

of interest. 

- - -  - -  

" Ibid - Lonergan's specialty on Interpretation can be found in his w d  of T w ,  chapter 7, 
p. 153 



The Pnestly creation account is a principal source of ecologicai meaning for 

Christians of today as it provides the most convincing evidence to our thesis question. 

This section of the thesis wi1I begin by providing a brief overview of the Priestly 

creation narrative, followed by interpreting the texr with the hope that the readers of 

today wi ll reacr in powerful and correct ways concernïng ecological responsibility, 

awe for al1 of creation and most importantly in ways of authentic liturgy. For surely, 

if Gad revealed His word to al1 of creation then we must sharpen Our understanding, 

comection and utter human dependency upon the earthly resources provided by our 

Creator. It is also important that this interpretation provide as exact as possible 

meanings of environmental rnorality to Christians. Sean McEvenue points out that 

the Hebrew Bible taught Jews an admirable and advanced ethic, an ethic whose basic 

pnnciples have formed the backbone of the Western world - even though Israel was 

largeiy ignorant of the rest of the ~ o r l d . ' ~  The ecological principles provided by the 

Priestly and Yahwist creation accounts can have the same effect upon us when ive too 

are largely ignorant of our own worId and the universe beyond this planer. The 

environmental damage done during this century is global, exceedingly complex and 

anses from a matrix of conditions and deteminants. Our ecological difficulties did 

not start at the outlet pipe or the net. There is inescapable evidence that the human 

hand is altenng global climate and global bio-diversity, possibly for centuries to 

corne. Although quite ignorant of these ecological processes, there is a growing 

I s McEvenue. MP- 16 



recognition of a dynamic environment which hnctions as an integral part of the 

global biosphere. It is here where an ecological interpretation can deepen our 

contemporary respect for non-human Iife forrns and perhaps lead one towards 

objectification. It is at this point where reiigious belief and very real and everyday 

living can be reconciled. The ecological notions recovered fiom this commentary 

will be further advanced in the conclusion section of this paper. 

The actual dating of the Priestly narrative is in dispute although the exilic or 

post-exilic period is generally accepted by many biblical scholars. When reading the 

Priestly narrative one can appreciate a systematic and orderly story of creating His 

earth and His creatures. The author's use of vocabulary is not careless but it is 

categorically strucnued and technical. The Pnestly creation account can be studied in 

this low-key manner as well as a hymn as the rhytiimic sequence unfolds. This 

narrative was based upon oral and written material as the Priestly author used both 

data and passion in deliverance of his material. 

The Pnestly creation story talks about a raw environment moving rhrough 

vanous stages of creating, severance, order and pairings until the climax of the 

creative process is presented on the sixth day when verse 3 1 declares "God looked at 

e v e ~ h i n g  he had made and he found it very good". The Priestly creation narrative 

unfolds by the will of the creator by separating the physical world during the first 

three days of creation and then populating and assigning roles for the final three days. 

Days one. nvo and three prepare a habitua1 environment while days four, five and six 



give descriptions of the planet's inhabitants In repetitive language, the Pnestly 

writer arranges his narrative into rwo sets of three: Day one corresponds with day four 

in that the first day's light was divided from darkness in order to rid itself of chaos so 

the bodies of Iight of day four may be assigned: Day two relates to Day five, by 

which the heavens were created by dividing the waters so that the Day five creatures 

could populate their domains; Day three is paired with Day six by the creation of life 

on  land thus providing food for the Day six animals and humans. The initial three 

days o f  the Priestly creation account can be viewed as providing the basis for the final 

three days of creation. Many scholars claim the climax of the creation process is the 

sixth day, creation of human beings, by which Yahweh makes male and female. 

Yahweh blesses the pair and assigns earthly dominion to them. The first day involves 

light versus darkness; the second &y separates the upper and lower waters; the third 

day separates land and sea with the creation of vegetation being the second work of 

the third day. Once the first three days of separation are complete the remaining three 

days is describeci as divine efforts of physical design, whereby the Sun, moon, stars, 

birds. fish, animals and humans adorn the separations of the earth. Day six is the 

lengthiest of the Pnestly creation nanative. 

One can readily perceive the author's carefbl technical categorization by the 

use of paiRng items. This idiosyncratic temperament of the author is exampled by: 

Verse 1 HeavenEarth 

Verse 2 EarWAbyss 

Verse 4 Darkness/Light 

Verse 7 Water aboveiwater betow 

Verse 10 EarWSea 



Verse 11 Plants/Trees 

Verse 16 Greater lighnesser Iight 

Verse 20 Water creatures/Air creatures 

Other peculiarities employed by the author include repetitions by which 

conceptions of creation are reaiized such as "Then God s a i d  which is wrinen nine 

times and stresses the author's idea of creating the environment through the word. 

The phrase "Gad saw how good it was" occurs six times in chapter one and points to 

the author's second conception of creating by action by which Yahweh sees his 

goodness of work expressed in the unfolding order of the environment. Two 

dominant Priestly motifs are the passage "let there be . . . and so it happened" which 

expresses the whole power of God in opposition to the vanety of natural gods of his 

day. Creation by separation is found within other creation narratives throughout the 

world.19 The presentation of six days with six conclusions (evening came, moming 

followed) reinforces the stmctural importance the author placed upon his work and 

the recurring and deliberate arrangement of words points to deliberate control of text 

as uell as a hardened determination to conaast his Yahweh from other gods! 

The Priestly witer presents a number of words and phrases which, at the time 

of the ancient narrative, purported a declaration of faith and in this way possess 

enduring theological and ecological interest. The theological fullness of these words 

is scarcely understood let alone referenced in depth. For our purpose the words 

"create", "dominion", "blessing", and the phrase "in the image of God" will be 

presented. 

l9 Wesremann, n, pp. 10- 1 1 



The Hebrew bara translates into "create" and is found frequently in Isaiah 

with references to creation (Isaiah 45: 18-19, 5 l:g).*O Bara is never used in the Old 

Testament with other than God as its subject thus an effortlessness of divinity is 

linked with "to create" and must be undentood as a word without any analogy." 

Creation can be undentood as a willfûl act of Yahweh, who has gified the whole 

universe. In Isaiah 41:20, the word "create" is aeated in a soteriological sense and 

the essence of bara is the saving action." According to von Rad, barn does not 

necessanly mean making something out of nothing but can refer to a re-making of 

something that already exist~. '~  The Priestly author, presented Yahweh as one who 

creates effonlessly without being involved in a creative struggle within nature or 

against the innumerable deities battiing each other. In this respect, the Pnestly writer 

sharply distinguished the Creator from the overpowering environment of 

cosmological and theogonic myths? whict? consumed daiIy life. However history may 

have defined the environment. the Priestly author absolutely assens God's supremacy 

over creation. 

Another ecological significant word found within the fint chapter of Genesis 

is blessing, God's provision of human need. Within verses 20 to 23. the newly 

created life is the object of passing life into the future. In the Priestly account. 

blessings were a command of abundance and vigor (to be h i t f u l  and multiply) and in 

this way were conceived as a communication of life fiom God. Yet, our earth has lost 

'O Ibid. p.39 
'' ibid, p.39 
'' von Rad, p.47 
'3 bid. p.47 



about 25% of al1 of its life foms  since the tum of this century and the ecoiogical loss 

is only now coming to the forefront of the social agenda2" Should this 25% loss of 

abundance be communicated on a personal level, such as body vigor or financial loss 

then critical adjustrnents would certainly ensue. It is my conception that Yahweh 

himself blesses creation, althou@ creahues too can bless by praying that Yahweh 

wi 11 bless. The blessing of earth can be discerned imrnediately when the past tense of 

the first two verses of creation are distinguished from the remaining positive matenal 

of his narrative. The confused, unordered form of space Oahu wa bohù) had no 

distinction of sea and land. heaven and earth until creative blessings intervened." 

The Priestly writer testifies Our environment is a location o f  both fntitfulness and 

order. 

Ecologists of today certainly point to "dominion" within the Judeo-Christian 

tradition as the original initiative to desecrate nature and al1 creatures found 

within it. This notion wiil be m e r  addressed, for the present purpose is to 

determine the author's conception of dominion as precisely as possible. The Pnestly 

author unquestionably viewed Yahweh as the supreme creator of al1 things, past, 

present and future, physical and unseen. Against the background of the Priestly 

writer's day when absolute royalty ruled the day, when peoples of his world were 

slaves to the profound cosmological myths, the author reversed the notion of chaos by 

assuring hurnanity's complete dominance (Hebrew verb - radah) over this aimless 

world. Seen in this light, it was to be dominion modeled on Yahweh's dominion and 

- - -. - - '' Dec. 10, 1998. #396, Volume 67 1 1, as given by World Wildiife Federation. 
'' Vawter, -, p.40. 



not man's. The dominion written by the Genesis writer was a desire to rid nature of 

its mythological mystique and to free humanity and their environment from the 

bondage of superstition. Dominion implies power and freedom, tension and 

responsibility. Only the immature or ignorant person of today would point to this 

ancient notion of dominion to support extravagant rates of air poIIution emissions or 

vacuum-like fishing methods. One can argue quite readily that this type of modem 

day dominion is anything but freedom and most cenainly a form of bondage. 

A centerpiece of Christian understanding of humanity is found with the 

anthropological phrase "in the image oCGod", which can be explained as "a duplicate 

compared to the original" - "to resemble Yahweh". Firstly, it can be admitted that the 

Pnestly writer's intent is to encompass the wholeness of man without splitting the 

physical from the spiritual. This idea of wholeness would appear to be admined, 

since it is generally accepted among schoiars that the Pnestly "man" in verse 26 is 

plural. The Pnestly writer related the world as it was perceived back to its origin. It 

must be understood that there existed an indefinite stretch of Mediterranean history 

rnoving from the oral traditions up to the begimings of the philosophical era (6" 

BCE) in which much discourse was acutely focused on "the beginnings of creation" 

ideas and humanity's relationship to this concept.26 Perhaps it was the Priestly 

writer's process of relating God to the highest possible concrete reality that he 

understood - the human being. In this verse, man in His image was symbolicaiiy 

concrete, yet, of the highest order of life as opposed to other life forms. Other notions 

'' Boas. of P m ,  p.35 1. 



of the image of God have included the idea of the physical body oniy, in that due to 

the posture of man, erect and elevated to view al1 creation was "above" the rest of the 

earthly creatures; and the notion of the rational, intellectual substance of men and not 

the whole body." The basis of these positions can be due to the fact that the Priestly 

writer irnmediately adds "Let him have dominion ..." so that man is made in the 

image of God, not because of the body but because of the intellectual power by which 

he dominates the other creatures of the earth who are subject to humanity by this 

power. Along the same lines, is the idea that a living man is doing the same as a 

living God who plans, decides and takes action. Only the description of the human 

being was available to the Priestly writer. 1 believe the phrase "in the image of God" 

could not have meant the physiological since, for the Priestly writer, it would have 

undoubtedly conflicted with his transcendental notion of Yahweh and the author's 

desire to lift humans above superstition of the day. One can easily ascemin the 

dilemma of the Priestly author with such a term. The writer strove to assign humanity 

to be above nature and strove to rid his faithful readers of idolatry and worship of 

riatural forces of the environment. He portrayed humanity in its wholeness with 

powers of thought and communication. The "image of God" concept was 

inextricably wrapped up with ideas of cosmogony and mysticism. Unquestionably by 

the use of this designation. the Priestly writer considered humanity to be the wonder 

of the world. similar to a parent's concept of a child or the works of an artist. This 

particular wonder of creation is very imperfect and separated fiom Yahweh yet 

nothing can corne between the relationship of humanity and its God as humanity 

-- - 
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moves to and fro of its source? It is wonhy to note that Christian Scripture views 

Christ as the image of the invisible God (2 Corinthians 4:4; Colossians 1:15), 

reflecting God's glory (Hebrews 1 :3). However one construes the image of God - as 

reason or fiee will or some spintual capacity - it is unquestioningiy a relationship of 

the highest order with our Creator and His creation. 

Finaliy, the Priestly writer displays a conviction that al1 events of namre and 

history have a beginning in the word of Yahweh. Yet the word is addressed to.ail 

Iisteners as opposed to specific addresses (such as Moses or the Israelite people to 

build the Sinai tent). C. Wesrerma~ presents a pattern of command in the following 

waY:" 

Introduction of the Cornmand: God said 

The Cornmand: Let there be 

Completion of the Comrnand: It was so 

Judgment of the Cornmand: God saw that it was good 

Time Sequence of the Command: Evening came.. . the first day 

In addition to the certainty of the Word, the Priestly creation account nanates 

creation also through action by the rnaking of man in verse 26 and by the forming of 

the physical world through the birthing of environmentai elements (sea. wind, land) 

al1 the whiie concisely separating new births from creative Word of God. Through 

studies done on ancient global creation stones (Mesopotamia, South Seas, and 

Central America) it is surprishg that the same basic creative motifs constantly 

" Westermann, -, p.4 1 
" Westermann, -, p.42. 



re~ur .~ '  The result being that it is a false assumption that peoples in al1 parts of the 

earth and across time produced unlimited diversity of creation ideas. There are four 

ancient creative motifs: 1 )  creation through making (action); 2) creation through 

generation (Egyptian); 3) creation via conflict (Babylonia); 4) creation througb the 

~ o r d . ) '  Thus the Priestly narrative combines these motifs minus the conflict motif 

although some people rnay view the past tense of Genesis 1 : 1 and 1 :2 as engagement. 

In this sense, the whole Priestly material is of positive ecological substance. The 

following verse-by-verse interpretation will suggest the quality of this relationship 

benveen creation and Yahweh is based upon His absolute freedorn of presenting 

creation as he saw fit and creation's response to Yahweh acts. 

ECOLOGICAL COMMENTARY - GENESIS 1: 1 -  2:4b 

54J= 

The creative divine action "in the begiming" implies an organized and 

purposehl universe at the will of the universe's Creator as opposed to a chaotic 

identiry by which this Creator plans to reduce into sorne kind of ecotogical order. It 

is understood the Priestly author may be describing in verse 2 the contemporary 

rnyths of nature and this representation will be addressed later on in the Priestiy and 

Yahwist comparative section. Verse 1 seems to warrant a few environmental 

comments. Firstly, the Pnestly wnter was endeavoring to present the all-inclusive, 

the totality and unity of his macro universe as he conceived it to be. Secondly, the 

author presents God as the source of divine creation, thus the idea of a creation "ex 

30 Westermann, -, p.39. 
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nihiIo" is provided by the author. Finally, the author's worldly environment, as 

understood by him was the result of this divine action as opposed to the divine word 

as provided throughout the other passages of the Priestly creation narrative. This 

environment setting, when read as a separate sentence, belongs to God and can be 

trusted with a purposehl future, a consistent pattern and with an intelligent source. 

Although dated. von Rad views the notion of a "created chaos" as a contradiction in 

itseIf in that God creatively established a beginning and al1 of its subsequent 

existence. Most importantiy, creation is not a finished story and its known goodness 

is a guarantee rather than a chance. 

To create ex nihilo or to amend the environment (matter) is pre-eminently a 

saving action and can be seen in the essence of the Priestly writer's usage of the word 

"begiming". It should also be noted that "bara" is only used by the PnestIy author 

with God as its subject and as the One who exerts, does and acts creatively within our 

history (the beginning) and our whole cosmos (heavens and earth)." It is a powerful 

achievernent of this century that empirical observations and insights into the sequence 

of begimings at the micro and macro levels of God's transfoming universe has 

had on our thinking. Today we know the earth does not belong to humankind; we 

belong to an earth whose evolutionary drama is not yet complete. We can re-discover 

the Priestly notions of a purposehl future and a created source. It is in this sense that 

harm to the earth is to heap contempt upon its Creator. On the micro scale, the 

splitting of the atom and the explorations of "inner space" anatomy of matter is 



almost as vast and mysterious as outer space. The public is constantly being given 

information conceming the far reaches of the universe of which scientists are 

continuously searching for a cosmology of begi~ings .  A word must be said about 

our physical planet, which is now understood as an evolving, maturing and living 

organism which functioned without humankind for some 15 billion years.33 The 

physical structure of this planet - its core, mantle and mountain ranges - act as the 

skeleton of its own beginnings and its own present existence. The soi1 that covers the 

surface is like an enormous digestive system into which al1 things are absorbed, 

broken d o m  and recycled. The oceans, waterways and rain function has a 

circulatory system that provides life, giving blood and revitalizes the Earth's body. 

The vegetation of the planet (unlike al1 other known planes) provides its respiratory 

system, its lungs, constantly regenerating the entire atmosphere. We certainly know 

the animal kingdom provide enorrnous diversification of life that is very sensitized to 

environmental change. Humanity, equally sensitive to environmental conditions. 

enables the wholeness of this planet to reflect on itseif and on the Earth's divine 

begimings unknown to al1 other creation. We are the means by which the Earth has 

freedom. choice and spiritual awareness in a highly deveioped way. 

Yet. humanity is destroying at an alarming rate the veiy conditions necessary 

for life to exist on this pianet. We have not yet outgrown Our inaccurate description 

of ourselves and thus fail to fully reflect on the iarger self in the sense that the earth 

replates itself much as a body does. Destruction of the environment is destruction of 

Our divine beginning and our divine future. Undoubtedly, the boldest and greatest 



environmental assertions are in the fùtwe and not in the p s t .  The greatest service the 

churches could render the world at this time is providing insight into the 

environmental crisis by exarnining past chaotic actions which have conmbuted to the 

crisis and to open the resources already avaiiable to us for altering our way of 

thinking about creation. In this sense, we too are early Christians. 

Verse 2 has been understood by many readers as a backward step and less 

dominant than verse LW This is due in part to the human suspicion that threat lies 

behind creation and faith must stand this test of separation. Notwithstanding, the 

ecologicaIly dramatic nouns such as wasteland. darkness and abyss and whether one 

unites or severs the two verses via "when" the universe owes its being to Yahweh, a 

conviction which Isaiah 4 5 7  States "1 (God) form the light and create darkness". 

ïherefore, regardless of the environmental circumstances of chaos, the Creator was 

involved with the action of the universe and its history. It would be helpful to point 

out that any mature culture is susrained by intricate systems of beliefs in which ideas 

and practices are mutually self-reinforcing. Nevenheless. the present generation 

appears to be divorced from feelings of awe, beauty and care for their creation 

partner, even though space travel has afforded us a more universal point of view? In 

fact. with al1 the arguments, pro and con, for space travel, no one suggested that we 

should do it simply to look at the Earth. But that may have been the most important 

'' Vawer, C)n, p.38. 
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reason of ail. Astronauts reniming from space have given testimony of an earth as an 

harmonious, intelligent and loving wh01e.'~ 

It would be fair to declare verse 3 (as well as the remaining first story of 

Creation), to be quite positive when compared to verse 2. 'Then God said" "Let there 

be light and there was light" - with only these words the author expresses God willfbl 

command and unbom light obeyed His word. Little reflection is required on the 

importance of light in any form of creation, whether it be in the realm of sciences or 

in the realm of humanities. Theologically, light is fiequently the syrnbol of revelation 

conceived by hearïng the word, yet this verse can be viewed as an awakening over the 

dualism between the darkness found in verse 2, and the light found in verse 3. The 

New Testament does reflect this dualism of light and darkness in John 1 5 ,  8:12, 

12:35, 12:46. The language of light is seen as an element of deity. Examples of such 

language include Paul recordzing the presence's of God in a blinding Iight (Acts 9:3, 

22:6), God dweliing in inaccessible light (1 Timothy 6: 16) and the luminous cloud at 

the transfiguration (Matthew 175) not to mention the Christologicai dimension of 

Iight. The effect of delivering light firstly is order itself, which is to uncover the 

darkness. The primacy of light pnor to life and order and even before the sun 

(Genesis 1 : 16) surely reflects the author's thought that light had its ongin solely on 

the verbal will of God and tells us who created light as well as providing the reader of 

the initia1 pronouncement of the divine word and the power of such word. B. Vawter 

makes the point that the Priestly author must have insisted light be the first creature of 

36 Dowd, M., m, p-86- 



al1 creation because it was the first condition for the rest of his ~reation.~' Following 

the notion light is goodness for "God saw how good the light was" (verse 4) can be 

interpreted to forward the notion that this light was a reflection of his verbal will and 

a goodness of creative thought. The spinrual suggestions of light echo throughout the 

ages whether through the ancient myihs of Egypt (the sun god) and of Marduk in the 

Babylon myths or in 1 John 1 :5 where darkness did not overcome the light of Christ's 

ministry. In daily life. light offers guidance, safety and assurance whether one waits 

for the iight to retum from winter's darkness in order to seed or awaits beauty of 

dawn as opposed to the colorless darkness. As such it can be said that what Iight 

brings to the physical eanh. God brings to the soul: iife and beauty. The psalmist 

sang to God often with light in the heart (Psalms 97: 11 and Psahs  1042). It can be 

stated however that the Priestly author did not bring himself to Say that darkness was 

good even though it too was a creation of Yahweh! Al1 aspects of the human and the 

environmental expenence can not be without His creative presence. The ecological 

cry of escape will be developed near the end of this paper in the sense that the tragic 

experiences of creation can be transfigured. Scripture abounds with this kind of 

deliverance and examples include Psalm 915, Psalm 1 12:4, Jeremiah and Christ 

himself. 

The final verse of the first day sets in motion the altemation of day and night 

and again expresses the manifestation of the power of Yahweh. The naming of light 

and darkness altows completion of the first day. In keeping with Israelite custom the 

Priestly writer has day begin in the evening before the morning, yet the rhythm does 



not allow for notions of action and rest for al1 creanires of Our planet, a time for 

opemess and a time for meditation. The steady dependability of this daily rhythm is 

vital for al1 aspects of life whether it be in the advance of hurnan endeavors such as 

agriculture. space exploration. medicine and art. Separation of the heavens and earth 

takes its place beside creation by being fashioned by the word. John 9:4 writes ''1 

must work the works of him that sent me, while it is day". Equally true is the theme 

of "coming in" frorn one's daily work, which must be part of al1 faithfùl human life 

rather than a hectic activism devoid of the meditation previousiy rnentioned. - 
In a way not dissimilar to that in verse 4 the happening of separation occurs in 

verse six with the division of one body of water fkom the other. Again, through the 

divine Word the dome (sky) is called into being. This dome is referenced in Psalms 

29: 10, 148:4 and Revelations 4:6 and is reminiscent of the Babylonian myth whereby 

the Sun god Marduk splits chaos in half and uses each for the sky and earth. In Job's 

repIy (Job 26:10) this bel1 serves as a boundary between light and darkness. 

Although the habitable eanh does not emerge until verse 10, it appears the author saw 

fit to presuppose water and the taming of it in similar fashion in the controlling of 

darkness (verse 4). Perhaps the author's intent was to tell his readers that Yahweh 

controls the heavens, the place of ancient deities (verse 14 to 18 and Ephesians 6:12). 

It wouId seem most possible that through the consuuction of the dome (atmosphere) 

the Priestiy creation account begins the first stage of ordering his nanative. From a 

geological perspective, sky and water bring forth life to our habitant and thus we can 



view this unity in both theological and ecological terms. The upper atmosphere, 

suetched out like a tent (Psalms 1042) is conceived as a place of much divine 

activity (Genesis 1 15,  Deuteronomy 10:14) as well as a window through which rain 

falls (Genesis 7:11, 2 Kings 7:2,19), a storehouse for snow, hail and wind. The 

Hebrew word "ruah with no exact English translation is used throughout the Old 

Testament to mean breath. wind or spirit.38 In Psalms 33:6, the wind is pomayed as 

the breath of Yahweh which becomes an agent of power through His comrnand and as 

such can be conceived as a sign and a pnnciple of life. Unfortunately, the Priestly 

author's principies of life have suffered recently as a consequence of human activities 

to the point were carbon dioxide concentrations in the global atmoçphere have 

increased 35% during the last one hundred years.39 This results in global warming 

and climate change affecting al1 aspects of the natural world. We know components 

of the global climate system include the atmosphere, oceans, ice, land surfaces and 

the biosphere - al1 processing, ordering and inter-reacting. We also know that air 

pollution affects soi1 use, rainfall, the ozone Iayer, vegetation, fresh water and al1 

human endeavors. According to the scientific journal Nature (March 13, 1999) the 

rate of the earth climate change exceeds anything seen in nature in the past 10,000 

years. This statement of urgency is real. According to this article, we are slowly 

beginning to iower the CO2 (a main ecoiogical culprit) by about 1% per year. We 

also know that extreme weather caused by pollution affects public health. The 

Ieading - causes of death in China are emphysema and chronic bronchitis, which 

directly relates to atmospheric polhtion caused by the buming of low quality cual in 



homes and factories. Certainly, this catastrophe of lost lives is preventable. Many 

Chinese people live beneath an acid rain tent five times the maximum recomrnended 

by the WHO? We also know that the emissions of greenhouse gases weaken the 

ocean's abiiity to transport and overturn massive amounts of heat and cold around the 

planet and venically into its depth. Sudden change in ocean circulation has led to 

collapse of manne ecosystems and land use for decades in advance. This article 

turther suggests that without reduction of these emissions, a critical limit may be 

crossed by the end of 2100. Without knowing with absolute certainty the climate's 

sensitivity, we must not wait to choose the optimal strategy - for technoiogy exists 

today to lead us in the nght direction of a carbon fiee energy source. This appears to 

be a responsible approach in light of COz atmospheric life-span of over one century. 

Ecological integrity is essentiai for al1 Iife because such bio-diversity and mosaics 

absorb the punches of change and ensures resiliency of the Earth body. The two 

partners of creation wili have to go into the f h r e  as a singte sacred cornniunication 

of Yahweh's loving gifi of life. Whether it is clearly recognizable or not - we are 

now the chosen generation to reverse the ecological trend and guide the Earth back to 

health, back to its purpose of being a sacrament of life-giving pnnciples. The telling, 

explaining and demonstrating is part of this journey and we must inspire others as 

well. 

As a pnnciple of life, the word spirit was understood by ancient Israel to be 

given to the earth: He renews the face of the eanh (Psalm 104:39, Job 34:14) and 



when taken back, Ioss and death occurs (Genesis 6:3, Job 17: 1) and vitality severely 

diminished. The spirit of Yahweh allows discernrnent (Proverbs 17:27) and is 

cbarismatic when inspiring the receiver to do deeds beyond the expected and rising 

above attainments and habits of one's worldly existence. We are cenainly aware that 

the native Arnencan cosmology led to a different sense of environmental reality than 

the Judeo-Christian cosmology. The Creator is viewed by native Americans as being 

expressed in nature and they had no sense of detachment or domination of the natural 

world. Furthemore, discernrnent of their Great Spirit would only be possible when 

one's hem is close to nature. Many native Amencan chiefs understood that when a 

person's heart is far fiom the land it eventually becomes hard and when there is Iack 

of respect for living and growing things, this would inevitably lead to lack of respect 

for the human and environmental web. Mother Earth is portrayed in a positive and 

inspiring way rather than one of diminution as viewed by other cultures. In this 

sense. native cosmology is viewed as life-giving by native Americans. 

Known to have less than average rainfall in a region, which lacks rivers and 

lakes, the author exhibits an awareness of the meaning of water for the competing 

traditional nomadic lifestyle and the up-surging agricultural interests as well as the 

dire consequences of no moisture.'" Similar to the atmosphere's imagery, the might 

of Yahweh is expressed in saving Israel (Exodus 1523-25). Biblically portrayed, 

water is life and salvation for creation as the saving acts of Yahweh are compared to 

the production of water in the desert. The blessings of stillness, righteousness and 
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wisdom are expressed by using the promise of living water. John 430  gives a 

cornparison between living and stale water: 

"If only you recognized God's gift, 

and who it is that is asking you for a drink, 

You would have asked him instead, and 

He would have given you living water." 

John 4: 1 O 

Jlav T w  

The gathering of the water into a single basin and allowing the existing land to 

appear dry is the first of two acts of the third day. VerbalIy, Yahweh names dry land 

"earth" and the basin "sea". Uncornmon today, the author designates earth as only a 

particular part of Our planet and ends the need for name giving. Everything else that 

follows in his narrative will be new, called into being, made or created by Yahweh. 

The earth beiongs to Yahweh (Psalms 24: I )  and is his footstool (Matthew 5:35) .  The 

onty b a i s  of the earthly and heaveniy dualism found in the Old Testament is the 

curse put on the earth because of the sin of the first man (Genesis 3: 12). The Sew 

Testament offers many examples of this kind dualism by which the earthIy is opposed 

to Christ's teachings. 

The f n m l y  author ailudes to creation of the sea as being another example of 

Yahweh verbal might. Created by the Word. the sea is presented as a wimess to His 

great power. Ecological care is one enterprise whereby authentic Christians can 

parallel this cal1 to witness God's power and glory. It would be no exaggeration to 



state chat the oceans of today are in a greater chaotic state than dunng the post-exilic 

times and the amount of scientific knowledge available to us today would be utterly 

stuming to the ancient Israelites. Of positive note, many Western counmes are 

setting up marine reserves to ensure the sustainability and bio-diversity of ocean 

species, as the traditional legislated "catch limits" proved quite unsuccessful." 

Yahweh sets the boundanes of the sea (Proverbs 8:29) which it rnay not pass and is 

present at these boundaries (Psalms 139:9). In contrast with scriptural passages 

which view the seas with stormy terror, Psalms 104:25 holds the oceans with 

appreciation. teeming with life and expansiveness. This abundance of water is 

emphasized in Genesis 1:20 verse of teeming water life. Our desire to shift, divest 

and dam bodies of water and rivers in order to accommodate human deveiopment is 

well documented throughout history and around the planet. Exarnples of such 

interference include the Yangtze river of China, the Caspian Sea, the Danube and the 

Columbian river of northwestem United  tat tes.'" Closer to home. we are blessed 

with the largest bodies of fresh water; yet the marshlands, rivers and animal Iife 

surrounding the Great Lakes have become poisonous wastelands with deformed 

animais in some cases (Lakes Erie and Huron). The difficulty of such efforts to use 

the natural resources, is not so much its intended and helpful usage in areas of 

agriculture. water filtration and drinking water, but the incredible Iack of 

understanding and study of the long terni ramifications of such projects on the bio- 

diversity of the Iocal environment in question. An ecological vision is not yet 

cornmonIy and sufficiently devefoped to offer an effective prescription for such 

Science, p.1537, Voi.#284, October. 1998. 
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human activities. Yet, credit must be given to New York City, which recognized the 

ecological, financial and social benefits of resource management. New York avoided 

paying more than 6 billion dollars for a new water filtration plant @lus armual costs) 

by restoring the soi1 ecosystems of the Catskill Mountains at a cost of I billion 

dollars. The city bought the land in the Catskills, restn'cted its commercial use and 

used its natural filtration capabilities instead of an engineered solution." This was a 

relatively cheap way to provide dear, abundant water for its city dwellers and 

highlights the theme that the natural world's diversity and complexity begets stability. 

Fortunately, there is an awareness today that when the natural boundaries of a sea or 

river is changed to accommodate a local industry, we are in fact intruding upon Our 

vulnerable partner of creation by not fully investigating its whole and long term 

environmental impact. 

The second creative happening during the third day could be described as the 

artistic beauty of Yahweh's blessing: the seed bearing covenng of the Priestly 

writer's dry land, vegetation. Repetitively the author again declares "God said . . . and 

so it happened.. ." (verse eleven to thirteen). The vegetative growth being classified 

into plants beanng seed and trees bearing fiuit in the seed is a curious piece of science 

with an emphasis on the reproductive activity of nature. .A parallel is drawn in 

Exodus 9:25 wben distinguishing between herbs and trees of this verse. 

Understanding that plants do not have the same expression of life as animals, von Rad 

descnbes this second work of creation in terms of "the world of plants as the lowest 

- -- - -  - 
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level of organic life"." Although categorization occurs throughout his narrative, 1 

believe the Priestly writer in no way elaborates nor subjects vegetation to this "lowest 

level" classification. What does exist in the Priestly account up to verse twelve is the 

creative. majestic commands of saying and making with no sconng of environmental 

rank. The wide-spread cnticism of the still-prevalent view that objectifies nature. 

likens it to a machine and places humans apart from it, is appropnate, for this bias 

fra-ments the natural world into specialized parts. Surely, such a view is socially 

and scientifically outdated and demands new fondations such as Christ's mode1 of 

dominion found in Philippians 2:5- 1 1. With stronp ties to the land. the Priestly author 

ponrays the e h  as participating in bearing its seed for plant and tree Iife and thus, 

the ancient conceptions of mother earth arose. In addition, the command for earth 

to bring forth vegetation would appear to be a quite logical and natural 

development as told by the Priestly writer. B. Vawter reminds his readers that in 

the Hebrew scheme of things the "bloodless, unbreathing and unmoving 

vegetation" of the earth did not fa11 under the mbnc of life or of the living and 

its "special" creation is in view of its relation to the tmly living beings which God is 

about to bring into being? One only has to patiently reflect within the narrow 

confines of one's expenence to grasp the cyclical significance that vegetation offers 

within history and nature. 

" von Rad, Genesis. p.53 
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l 2 u h K  

The fourth day of creation bring forth the lights (stars) to the dome (sky) and 

in simiiar fashion to other divisional aspects of the Priestly narrative it is 

accomplished by the word rather than through an act of making. Verse 14 and 15, 

although in paraltel with verse three in some regard does aliow confusion by the 

suggestion that day and night has been separated on two occasions and the plural 

"Iights" intended for separation and not to give light. These heavenly lights, 

commanded to mark out al1 time whether it be the minutes, days or years belongs to 

Yahweh and thus the Priestly author may have intended his reader to nd themselves 

further of the pagan mythologies and perceive al1 things, including time as being in 

the domain of one Creator. It is valuable to note that the idea of time remains 

undefined and mysterious although humanity continues to measure, describe, analyze 

and circie it. Other than the reckoning of time, stars are personified (Psalms I48:3) 

when invited to praise their Creator and are absolute in height under the "throne of 

Yahweh" as expressed in Job 22: 12 thereby allowing human ambition and endeavor 

to strive to reach the stars (Isaiah 14: 13). It is cornmon religious language today to 

declare these celestial bodies as part of the ornamental works of creation. In the 

Priestly perspective perhaps these stars were means of telling time and not seais of 

deities and as such each step in the process of time is a critical time, a decisive 

moment which either hastens or retards creation's salvation. Responsibility of al1 

creation to express this cntical time never ceases and the present ecological moment 

recapitulates the entire past. In this sense. the future of the created world is actually 

being realized in today's time. Contrasting the divine utterance in verse 14, the 



Priestly author funher describes the creation of the w o  great lights, one governing the 

day and one governing the night as an act of divine making (verse sixteen) with the 

deliberate separation occurring once again. These verses of "light" continue ta be 

somewhat difficult to reconcile with the former "light" verses of the narratives (verse 

3 to 5, 15) yet the author advances the thought of govemance not yet put fonvard. It 

is hard to imagine that there is a goup of people on Earth who do not understand the 

utter dependence and governance of the Sun and Moon upon al1 earthly life forms. It 

is possible the author wished to funher elaborate the profound necessity of light in 

one's daily life in t ems  of seasonal change as well as signs of locating Yahweh's 

creativity in the skies thus combating astrological ideas of his day. One can easiIy 

recall the words of Psalm 19: 1 ; 

"The heavens declare the giory of God; 

and the firmament shows his handwork." 

To the Pnestly writer and his supporters the sun and rnoon were no longer 

independent forces but united under their one and living God. Undoubtedly the writer 

of this narrative was a seer of the univene as we are in the 2 0 ' ~  century, yet he must 

not have known the irnrnensity of the galaxies nor the full wondrous beauty of this 

Iocal planet when viewed from atop with which this generation has been privileged. 

Nevenheiess the wings of his faith went out to whatever may have been the fbllness 

of his universe and al1 that was out there belonged to his God. He was seeking 

understanding and meaning whiie providing testimony to the awe of Yahweh. The 

trait of courage to enter into a new conception of the universe would not allow the 

Priestly author to remain safe within a smaller h e w o r k .  The stretching of faith and 



minci was required. S. McEvenue reminds us of this point in that the Priestly creation 

account is a story about cosmic creation itself and although the cuirnination of the 

creative effort is humankind, this is still totally within a progressive cosmic order. 

McEvenue hrther challenges Christians to join God in cosmic time and cosmic rest 

by observing our Sabbath rest in a11 subsequent history" For this is the created 

universe in which we live and what lified the Jews from obscurity to permanent 

religious prominence was this passion and unending quest for meanine rooted in their 

understanding of God. 

In ancient cultures, such as Egypt and Mesopotarnia the sun was an extremely 

important religious symbol for solar deities yet the Priestly author understood the sun 

and other cosmic identities to be a naniral body created by Yahweh. The Priestly 

narrative r e m s  to the cosmic bodies only at the conclusion of the creative narrative 

in Genesis 2: 1. As such, this verse views the sun as merely a bearer of light, obedient 

to its maker. There are frequent scriptural passages in the Old Testament which 

refers to the brightness and glory as well as its power to harm both vegetation and 

human (2 Kings 4: 19, Psalrns 12 1 5 ,  APC 12: 1). Likewise, the worship of the lesser 

of w o  great lights was widespread during the time of the Priestly account and so it 

must have been incumbent upon the Priestly writer to stress the creativity and the 

permanency of this light and Yahweh's transcendence over the moon in Iike fashion 

to the greater Iight. Thus the Priestly author, in a revolutionary way, emptied the Sun, 

moon and the stars of their divinity and by reducing them to component parts of the 

universe which would be accessible to human probing! Similar to the creation of 

47 - . . 
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variety of plant life which belongs to its own species, the array of lights, large or 

small also belong to its sphere yet set under the ordered whole of the Creator-Creation 

relationship. C. Westemann connects the worldliness of the heavenly bodies and 

space exploration and notes that the precise praising by the heavenly bodies of the 

Creator occurs only in the fint chapter of the ~ i b l e ?  To comprehend the 

significance of this Priestly account is to value these formulations in a religious and 

culturai atmosphere of various astrological false betiefs. 

pav Five 

In verse 20, the Priestly author States both water and air creatures occur in a 

single creative pronouncement. Here too, parallehg the abundance of vegetation 

found in verse 1 1, the waters are wealthy with living creatures although the pairing of 

different creative components is absent. Scripture presents the value of fish in a 

variety of ways; the esteemed part of one's diet is suggested in Numbers 1 1 5 ,  fish 

were included arnong topics of Solomon's wisdom ( 1 Kings 5: 1 1) and the economy 

of line fishing was known to the Israelites (Isaiah 1923, Job 40:25). Within the 

Gospels. fish and fishing are mentioned much more fkequently than in the Hebrew 

Scripnires. With such an abundance of vitality and importance assigned to the waters 

and to the skies, it is of secondary interest that the ancient Hebrew concept of mother 

did not correspond to these two spheres of creation even though fertility (verse 22) 

was recognized in these species as it was to the dxy land of verse 10. Incredulously as 

it may appear tiom a distance, perhaps the author's concept of fertility of the earthly 



seed was viewed as automatic and evident as opposed to the reproductive powers of 

fish and birds, which require a certain degree of cooperation? 

Simiiar to the land and the air, the dynarnics of our oceans and wateways are 

awakening in humanity a desperate need to alter Our way of thinking about the 

abundance of the oceans. Firstly, we must acknowledge our discornfort and confess 

Our persona1 resistance to conversion of the magnitude that hwnanity is now called 

upon to make. We can be reminded of Jesus' words "Let anyone who has ears to hear 

listen ..." Such large shifis in thinkino and meaning are not easy to make, yet it is 

mandatory if humanity wishes to preserve any sense of diversity in the planet's water 

basins. Again, it is a basic ecological tenet that creation's interdependence and 

stability depends upon bio-diversity. In much the same way as rnacro-agriculture 

thwarts this bio-diversity, rake and vacuum fishing deptetes aqua-diversity. Although 

data has been widely circuIating the Western wortd for the past nurnber of decades, 

humanity for the most part appears to be numb to the wamings of a less than 

abundant web of sea-life. The US. Food and Agriculture people issued a surnmary 

report in March 1997 which stated that 66% of the oceans species are fished to 

capacity. This report cornes 75 years afier a group of scientists gave warning of a 1/5 

dmp of ocean species (International Council for the Exploration of the Seas - 1902).~' 

One should readily understand that the world fish stock is in crisis because a basic 

and sensible supply/demand ratio never really existed at al1 among the world's 

counmes. Failure to adopt policies was the result of people's inability to heed the 

- -- 
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oceans' wamings. In common with fish stocks in the North Sea, cod are heavily 

exploited with as much as 60% of the fishable stock being removed annually. The 

present exploitation rate is unsustainable in order to avoid the disaster off the Coast of 

Atlantic As humanity remained nonchalant about the visible signs of Our 

oceans' decreasing abundance over the past century, then what about the invisible 

ocean's fioor? Life at the bottorn of the oceans might seem to be immune from large- 

scale shifts in climate, pollution and human activity. Yet recent studies reveai Iinks 

between ocean bio-diversity and the Earth's surface behavior. The array blessings of 

goodness. fertility, abundance and order are being depieted from the ocean floor. 

Scripps lnstitute of Oceanography, San Diego has just completed a seven-year study 

(1  992- 1999) on the diversity of the ocean floor along the West Coast of the United 

 tat tes." This repon concluded that there was not enough food coming down to the 

ocean floor to support the amount of life that the researchers observed. In short, the 

sea floor dwellers are starving. These creatures are ais0 being cheated from the 

necessary diversity required. Last year, another research group from Scripps reported 

a gradua1 2-degree increase in ocean surface temperature, affecting the eastern edge 

of the Pacific Ocean along the two continents. One must be prudent to understand 

that seven years can be a long time for science but insignificant fiorn the viewpoint of 

the ocean; yet with decreased food supply and real ocean waming one can envision 

severe cornpetition and lack of diversity at the sea floor. Equally disturbing is the 

precipitous decline of the world's bird population, flight paths and feedinghnating 

lands on the earth's surface. The drive to squeeze ever more food from the iand (a 
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type of bio-monoculture), has sent Europe's bu& and al1 wildiife in a steep decline. 

According to British Ornithologists, 10 million breeding individuals of ten studied 

species have disappeared. Add to this estimate, another 116 bird species in serious 

decline and the invenebrate and plant populations upon which they depend for 

survival, and we have a suffering environment.'' One of the most beautifid 

expressions of creation and love, the famed flamingos of Kenya's Lake Nakuru once 

numbered over a miilion in the 1970's have al1 but vanished from this increasingly 

polluted and shallow ~ a k e . ~ ~  The pollution in Lake Nakuru is from industrial refuse in 

the 1st  5 years only! 

Fitted into the whole process of world-creation is the Priestly author's 

introduction of animals ont0 the narrative scene, thus begiming the unfolding of the 

whole of the animal kingdom according to its braad divisions. The goodness of 

creation as previously mentioned, is an underlying theme of the satisfaction of His 

own word and work. The Priestly writer repeatedly stresses Yahweh's joy at what he 

created and it is in the readers interest to understand the world in its constitutive and 

diverse parts which is everywhere recognizable. 

In the sequence of animals created, fish, fowl, and sea monsters, von Rad 

rightly states that nothing in this realm. regardless of one's dimension of chaos is 

outside the creative will of ~ o d . "  The Priestly narrative sketch of ordering the 

'' m, p.6 1 1 - Vo1.400. Aug. 12/99. 
'j Monrreal Gazeffe, October 2, 1999, p.J8. 
'"on Rad, m, p.54 



universe continues to unfold as Yahweh blesses the creatures of the water and air 

(verse 23) and utters the command to be fertile, multiply and fil1 their environment. 

With Psalms 74: 12, the combat imagery personifies the watery chaos at the beginning 

of creation and God's creative power over it: 

Yet, O god my king 6om of old, 
You doer of saving deeds on earth, 
You stirred up the sea by your might; 
You smashed the heads of the dragons in the waters, 
You crushed the head of Leviathan, 
And make food of him for the dolphins. 
You released the springs and torrents; 
You brought dry land out of the'primeval waters, 
Yours is the day, and yours the night; 
You fashioned the moon and the s u ,  
You fixed al1 the limits of the land; 
Summer and winter you made. 

The author's remarks of blessing, in addition to the goodness of each creation 

being called into being reflects an ancient notion of possessing something quite 

fortunate. In the author's view, God is the source of blessings too and in keeping 

with His testimony, the Pnestly writer gives no reason for God's act of blessing. W. 

Bruggeman views this act of blessing as the generous, yet unfolding story of 

Yahweh's creative acts. That is, Yahweh so ordered the pre-existent material 

substratum. which was disordered and wild to make possible a reliable place of 

viability, a place of abundance, fertility and extravagance - the natural world. 

Yahweh has authorized in the world the inscrutable force of generosity, so the earth 

can sustain a11 its mernbers and the capacity for such generosity is assurned with 

every genus and species of ~reation.~' This "bringing forth" of the Creator's 



generosity is summed up with the author's assertion of blessing. The appropnate 
t 

response to the miracle of creation can be discovered in Israelite doxology. In the 

following example, the psalmist presents the universe as singing the glories of the 

Creator and each passing day supports and proclairns to the next the message of 

God's grandeur. Nature is presented as having a language of its own that is to be 

understood by al1 of humanity. This psalmist speaks of his Creator as revealed and 

discovered in the order of nature. Thus to speak or  act il1 towards our environment is 

to desecrate it. Nature does not require human institutions or reactions in order to 

manifest this gloxy. 

The heavens are telling the glory of God; 

And the firmament proclaims his handiwork. 

Day to day pours forth speech, 

And night to night declared knowledge. 

There is no speech, nor are there words; 

Their voice is not heard; 

Yet their voice goes out through al1 the earth, 

And their words, to the ends of the world. 

PsaIms 19: 1-4 

The gift of blessing can be viewed as a communication of life fiom Yahweh 

which can bring vigor and strength. which according to the fifth day Priestly passages 

is Yahweh's first-bom animals of creation and which our tradition practiced most 

frequently: the pauiarchs. David, Solomon, Christ Jesus at his Eucharist and 

Ascension (Matthew 26:26, Luke 21:50). 



Through Yahweh's unerance, furher division and categorization occurs in 

verses 24 and 25 by the frothing of "al1 kinds of living creatures: cattle, creeping 

things and wind animals of ail kinds". Like the plants, the Priestly author regards the 

presentation of these animais as having been produced by the eanh and for the second 

rime, repeats the words "Let the eanh bnng fonh" (verse eleven) indicating a creative 

participation of the materna1 earth. The bond to the earth can suggest that the Priestly 

writer regarded their lives to be directly dependent upon the earth and oniy indirectly 

from Yahweh. In regard to the omission of a blessing communicated from Yahweh 

to the animals, as the previous paragraph mentioned von Rad simply States the 

omission was intentional? Whether the discrepancy of blessing the water and air 

creatures but not the land animais was an intended omission or not clearly it can be 

perceived as a gift of His word and making given the authorization to be and 

reproduce themselves. The ability to praise God is given to animals in Isaiah 43:20; 

the burden ofjudgment placed on the animals is panicularly strong in Hosea 4:3: 

Hear the word of the Lord, O peopie of Israel, 

For the Lord has a grievance, 

Against the inhabitants of the land: 

There is no fidelity, no mercy, 

No knowledge of God in the land. 

False swearing, lying, murder. stealing and adultery ! 

In their iôwlessness, bloodshed follows bloodshed. 

Therefore the land mourns, 

And everything that dwells in it languishes: 

The beasts of the field, 
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The birds of the air, 

And even the fish of the sea perish. 

Hosea 4: 1-3 

It is sipificant that the prophet Hosea's primary concern was not the 

economic or political condition of his people but their mord condition. Hosea would 

have us understand that the moral breakdown of a people is the primary source of its 

collapse since it usually precedes and causes econornic, political and ecological 

decay. The Ioss of character is more to be feared than the loss of any other 

possession. When instead of truth-seeking and mercy there is lying, stealing and 

killing then does the land moum and languish. Hosea 4:6 provides a disarmingly 

simple answer to the cause of Israel's moral deterioration. Hosea States this moral 

decay springs from the religious illiteracy of his people; they simply do not know nor 

seek God and thus are destroying themselves and their environment due to this lack of 

knowledge. Our concern here is Yahweh's blessing of environmental diversity which 

gives creation its true vigor and vitality. 

The Priestly account introduces the creation of man (verse 26) unIike any of 

his preceding work: "Let us make man in our image, after Our likeness.. ."; has been 

examined in a variety of ways with endless interpretations throughout the centuries. 1 

believe the Pnestly writer expressed his concept of humanity the best way he could 

by using the "in the image of God" phrase. Verse 26 can be viewed as the climax of 

the author's first chapter and this Priestly phrase supports the notion that human life 

has greater sanctity than other lire foms as described in Genesis 9: 1-7. When we are 

able to understand that the Priestty wtiter offered completely novel views of 



sacredness of the whole human M y ;  the powers of human thought, intelligence. 

judgment. compassion and action; the fùtility of worshipping earthly and multiple 

gods - then we can understand that the Priestly writer strived to release his readers 

from the meaningiess prevalent worldview of his contemporaries. If a people's 

creation story is their foundation for meaning and value, and if our present ecological 

crisis is due to the fact that we still live and operate within systems and institutions 

which do not correspond to this new ecological reality of today - then leaming this 

new ecological worldview would seem urgent for Christians. The visible truth of 

today's environmental darnage and the Priestly author's tnith of the "image of God" 

relationship does not contradict the tniths of pamership between humanity and the 

natural world. Humanity is presently given about 1500 million hectares on which to 

grow food. yet forfeits about 10 million hectares per year due to various 

environmental  stresse^.^' It is not in nature's image to harvest annual crops which 

ieaves it bare and increasingly vulnerable to erosion, poisons, unlirnited development 

and so forth. The concept of fertility is re-stimulated by numerous fertilizing 

techniques in the agricultural sector simply because the land's fertility is lost by this 

aggressive cropping. ï h e  fertility of other parts of creation, such as air, water and life 

forms has equally suffered in recent decades. Moreover, massive single species 

planting lessens a region's diversity and reduces resistance to disease - which in tuni 

forces ever-potent insecticides and fungicides ta protect the plants fiom the very 

disease by which they were able to combat. Indigenous diversity allows the multi- 

species to replenish the soils and lessens the water table pollution due to agriculturai 

run-off. A recent example of how nature's image is inherently affected by man's 



deformed image of his targer self and the intercomectedness of all creation occurred 

this summer along the Marne river of France. The run-off of agricultural pollution by 

the regions wine growers caused thousands of fish to die. The French military, piling 

them over 2 meters high along the banks of the river, estimated that the fish stock will 

require 2 decades to r e m  to normal leveis. It is ironic to note that the champagne 

industry has been striving to meet the increased demand for wines arising from the 

anticipated worldwide millemial celebrations. 

The ethical implication of the "image of God" notion obliges Christians to 

conform to the image of Christ to the best of their ability which includes a renewed 

recognition that non-human life have intrinsic value and an aggressive protection of 

the planets bio-diversity. This understanding of a suffering partner is crucial when 

practicing one's faith on the only known habitable planet of creation. It is false to try 

to reconcile the Priestly God-likeness imagery, which explicitly portrays a loving God 

delighting in the blessings of his creation. to this century's notions of an environment 

serving humanity. The same effort of releasing which the Priestly author stnved 

toward m u t  be revisited in today's world on the ecological Front. Peopie who view 

entire ecological systems as a singular organism do portray a closer likeness to their 

Creator than those who place humans aloof from nature. Nature possesses an 

intrinsic goodness by being a member of God's cornmunity and by being our partner 

in creation. This is precisely the point which S. McEvenue made when he stated that 

God will be revealed in nature and not in human institutions. 



The pagan wotid related its environment to what was perceived and imagined 

through symbols. Yet, the very asking of the question (and other questions as well) 

and the various responses to these inquiries do point to some kind of likeness of 

Yahweh. in similar accord. von Rad declares interpretations are to be rejected which 

proceed from an anthropological stance strange to the Old Testament and one-sidedly 

limit God's image to man's "dignity, personality, or abilities for moral decision". In 

shon, von Rad dismisses an exclusively spiritual dimension for this Priestly verse? 

Undoubtedly, the final sentence of verse 26 has awakened an innumerable 

amount of comments and positions surrounding the Priestly author's "Let them 

(hurnanity) have dominion over" as a second characteristic of man and is found in 

Psalm 8: 

When 1 behold your heavens, the 

Work of your fingers, 

The moon and the stars which you 

Set in place- 

What is man that you should be 

Mindful of him, 

Or the son of man that you should 

Care for him? 

You have made him linle less than . 

The angels, 

And have crowned hirn with giory and honor. 

You have given him rule over the 

Works of your hands, 

Putting ail things under his feet: 
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Al1 sheep and oxen, 

Yes, and beasts of the field, 

The birds of the air, the fishes of the sea, 

And whatever swims the paths of the seas. 

O Lord, our Lord, 

How glorious is your name over ail the earth! 

The word dominion expressed in verse 26 and in the above psalrn certainly 

points to an expression of kingship and royalty. This should not be al1 too 

surpnsing~y if one reaches back into the distant past to understand the ancient setting 

by which the Pnestly author wrote his narrative. The complexities of his time is not 

the point here, yet it is necessary to point out family life was strictly patriarchal with 

strong clan ties demanding umiost loyalty or severe punishrnent, hurnan Iabor was 

viewed as both a source of blessing (the gifi of abundance) and a curse (difficult and 

painfùl ta~k) . '~  Legal justice was leveled by the clan or by royal authority, as no 

women, foreigners or children could serve as witnesses let alone judges. Kings 

seldom made new laws but rather built decisions around age-old customs and 

judgments. Nearly every nation in the Near East permitted slavery although Israel 

limited its use.60 In the nomadic and a ~ c u l t u r a i  setîing it must be understood, within 

this bnef sketch of ancient Israel that many pagan Gods would corne and go. mix 

among the Israeiites, leave a pagan practice or two behind. Pagans had no difficulty 

changing from one God to another, globaliy or locally. Artificially they would daim 

loyalty to Yahweh with no real intention of abandoning al1 their oid beliefs in the 

bargain. This is precisely the challenge the Priestly author faced when anicuiating his 

59 Boadt. see Chapter 13 for a general discussion o f  ancient [sraelite social fife. 
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creation narrative amongst the ideas of royalty or power-play prevalence encircling 

his daily life. The Pnestly author offers little histoncal context to the notions of 

image and likeness but speaks of God's purpose more profoundly and this purpose is 

unequivocally of dominion. of authority which gives the non-human creation a new 

relation to God. It is necessary to appreciate the Priestly author's predicament: 

humanity who according to the contemporary myths was created to be a slave of the 

eods would be lifted above the environmental gods to become d e r  of al1 of nature. - 
The religious, physical and psychical slave of nature is now portrayed as lord of 

nature. This nascent dignity of man is only part of the effort of the Priestly narrative. 

In the context of the present age, it is simply religious ignorance. which supports the 

present day environmental slaughter based solely upon the "dominion" passage. 

Perhaps human interest and not biblical understanding is at play in this kind of 

thinking. Sadly, it is precisely this kind of blatant domination of nature which has 

been pomayed in the 20" century. How else can a person dismiss the Western 

world's 280,000 hazardous waste sites, ponds and landfilis containing most of the 

world's 70,000 common use ~hemicals?~'  Does humanity mirror the likeness of God 

when 90% of these hazardous sites pose a continuous threat to ground water or when 

countries and corporations sel1 waste products to foreign countries or to ocean bulk 

c a m e r ~ ? ~ ~  Domination of the nanirai world lessens the beauty. the awe, the divenity 

of our planet in unlimited ways: quality food becomes a prernium as it makes its way 

down from the upper oceans; elephant herds invade macro-plantations in desperate 

attempts to eat fiom their shrinking habitat which is being destroyed by economic 

- - - - - - - 
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development; clear cutting enormous tracks of vegetation before we know what we 

are clearing - resulting in scientific ignorance and hurnan dilemmas; frequent air 

pollution advisones in hundreds of urban areas; future expectations in the arts, 

laquages and histories are lost due to misspent opportunities offered by the natural 

world. Although some people do hold to the notion of domination of the environment 

- the most frightening aspect of this classic notion occurs when we tmly acknowledge 

that we do not really know what we are dominating. Humans still do not know what 

most living things do or are about. The argument to counter this kind of ignorance is 

not discard what you do not understand. In this sense, humanity is throwing away 

knowledge. Furthennore. domination practices adversely affect complex climatic, 

biological, chernical and hurnan systems, which require feedback. The systems with 

strong stabilizing feedback are more likely to persist than systems lacking such 

diverse stabilization. Species that are components of these stable systems will likely 

survive as well. These simple observations can expiain the importance of a stable yet 

diverse Earth body and the illusion of humanity's unlimited power. 

Fortunately, many people. albeit a minority, are beginning to realize what this 

means for the continued existence of humanity. Furthemore, it is too casual for the 

ecclesiastic cornmunity to bracket the ecological crisis under a "social justice" 

category - for creation is preciseiy where Christians worship their God and practice 

their faith. The ecological crisis is very immediate and real and transcends 

denominational practices. The unfinished business of the 20" c e n w  - feeding the 

poor and eiiminating nuclear annihilation of the created world is inextricably 



connected to the general destruction of our planer. When surveying this passing 

rnillenium. one cornmon trait of the many admirable thinkers is their ability to be 

synthesizers of opposing and differing viewpoints. Life-giving principles can live on 

w hile most sinister notions eventuall y become sequestered. Exarnples of such 

divergent views coming together include reason and faith (Aquinas), Asian art and 

European technoiogy (Gutenberg) and economic restraint and compassion (Ghandi). 

Our Christian tradition demands a sirnilarly courageous and detinitive 21" century 

response to the evohing ecological crisis which confronts us today. 

The Priestly narrative's second blessing at verse 28 is in the present tense and 

Priestly States God's comrnand quite matter of factly. This blessing, similar to verse 

22 entails an enormous abundance of opportunity, beauty and responsibility in 

regards to fertility, multiplication filling subduing and dominance. Wrinen at the 

beginning of verse 28 "Cod blessed them" would a f i m  the Priestly author's notion 

that humankind is a single entity and al1 hurnanity stands in union before their 

Creator. It is not unimportant that the text speaks of cornmunity rather than mirroring 

the individual. Although it is beyond the purpose here to h l ly  explore New 

Testament material. Philippians 2: 1- 1 1 speaks of such cornmunity in c o ~ e c t i o n  with 

Jesus' readiness to mm from himself toward creation and toward his fellow creatures. 

It is an expiicit call to foxm a new kind of human community and by extension a new 

natural community which expresses the divine image. Verse 29 is Yahweh's call for 

hurnanity to experience and to fûnction in this environment and to be aware of its 

Holy source. It is now divinely ordained that man should eat from seed-bearing 



plants and seed-bearing fniit. It can be viewed as the author's expression of peaceful 

coexistence with the animais of his world and his reluctance to feed on flesh and thus 

lessen the sacredness of al1 life. Traditionally, animals have played an indispensable 

role in agriculture but today's global livestock industry has put these creatures at odds 

with the e n v i r o ~ i e n t . ~ ~  A good dietician would promote a vegetable diet against a 

meat-nch diet, which contributes to the diseases of amuence. It is plausible to 

approach this verse with the view that by being created in his image, the narrative 

calls for a newness of the human community to escort and rninister the interest of ail 

life. Verse 3 1 concludes the six days of activity with an affirmation of the goodness 

of all, which God has made. The author points to Yahweh's supremacy over His 

creation and asserts total goodness of the six days of activity. Equally necessary is 

that God looks at everything and says creation is very good even though people may 

not have judged it to be so. It is created for God's purpose and for whatever ends he 

detemines. The goodness includes everything from the nature and history of the 

cosmos down to the minutest environment of an organism not yet discovered. 

ImpIicit in the "goodness of everything" is the creature's inability to experience and 

pass jud-ment on the wholeness of creation, thus ailowing tensions of joy and sorrow 

as well as positive aspects of ignorance. 

The Priestly writer daims that his account of creation is no mere local reality 

but rather of universai reality beyond the boundaries of his horizon. This is in 

accordance with the true nature of al1 things. Although the Sabbath is not mentioned, 

nor that humanity should rest dunng this holy and seventh day, it can be implied that 
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the Pnestly author used God's resting day as a M e r  example and distinction of his 

people. Observance of the Sabbath would allow Israelite identification and perhaps 

preserve itself fiom assimilation. It is possibIe that the Priestly writer simply felt it 

necessary to have a day of rest fiom daily work. Eventually, the keeping of the 

Sabbath rest became one of the three great marks of the Jews. Humanity c m  rest on 

the Sabbath as a disciplined reminder of our Creator and in like fashion we are to 

fashion a new rest for aii creation and the Sabbath is not to be a day of sleep. It is 

important to point out that the Priestly author connects the Sabbath day with Creation 

and not with some event in the life of one of the pamarchs or in the history of Israel. 

In this sense the observance of the seventh day is universally valid, binding for al1 

humankind and that Judaism is not merely a local religion. The Sabbath is an 

expression of confidence by the Priestly author for people to trust God and to end (at 

least for one day) the grasping of possessions. in contrast to the gods of nature, the 

Priestly author's God is at peace with his creation and the well being of his rule and 

thus able to rest during the seventh day. 

Without tmst in the Creator as expressed in the Priestly narrative a worldview 

of chaos and environmental instability is a continuai certainty. Humanity understands 

that the ecological systems of Our planet are always in states of fluctuations and inter- 

relationships with other creatures. God fieely made it possible for creation to corne 

into being, shaping and reshaping the world in the process. The world that came into 

being is one that can be acted on by hurnanity. Freedom exists not only when action 

is suficiently unconstrained, but atso when there is a possibility of making a 



difference. For Chnstians of Our times, the world rnust be such that differences may 

always be made. To the degree by which individuals attend to ecological health, we 

communicate to others o u  own psychic health, our own diversity and our own love 

and trust in the Creator. The Priestly creation narrative provides genuine ecological 

insights for today's world which is environmentally deprived and we will have to 

actualize our own vanous stages of creating, severing and ordenng to eliminate the 

ecological chaos which is part of daily experience. It is important to understand that 

even "good" people can blind themselves to the evil that is going on in front of their 

eyes. The environmental crisis is a vast destruction of Iife in which we a11 participate, 

that threatens to overwhelm us and that will not go away unless we resist the unjust 

suffenng of our planet. We are now in ecological chaos because of our failure to 

respect ecological ordet. 



In similar fashion to the previous section, this part of the thesis will offer a 

brief overview of the Yahwist creation account followed by an interpretation of the 

text. which might provide impenis for ecological responsibility and further awareness 

of Our dependency upon Our creation partner. It is with hope that by the treatment of 

this text individuâls will react in a persona1 way towards environmental care. In Sean 

McEvenue's Inrerprering the Pentateuch, he notes the power of Scripnire in 

ecoiogicai - terms by the degree of conversion upon the real life of the reader. The 

reader has to react either by cornplying, or rejecting, or else by accepting a stanis of 

guilt when it cornes to environmental con~erns .~~  Eco-catastrophe is not some remote 

possibility in the future. It is here now - affecting al1  continent^.^' Never before in 

human history has there been an extinction rate comparable to today. Without a life- 

giving ecological conversion. humanity will remain unable to adjust its activities into 
Y 

positive environmental patterns which we are increasinply becoming aware of. This 

is the new ecological reaiity, which must be recognized and managed because 

ecoIogica1 concerns necessarily go hand in hand with al1 peoples. 

It is generally accepted among cIassica1 source critics that the Yahwist 

creation account pre-dates the Priestly creation account and that the Yahwist author 

reached back into the primitive cultures and its stories of creation to help him 
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understand his own experience. When we read this account of creation, we are 

reading the final fonn of an address to the author's contempotaries in ancient Israel. 

For the present question, we rnay accept the traditional hypothesis of the Yahwistic 

authorship occumng toward the end of the tenth century B.C.E. At the sarne time we 

are reading an accumulation and a diversity of tradition dating into the far distant 

past in the forms of themes which have been preserved, distributed and debated 

until today. C. Westerrnam states in his book Genesis that there is a blending of two 

narratives within the whole Yahwist creation account. Briefly (a) one narrative tells 

how God put man in the garden, punished and removed him from the garden once 

man violated God's command, and (b) the second narrative tells how at the beginning 

God formed man, breathed life into him yet realized man would be incomplete 

without a suitable parnier. It cenainly is not the intent here to address the blending of 

the nvo narratives into one, but to emphasize that no person can be isolated !hm his 

fellow creature or Creator. The Yahwist author states in Genesis 2: 15 that his fellow 

Israelites have a persona1 relationship with God. In this sense, humans are inevitably 

linked with God and the natural world. It is pertinent to this paper to highlight two 

authorial motifs noted by Westermann. Firstly, disobedience forced man's expulsion 

from a garden which placed food, obligation and care before man. The Yahwist 

presents humanity as threatened by his own nature by rising up against his Creator. 

The second story is that man remained joyiess until united with his counterpart 

leading to the motif of community. In this sense. a person remains completely 

isolated wirhout this unity of Creator, partner and nature's garden. The individual 

person is in pain outside of relationships. 



The Yahwist creation story provides a compietely diflerent ecological mood 

than the Priestly account in that this faithful declaration positions the story in a very 

local and persona1 world. The Yahwist author buiIds his narrative around his 

people's local habitat and daily existence. The earth is viewed has humanity's field 

of endeavors and accomplishments. The reader of this text must acknowiedge the 

author's interest in Yahweh as a sender of blessings. The Yahwist wrirer reached 

backwards into tradition to tell his story of creation and blessings provided by the 

Creator. 

ECOLOGICAL COMMENTARY - GENESIS 2:46 - 2:18 

The Yahwist writer imrnediately declares God as the rnaker of the earth and 

heavens. thus offenng his readers a primary and encompassing principle of 

cosmology. Although no process and sequence is offered in this opening passage it is 

itself a revelation of God's will for al1 of creation. This is the Yahwist understanding 

of the tmth about the nature of all reality - the Creator is the source of al1 meaning. It 

is necessary to point out that in Our search for new levels of truth and meaning this 

generation has been given opporninities to begin to explore the universe beyond this 

planet. Our understanding of the Earth has been greatly advanced as a resuit of space 

research. For example, only in the lifeiess void of space can the influence of gravity 

and other earthly phenomena be separated from the biological and chemical processes 

we want to understand. Apart from the vast increase in our knowledge of our nearest 

neighbors, we have been bequeathed cornputer rniniaturization, improvements in 



communications, engineering and medicine? Most importantly is Our sense of a new 

cosrnology, the gifi of deeper awareness, responsibility and awe, which can inspire 

our future and give us a wider sense of dominion. In this regard, our emerging 

knowledge of the Universe can overwhe1m ail previous conceptions in that it draws 

them al1 into a cornprehensive fullness and further highlights the interconnectedness 

of our global village. This continua) search for meaning and understanding is 

precisely what set the early Israelites apan fiom their contemporaries. 

The Yahwist author provides the barest of descriptions in his opening verses 

by allowing the negative conditions to designate his immediate environment prior to 

his confident sixth verse in which a Stream was "watering the surface soil". These 

negative conditions consist of no field s h b ,  no grass, no min, no humanity and no 

cosmic struggle. The Yahwist sets the earthly conditions by describing in verses 5 

and 6 the bareness of land due to the lack of vegetation and water. Today, ecological 

suffering is far too common in many pans of the world and the bareness of so rnuch 

vegetation seen dunng this past century is literally undoing the work of centuries of 

organic evolution. Humanity's intimate connection to the Iand ensures that it wilI not 

escape feeling the effects of its demise. We know vegetation has had a long history 

of stress and acidification, a history that offers a critical backdrop for considering a 

new bareness from air pollution and acid r a i d 7  The passage of "no field shmb or 

rain" irnpiies that they receive their function directly fiom God and that the eanh 

remains lifeless - but by the will of the Creator. Undoubtedly, the Yahwist author 
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views vegetation and water as necessary primary elements for life by the mere 

mention of these environmental components. 

A desert motif can be implied due to this lack of vegetation and water when 

one considers the constant presence of vast acid lands as home for the early Israelites. 

Furthemore, a nomadic lifestyle, bounded by the desert was cornmon for large 

portions of the ancient Israelite population. The harsh environment pressed most 

inescapably upon their consciousness.6s It was the occasional oasis and its 

surrounding living beauty, which refieshed and released the hardships of their lives. 

Furthemore, Isaiah 35:7, 43: 19 States that waters be held as a source of life and that 

spring water be of a higher value than waters fiom stagnant pools. In the Yahwist 

narrative, verse 6 is fashioned with the notion that God created the welling Stream and 

thus provides al1 things upon which life depends. 

Whether life moves through the vastness of the unexpiored universe or 

through minute spots of microbiology, its dependence upon Yahweh is total and 

unquestioned. Reverence for ail life forms is a natural way of affiming the reverence 

due for God. Compassion can serve as the bridge between love for God and love for 

al1 life forms. An important ethical awakening consists of the expenence of 

compassion. When reverence for other creatures becomes depleted a person is lefl 

with only superficiai principies which do not belong to hirn and rolls off him. It is 

-- 
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our duty to share, maintain and inspire Iife, for this obligation can be a source of 

constant renewat of self and of creation. 

Once the earthly setting is developed, the Yahwist witer irnmediately focuses 

upon one of the two intenvoven narrative themes, narnely the formation of the living 

being (Verse 7) out of clay (adama) and breath. It is an ancient, classical idea that 

man should be made from the clay of the eanh and occun frequently in Hebrew 

Scripture (Isaiah 29: 16, Job 4:19, 10:8 and in Psalms 90:3, 104:29, 146:4). 

According to the Yahwist, this creative motif is presented in two stases: the designer 

working his clay and the provider blowing the breath of life into man. The Yahwist 

writer advises his faithfùl readers that al1 humanity receives existence from God and 

this existence is created by Him. Humanity consists of the earthy elements, which are 

found on and in our planet. It is significant to point out that up to this point in the 

narrative, the Yahwist author has not divided up nor discrirninated the formation of 

humanity from the animals which, according to verse 19, are formed out of the 

ground by God. In like manner, the reading Ecclesiastes 3: 19-20 indicates a - 
commonness of creation by dechring al1 creatures corne fiom dust and will retum to 

it and that the variance and estrangement of this earthly familiarity belongs only to 

the motive and moment of God: 

"For the lot of man and of beast is one lot; 

The one dies as weIl as the other. 

Both have the same life-breath, 

And man has no advantage over the beast. 



The cornmonness of the earthly eiements is M e r  ilhstrated in the last half 

of this century by the discovery of DNA which contains the biological data and 

instruction for making protein - the basic building blocks of growth. Science has 

excelerated to sucb an extent that it is beiieved that in a few years a complete hwnan 

DNA mapping will be a~h i eved .~~  Of course, the understandable fears which make it 

into the media include such fears as: ignorant manipulation of not knowing the full 

consequences of such efforts; piracy, employers seeking health data and bIatant 

manipulation of gene discovenes which move fiom a cure of lethal maiadies to 

attending to casual ailments. On the positive side, is the hopeful discovery of il1 

eenes for such homfic diseases as Huntington's, Lou Gehrig's, cystic fibrosis. AIDS, 
C 

many cancers as well as the capability of major organ transplants and growth.70 We 

know agicultural companies have already marketed bio-engineered plant products 

which do not spoil and dairy cows have been injected with growth hormones in order 

to produce greater volumes of mi&." Genetically modified (GM) foods, which may 

very well play a major role in reaiizing hunger relief, has produced some general as 

well as scienrific unrest in Europe according to the Guardian Weekly of March 14, 

1999. The general thnist of this fear is based on scientific ignorance of the possible 

effects of GM foodstuffç on humans, the environment, fertiiity and lifespan of 

wildlife and the general weakening of the gene pool of al1 foms of Me. 

Because of the possibility of such profound change in life f o n s  it is 
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irnperative science not be given fiee and mlimited potential in this area of research. 

The recognition that we are able to determine various forms of life in a certain sense 

by an infinite collection of genetic data that is knowable wiil foiever change Our 

view of ourseives. It is a kind of closing of one fiontier and opening of another. It is 

my belief that the new genetic discovenes bode more good than il1 and that a 

reasonable and responsible society can curb abuses to the extent of its ethical 

affirmation of tife. We must corne once more under the control of the ideais of a true 

life-giving civilization for it is a strength to be misting to ounelves, our environment 

and Our imagination. 

The Yahwist writer States that God planted a garden and placed the fonned 

man inside the garden. It can be implied by Genesis 2 5  that this garden be tilled and 

kept. In this sense, the idea of a work-less paradise is foreign to the Yahwist writer 

for physical effort is required to care for the garden. The Yahwist writer expresses 

that God creates that on which al1 life depends and humanity only fashions (tilling) 

that which is provided by the Creator. The land within the garden requires it to be 

worked and by being entnisted with this environment, humanity can be capable and 

responsible towards this commission. Furthemore, a notion of trust from God 

towards man is implicit in this care for this garden. This care is shown in the Genesis 

2: 15 directive "to cultivate and care for", "the delightful and good food" (Genesis 

2:9). 



It is from the ecological perspective that it is possible to see that what has 

been called scientific agiculture is in reality an ami-care model of land use. The 

violence to nature which seems intrinsic to the domination model is also associated 

with violence to ail people. For example, although grain production during the last 30 

years has doubled - the rate of nitrogen fertilization increased 7 times while 

phosphorous feeding of crops increased 4 times in the same period.72 These two 

chernicals are major sources of nutrient loading into freshwater and near-shore marine 

ecosystems. Agriculture contributes 80% of the annual increase in atmospheric 

Nitrous oxide (NzO) which is one of the greenhouse gases which contributes to the 

depletion of stratospheric ozone - which in turn allows the buming of the earth to 

o~cur . '~  We must acknowledge that land is hallowed ground which roots al1 elements 

of life. Clearly this is a vital moment for humanity to reassert our compassion, care 

and respect for the Earth and it is not unreasonable to predict that by the end of this 

coming century the only large mammals remaining wilI be those that we humans 

choose to allow to exist. People rnust become less numb to this kind of systemic 

impact on various life-support systems. Care of creation given to us by the Yahwist 

narrative caIls for ail areas of the earth to be subject to the knowabte pnnciple of 

conservation and preservation so that the natural world be safeguarded. The 

ecological damage occumng on a global scale cenainly signals humanity's 

untmsnvorthiness in this regard - for the land is becoming less resilient due to the 

carelessness of its gardeners. A metaphor for moral fmitfùlness can be found in 

Isaiah 5 :  1-7 by which attentive care will forestall harsh judgment for peoples. 
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Israei is the vineyard of the Lord Almighty; 

The people of Judah are the vines he planted. 

He expected them to do what was good, 

But instead they cornrnitted murder. 

He expected them to do what was right, 

But their victims cried out for justice. 

Isaiah 57 

Once the formed man is placed in the garden, God caused numerous delightful 

oces to grow with the tree of life placed in the middle of the garden. This conception 

of tree of life appears in various passages within the Scnpture (Proverbs 3: 18, 13:12. 

Revelations 2 9 )  and appears in the Gilgamesh and Babylonian myths under the 

notions of "plant of life", "water of life" and "'bread of life"." According to the 

Yahwist author the tree of life was placed in the center of the holy garden with the 

intent of common observation and that the other trees produced food which was good 

to eat. In this respect the garden's intent was for humanity's provision and happiness, 

yet it is cornrnon knowledge that these provisions and the joy they are able to bnng to 

humanity are economically disjointed. For example, according to the Worldwatch 

Instirute a non-profit research group, rnost countries still have only a vague idea of 

the magnitude of air, water and soi1 contamination cûused by indusaial activity. The 

difficulty here is not the narrow confines of economic activity but the ecological and 

sacred ignorance of such activity. This ignorance is a source of b i s .  

In recent years there have been attempts to 

provisions which humans presently enjoy. Two such 

put a monetary value on the 

studies are: "Nature Services" 

- - 
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by Gretchen Daity and "The Work of Nature" wrinen by Yvome Baskin, both 

published by Island Press in 1997. Posing such economic questions conceming the 

dollar value of vanous ecosystems may seem crass and misguided, but for the urgent 

reality of the environmental crisis this is one approach to jolt people into care of 

creation, which has been undervalued and understudied in so many ways. By 

attempting to pnce eco-services, these two authors provide quantitative estirnates of 

what is Iost when we degrade n a m .  Such studies might serve as eye-openers by 

taking explicit account of the enonnous trade-offs involved on such envirorunental 

issues as land use. In this sense, the pricing of nature may be one way to slow the 

loss of precious ecosystems, which have incalculable value for Our planet. 

Economists and ecologists are also beginning to collaborate together as ecology is no 

longer considered a minor "green" nuisance. Econornists are beginning to include 

such interactive items as environmental costs to future generations, lower levels of 

pollution versus production and land use. Ecologists are also trying to awaken 

govements  up to the fact that their annual GDP accounting practices are highly 

misleading tallies of annual economic health. A country's GDP may remain quite 

positive while its natural environment gets degraded and its land poisoned - thus the 

GDP is not affected while these "assets" disappear. Unquestionably, we have bent 

the mies when it cornes to environmental care as portrayed in the Yahwist narrative. 

Cultivation and care are authoriat words which reminds al1 faithful listeners to 

renew their consciousness of the eiemental realities on which al1 life depends and 

with a reiationship which must exist if it is to endure in its goodness. The best of 



man's nature, his praise to his Creator can not survive without this naturai beauty. 

What ultimately appears, beauty or ugliness, depends upon this care of the ground 

and is similar to the hean of humanity which produces nothing uniess it is received 

from Yahweh. The verbs of Genesis 2:15 to cultivate (till) and care (keep) for the 

earth humanity is deeply embedded in the sharing of work. In this sense there is no 

indication of lotjl  sensual enjoyment for one's earthly life, but a cal1 to service under 

the wilI of the Creator. This type of service calis for interdisciplinary efforts and an 

understanding that various human endeavors are on different scales of time. For 

example. culture requires tirne to assess science not only at the ecological level but 

also its potential impact on values, traditions. beliefs and so forth. In this regard, 

there is an urgent need to focus environmental care on the achievable, which can be 

realistically addressed. in the next few short years. Ail religious people must be 

concerned when technology threatens to outstrip efforts to place their application in 

an ethical context. For it is the arrogance of modem advancements to  think that we 

can continually control, direct and dominate the natural world. It is an illusion of 

unlimited powers. Yet. building on biblical insight. cultivation and care can provide 

al1 the provisions necessary for humanity and as such rebut the Job 12:7- 10 passage 

that pomays an outer manifestation of a deeper inner crisis. The land is given to 

Adam, (Le. to al1 humans) to both care for, be responsible for and enjoy. We must 

recall the land of lsrael which was given to the 12 tribes by God, not just for one 

generation but for al1 generations (Joshua 15). 



With a Iesser degree of cosmic emphasis than the Pnestfy writer, the Yahwist 

narrative primarily remains focused on persona1 reiationships with other earthly 

creanires and of course with God. The ecological notions portrayed in the Yahwist 

creation account are timeless as they pertain to al1 ages of human conduct and 

demand universal obligation under its Creator. God's ordenng for cultivation and 

care should move Christians to respond to this ecological dimension of their faith. 

The sense that humans today are to be trustees of nature - protecting, conserving the 

natural world in accord with God's acts simply falls shon of the Yahwist creation 

narrative. Environmental morality as outlined in the Yahwist text requires humanity 

not to consider nature as a stranger - even though we are most ignorant of its complex 

riddles. By reading this text we certainly are aware of how God feels about nature, as 

He is a force to be reckoned with who niles with supremacy. It is necessary for 

Christians to confirm the goodness of creation - for the Yahwist author portrays a 

God who makes things happen for humanity and not for his own glory. One cm 

ascertain a correlation between worship and environmentai care in which a very 

persona1 decision must be made to surrender to the utter dependence of God and take 

care of the blessings given by Him. 



The two creation narratives must undoubtedly be situated in the context of the 

remainder of Israel's testimony of faith in Yahweh and if not so understood, then 

these two accounts can be susceptible to various religious and intellecruai usage not 

wholly based upon Yahweh's creative gifi of life. Situated in their reality, the authors 

were not blind to the tragedy and conflict of their environment yet they refused to 

seek answers in the status quo of natural chaos and multiple natural gods. Both the 

Priestly and Yahwist creation accounts uncluttered their universe. Whatever may be 

the preferred dating of these texts, the complex interplay of source material surfaced 

in each one's perception of their environment. Thus Israel spoke of the natural worid 

in diffenng expressions. This reiiance upon tradition is not dissimilar to the earliest 

Christians who had to rely upon an already existing pre-Christian history. 

Concrete differences of environmental emphasis does exist between the 

Priestty and Yahwist accounts as the former purports dominion while the Yahwist 

text exercises equality with the whole of Yahweh's creation. The Priestly creation 

story being longer and containing much more detailed environmental matenal than 

the Yahwist presents God's power. fieedom and control over Creation. Nevertheless 

and in direct opposition to this tradition, the Pnestly writer methodically affirms 

many ecological insights of Israel's faith which include: 



1 ) Singulanty and Unity of Origin corn Yahweh 

2) Yahweh's goodness of the created environmental order 

3) Natural world (and matter) is good and not magical 

4) Yahweh's word enacts creation with limitations 

5) Yahweh places humanity above other creanires 

6) Yahweh cornmands human responsibility 

7) Humanity is to share divine gifts, work and rest 

The Yahwist author immcdiately focuses on his earthly habitant with man as 

his first creature for in contrast to the Priestly account, the Yahwist account presents 

no matenal for a hint of a cosmic struggle based upon a plurality of nature wills. The 

Priestly account provides man at the peak of the creating formula whereas the 

Yahwist portrays an earthly service which does not exist in the Priestly story and 

definitely connects a closeness with the environment as opposed the clear presence of 

man, structuraily developed in the first creation account. The Yahwist allows 

ecological perceptions albeit with greater anthropomorphic tendencies: 

1) God is Creator of universe 

2) God formed al1 creatures from earthly elements 

3) God provided a deligtitful and good environment 

4) God ordered cultivation and care for the earth 

5) God allowed limited freedom 

6) God needed man to make the garden happen 

Although both accounts utilize ancient mythical motifs in their creation 

stories, the Yahwist undoubtedly has less histoncal and environmentally pertinent 



matenal than its counterpart. The Priestly author offers a piece of literature, which is 

technically systematic with a precise chronology of happenings not explicitly found 

in the Yahwist and stresses notions of divinity ounvardiy. ~ h i i e  these ideas of 

divinity (e-g. blessings and image) can be valid in the Yahwist via concepts such as 

partner and stewardship they must be generated through discemrnent. Should the 

Yahwist be the older tradition then the story of the generai is earlier than the story of 

the particular, which does offer much more ecological significance. 

The Priestly account offers little esnotional suspense with no notions of sin, 

unclean environment or unclean animals. There is minimal reference to the 

interaction between woman and man although humans are the culmination of creative 

acts. He offers the powers of procreation simultaneousiy ro male and female afier a 

blessing. The Yahwist's described partners are joined together only after an 

unsatiçfactory searching of the formed man and the Yahwist God is not portrayed as a 

contented God looking upon his domain. Positively, the Priestly reveals a sensible 

ordering of nature, parallehg no psychological or aggressive demands other than the 

certain demands of joy and blessings. The Priestly author connects al1 creatures via 

Yahweh's blessings, yet separates humanity with the "image of God" passage with 

not a word of the process involving the stuff from which man was made of, nor any 

shaping of the human forrn, nor any geographical grounding for man as the Yahwist 

does by his "four rivers" insertions. The Priestly emphasis is on what was created 

and for what purpose and how this creature status can give meaning to oneself and the 

planet around him. By not presenting any material that God used for Our planet and 



speaking of the whole hurnan race, the Priestly writer preserves a highest degree of 

awe and freedom for the Creator. This notion follows the idea that the Priestly 

provides this formulation of power and might (by fintly decreeing something and 

then creating it) and portrays his God as being aloof from the mundane, earthly realrn 

of human experiences. The Yahwist creation narrative does not provide this majestic 

creative power. It is a Priestly characteristic to use repetitive verbs in presenting 

different ways of creation (the creating, making, willing). It is correct to generatly 

view the Yahwist narrative to be more anthropomorphic than the supreme royalties 

found in the first Genesis account. Furthemore. the creation of man by the eanhly 

etements does not imply subordination any more than the creating of woman from 

man - for it is precisely the assault against nature's go&, which the two writers 

sought. 

Beyond the climax of the human it can be implied that al1 creation - by 

following its Creator - observe a day of rest, although the Priestly writer does not 

explicitly state whether Israei nor creation will be faithful to Yahweh on this account. 

Observation of a holy and restfbi day is absent in the Yahwist version. Both authors 

allow man's giving of names to the animals yet under the Yahwist context, anirnals 

give man meaning not only as a fellow creature, but as a helpful partner within 

creation and thus perhaps the Yahwist account is more humane in that there is 

cornmunity arnong creahires. The Priestly narrative provides a divisional aspect of 

biologicaily different species with no functional relationship as in the Yahwist 

narrative. Certainly, the ability to give and assign names can imply an intellectual 



dominance as well as experience and observation, which allows an understanding by 

which the two Creation authors strive to portray unique human qualities by 

comparison with fellow creatures. No such comparison was related about the 

vegetative world. 

There exists a number of literary units which the two creation authors 

provided which have profound ecological ramifications for their peoples as well as 

universal relationships. Although outside of our scope of inquiry, an exhaustive study 

must embrace the whole of Scripmre and in particular the first eleven chapters of 

Genesis, which brings God into everything "that exists". For the various bibhcal 

sources take their readers through such diverse and rich itinerary of faith that neither 

creation author cringed in hopelessness before the chaotic beliefs of their day. There 

is no argumentation, only a faithful story-telling in which lyrics were quite cornmon 

in addition to ecological notions subject not oniy to the two creation accounts. 

Examples of such include the lyrical pronouncements of Genesis 9: 1-7 where the 

environment is profoundly connected to the flood passage (sin, punishrnent. chaos 

and greening); fertility and multiplication are certainly a cause of the genealogies of 

Genesis 5: 1-2; and the garden expukion can interest the Genesis 6-9 reader in tenns 

of punishrnent. Neither author aliowed a static environment, but sought a newness to 

their religious beliefs, which is simiiarly discovered in their newness of literanire. 

This non-classical literalism does not allow for a historical nor ecological single event 

for faithful trust but rather - the addressers transcended their contemporary data. In 

this way both authors moved in literary as well as ecological boldness with 



imperative environmental intent and claim which contains an optirnistic and a 

reftective view for humanity and its simplifications within creation. 

Both the Priestiy and the Yahwist creation stories treat God in the third person 

by being the object of the narratives and not part of the conversation. The authors put 

limits on all creatures and assert recognition of differences and boundaries for 

creation as well as a knowing of community. Surely the ancient Israelite knowers of 

these two texts refiected upon the environmental order of the world around them and 

the prohibitions offered in each narrative. Both authors must have been careful 

writers of text, carefùl listeners to a chaotic present by reckoning that something was 

il1 in their world which opposed the reality of their Yahweh. This notion is 

articulated in the authors' expressions of the universe's interconnections which are 

divinely willed, real and c m  be nurtured. Each author underscores divine blessings 

of his world and that should care be foreign to Yahweh's blessing then the 

environment can be undone. Neither author takes a scientific stand concerning the 

origin of the universe for each narrative contains notions of divinity and most bibiical 

passages focus upon the earth. Nevertheless. each author takes an authentic stand 

based upon God's will, speech and action in that humanity's relationship, assured by 

the Priestly account and somewhat precarious in the Yahwist version, is tmly faithful 

oniy in the Creator-Creature context. Certainly both the Priestly and Yahwist 

accounts were limited in foms of literary expressions of knowledge and imagination. 

By utilizing various motifs the two creation authors portrayed a God that is both 

intimare (demanding day to day attention and responsibility to His creation) and 



somewhat distant (requinnp crcation to corne to grips with its Creator). Each in their 

o w  way, the authors situate the environment under a non-srnothering God whose 

power ailows a sense of fieedom in a "let be" style versus a "must be" quality. One 

could almost ascertain that Yahweh is not so overly concerned with hurnans oniy - 

for the God of the Priestly and Yahwist creation accounts values al1 creatures. The 

two creation narratives voice the Creators concern for His whole environment - the 

universe. Thus. the authors did not allow themselves limited quiemess in their 

faithful presentations of creation or in the formation of the earth, but offered various 

ways of expressing ecological meaning for their readers, under this Creator-Creation 

context. 



The second exegetical operation of this paper is to ascertain whether the 

ecological insights derived fiom the Priestly and Yahwist creation narratives are 

indeed correct, somewhat probable or incorrect. lnitiated fiom one's persona1 interest 

and viewpoint the interpretation of a text is a process of learning of the general as 

well as the particular. it is within the Lonergan context of meaning that judgment of 

facts and judgments of value can be derived. The categones employed in 

understanding the Genesis creation narratives moved fiom the author's objects (God, 

activity), Iitemry units! the author's setting (history) and to my own insights and 

reflections from the inquiry. It is from this process of perception, inquiry and 

reflection that one is able to pass on judgment. 

When a reflec tii-e person reads Genesis 1 -2: 1 8 and allows the words of the 

passages to be  assimilated. then there can arise a clear and general sense that the two 

creation narratives express a divineiy created world whereby humanity and the 

natural world are inextncably connected under the creative acts of Yahweh. This 

wholeness of meaning is under the context of the author's life, his times, and his 

challenges and under the scope and aim of the author's perspectives of reality. We 

know the Priestly and Yahwist writers were heirs of an already formed tradition and 

their purpose included passing on something which they received. The authors' 

adapted traditions in10 their community and into their religious confession of Yahweh 

as Savior. The created cosmos as presented by the Priestly and Yahwist writers is 



extended ro the whole of history and the whole of creation. With this unity of the 

created world and its history, Israei affirmed that al1 creation realizes its meaning of 

God: the One who creates, the One who saves. TheoIogicaily significant is the 

fieeing of creation tiom mythoiogy for it was God alone who gave creation its 

success, rooted in the blessings bestowed upon creation. 

One can derive value from this general reading of the Genesis creation 

material. The two creation stories do affirm the orderly creative acts of Yahweh and 

the blessings given to the environment and to humanity. One's normal experience, 

intellect, reflection is not able to deny the importance of the goodness of creation. 

The facts of order and goodness of creation are derived from understanding the text 

(data) yet do entai1 subjectivity in the order of tniths or falsities. Furthemore, these 

facts of order and goodness are not historical trends or urges but values of 

understandings, values of truths and values of acts by which responsibility is the 

authentic response grown out of the empirical, intellectual and rational operations. 

These four non-logical operations (be attentive, be intelligent, be reasonable. be 

responsible) are at the core of B. Lonergan's work. Metlzod in T l r e o l o ~ ~  and demand 

authentic conversion should one be open to environmental care. Judgments of value 

require knowledge of ecologica1 reality of the past and present, a response to one's 

persona1 values and cultivation thereof and a moral transcendence which altows for 

growth through conversion which can be expressed in a variety of ways for the love 

of al1 creation. 



The particularities of the two creation accounts provide much ecological 

matenal in rems of symbols. imagery, motifs, literary units and structure. The words 

used in the narratives point to a single unique Creator creating a unique environment. 

Humanity is unique within this created order and is in an immediate unique 

reiationship with Yahweh. The two creation narratives point to a God who is to be 

praised as opposed to humanity's praising of matenal goods. Humanity is onentated 

to the land, to the world where everythmg that will take place conceming God's 

dealing with creation will occur. The creation authors announce ecological insights 

through divine order fiom chaos, blessings and dominion. The theme of dominion, if 

situated in its proper histoncal setting can not give support for those people of today 

who wish to dorninate the natwai world. The abuse of the nanual resources was not 

the intention of the Priestly writer. 

Through divine creation, fundamental features of nature are revealed which 

confirms value through reciprocal relationships between humanity and the natwal 

world. The Priestly and Yahwist authors pomayed a God who respected al1 Iife and 

what makes humanity into the "image of God" is to live in accordance with God's 

creative acts. Each creation narrative sets out a program for environmental care with 

tmst in Yahweh and in their future. Each reader of the creation narratives will have 

to react, rnake obligations and pmy if one wishes to make a fundamental change. One 

is, of course, fiee to reject these judgments and continue to praise creation alone. The 

ecotogical insights gained fiom ancient Israel can be made relevant in today's world 

only by the authors' tniths concerning God's revelation into Israel's history. The 



secular environmental movements of today can only argue for environmental care 

from the perspective of human interest. A secular approach can not discern any 

lasting ecological protection for there is no inherent respect for creation in such 

action. 

m . E V A N C Y  FOR CONTEMPORqPY CmISTIANS 

This third exegetical operation within Bernard Lonergan's Speciahy of 

Inrerpretation has its purpose in communicating the message denved from 

understanding and judging the Priestly and Yahwist creation narratives. Lonergan 

discusses the importance that his six other specialties have upon interpretation of 

texts. It is through research that one discovers what was meant; the author's 

historical setting allows insight into the intentions of the author; certainly dialectic 

invites and even demands the exegete to become more acutely aware of ecoiogical 

challenges of today in addition to a conversion on a hieher order and to continue to 

objectifi one's personal and community stance. 

The Christian tradition with its formidable past is significant in today's world 

which faces unprecedented ecological peril that intersects al1 social issues. The 

generation of today has entered into a qualitatively different era in which humanity's - 
capability to affect global change is simply without precedent. With this in mind, this 

final section wiIl assess the relevancy of the two Genesis creation narratives under the 



following headings: Order from Chaos; Goodness of Creation; Image of God; Care 

and Cultivation. The thesis will conclude by sumrnarizing the ecological notions of 

this paper in light of Christian Scnpture. 



As stated earlier in the Scope of Inquiry section, the Hebrew Bible which is 

centrai to the religious traditions of judaism and Christianity presents the non-human 

creation as a well ordered design under the providence of the creator. This 

understanding of order and purpose can not exist in a vacuum. The Hebrews 

certainly beheved that worship, good works and moral value were enshrined in this 

created order. In today's world. disruptions of the natural order are regarded as a 

kind of disharmony in human order. The maintenance of order and the stability of 

our environment are to be centra1 goals of social, moral and religious societies. Yei, 

we build aparmient buiIdings next to oceans or housing next to mountains only to cry 

natural disaster when, in fact, no natural chaotic breakdown occurred - only human 

foolishness and interference. To this point, we may recall fiom Romans 12:2: 

"Do not be conformed to the worid where you live 

But rather be transformed through the renewal 

Of your mind. You must discern the will 

Of God, what is good, what pleases, what is perfect." 

In a recent study of the Hebrew Bible, The Cosmic Covenant, Robert Murray 

finds that the Hebrew texts reflect the sarne awareness of order and reiationality of 

human and non-human life systems which characterizes al1 prima1 cultures.75 Mumy 

argues that rimals and laws of early Israelite covenant community are designed, in 

part to preserve order in the face of those who believed cosmic forces threatened their 



very existence. This tradition is given to us fkom Jeremiah with hints of controlling 

the power of the seas. 

Have you no fear of me, says the Lord 

Will you not trembie before me, 

Who set the sand as bounds for the sea 

A Iimit it never can pass? 

Its waves may heave and toss, but they are powerless; 

Roar as they may, they cannot pas .  

But this people has a rebellious and defiant hem; 

They have rebelled and gone their own way. 

Jeremiah 5 -2 1 -3 

The ordering of time and seasons, of oceans and rivers, of deserts and fertile 

plains may be said to belong to the covenant and to the divine blessing of al1 of 

~reation.'~ The covenant, which was established afier the Flood, offered the promise 

that fniitfulness of the earth would not again be threatened by the bursting forth of 

chaotic \vaters. It was a covenant made between God and humans "and living things 

of every k ind  and affinned to al1 creation that God's ordering from chaos of the 

cosmos would not be again abandoned. From this passage we may add: 

While the earth las& 

Seedtime and harvest, cold and heat, 

Summer and winter, day and night. 

Shail never cease. 

Genesis 8:22 

. . 
76 Northcroft, M., P- 168 



The covenant can bind in a fiindamental and permanent way an order, which 

unites al1 orders of creation to Yahweh. It is in every sense a cosmic covenant by 

which al1 Iife pursues its purposes. Liturgically, the Genesis 9 account of the 

covenant joins with the Genesis 1 account of goodness. This is reflected by the belief 

that worship and sacred rituals of human comrnunities interact with the order of 

nature and the cosmos.77 Many of the liturgies, songs and prayers of Psalms refer to a 

king and notably King David. Understood in this light the relationship between the 

fertility and order of the land with the complernentary health and wisdom of the king 

is a powerful theme niming through Hebrew Scripture. Psalrns 72 is evidence of this 

literary function: The Psalms of Asaph and in particuiar Psalms 74-79 do show 

elements of rituals designed to preserve the order of heaven and earth and to maintain 

the blessing fiom the covenant. These Psalrns saive against chaos by invoking the 

divine name over ail cosmic forces. Following example is Psalrns 74:9. 

Al1 Our sacred symbols are gone; 

There are no prophets lefi, 

And no one knows how long this will last. 

How long, O God will our enemies laugh at you 

Will they insult your name forever? 

Why have you refûsed to help us? 

Why do you keep your bands behind you. 

Psalms 75 describes the power and the might by which Yahweh can put down 

the human and environmentai elements, which tend to disorder and chaos. The true 

worship of Yahweh is also Iinked to the environment in the summary law in 

" ibid, p. 169 



Exodus. This is known from our first commandment to abstain fiom idolatry of the 

natural order and instead to worship Yahweh atone. The significant association here 

is to treat Our local environment and the ever-reachable universe as a divine gift rather 

than an object of worship. True worship is related to true blessings and order. Within 

any age, unjust kings are not able to worship tnrly and are a cause of much disorder 

and chaos. Again, we have the words of Jeremiah who clearly connects ecological 

devastation with abandoning worship of Yahweh: 

Does the snow of Lebanon vanish fiom the Io@ crag? 

Do the proud waters run dry, so coolly flowing? 

And yet my people have forgotten me; 

They burn their incense to a Nothing 

They have lost their footing in their ways, on the 

Roads of former times, to waik in tortuous paths, 

A way unmarked. 

They will make their country desolate, 

Everlastingly dended; 

Ever passer-by will be appalled at it and shake his head. 

Jeremiah 1 8 : 14- 1 6 

The pride of Hebrew society and specifically the kings had denuded valleys of 

great cedars for their great building projects. The wealthy grew richer. society 

became unequal and the fenility of the land de~reased.'~ This devastation of the land 

can be interpreted as the consequence of human revolr against the created order and 

the wisdom of Yahweh. Waste, greed, injustice and idolatry are contrary rs this 

Ibid, p. 17 1. 



order and undermine the unity of creation under Yahweh creative acts. Perhaps the 

most compelting passage in this regard cornes from Isaiah: 

Set how Yahweh lays the earth waste, 

Makes it a desert, buckies its surface, 

Scatters its inhabitants, 

Priest and people alike, rnaster and sIave, 

Mistress and maid, seller and buyer, 

Lender and borrower, creditor and debtor, 

Ravaged, ravaged the earth, 

Despoiled, despoiled as Yahweh has said. 

The earth is mourning, withering, 

The heavens are pining away with the earth. 

The earth is defited under its inhabitants' feet, 

For they have transgressed the law, 

Violated the precept, broken the everlasting covenant, 

So a curse consumes the earth and 

Its inhabitants suffer their penalty, 

That is why the inhabitants of the earth are burnt up, 

And few men are lefi. 

Isaiah 24: 1-6 

The ancient Israelite connection between the order and beauty of the 

ernhnment and worship of God expresses a basic theological and ecoiogical truth. 

A11 created life is intricately tied up with its inter-relationships of ecosystems and the 

biosphere. Unfaithful and compt dictaton or kings do indeed ravage the land. Much 

attention towards the care of the land is given in Hebrew Scripture and it is not 

improbable that the very wimesses of this environmental chaos were the writers of the 



message themseives. It is not stretching the imagination to assert that the present day 

semi-desert setting is a direct result of excessive agricultural production, deforestation 

and overgrazing. In both Pnestly and Yahwist creation accounts the concept of 

original goodness of the earth and God's wisdom is clearly evident. The ecological 

harmony in relationship to hwnans and to Yahweh does not need manipulation in 

order to have its value, diversity and beauty realized. Surely, for some, the denial of 

the goodness of Yahweh translated to the disrespect of the divine order of which 

humans are only a pan. 

The idea of nature's goodness and harmony contrasts sharply with other 

hc ien t  Near Eastern narratives of ongin and quite significantly with modem 

scientific accounts of the environment and aggressive cornpetition for space and 

resources is a reality for these accounts. It is as if nature was bom fiom the violence 

of the ancient myths and more recently science has utilized the "strongest species" 

attribute to descnbe the logical outcome of the evoiutionary process. Ecological 

order is charactenzed by species diversity, by a stable biomass and by the 

preservation of the e c o ~ ~ s t e m s . ~ ~  In simiiar fashion there are many scientific 

discoveries which point to a natural order of cooperation and rnutuality in which 

humans have managed to distort. M. Midgley, in her book, The Ethical Primate, 

argues that much interaction of plants and animal life in ecosystems is non- 

cornpetitive. Even in today's "primitive" indigenous human societies we still observe 

degrees of mutuali~., no avarice - only relationships built upon reciprocity, security 



and mutual co rn f~ r t .~~  Perhaps the myth of Eden points to a tirne when buman 

society lacked domination and lived in settlements without walls. The non- 

hierarchical garden offers a vision of created order as it was intended rather than has 

it was Iearnt. The Eden story affirms that the divine created order has the potential 

for order and goodness despite the occurrence of much chaos. Thus, the cosmic 

covenant. the Jubilee laws and ethical controls on the resources do demonstrate the 

efforts of one ancient people to buiid a lasting relationship with their environment 

under their Creator. Should we take the example of Israelites' determination to 

celebrate a Jubilee every fifty years. then one can recognize their belief to protect and 

nurture the environment. This emphasis on Jubilee (Leviticus 25) bem witness of 

God's reign over al1 of creation and was intended to restore and renew human society 

and the natural sunoundings of their environment. According to the Jubilee - even 

the land was set free. What can make the Jubilee tradition so powerful is that it 

recognized the need for order and the respect for the inter-comection in al1 aspects of 

creation. Al1 pans of God's order had to be attended to in accordance to israelites' 

understanding of God's vision for creation itself. 

The bdief that God creates and is sustaining Our cornplex order is a core 

biblical theme. The Priestly creation story displays some of the cosmological 

dimensions that are seen in other contexts such as Psalms 104. God's creation is a 

cosmic order, which is haxmonious in al1 its parts and is sustained in being by the 

Creator. It is thus crucial that Christians maintain God-centered language when 

proclaiming the word of God rather than reverting to scientific language. For science 

Marshall, Relief in S- p.335 



is concerned with description and control and is neutral to meaning while a 

theologian is concerned with uitimate meaning and purpose which nanscends the 

whole cause-effect scheme.'' In like manner, B. Lonergan's concept of science in his 

masterpiece work, Insighr. is given much attentiod' For Lonergan, science is a 

belief system, which is concerned with order and chaos, yet the spirit of inquiry 

within this belief system aims at full expianations of al1 phenornena within coherent 

systems forever testing. And similar to Anderson. Lonergan views science as not 

constituted by meaning or value. It is important to recognize that the ordering of 

creation as presented in the creation accounts are concerned with the subsistence of 

the world and al1 creatures of creation and with the question of origin of the cosmos. 

For there was no creed of belief in Hebrew Scripture - it was just a given. The 

Yahwist creation narrative makes it very clear that without this relationship with God 

at its center the ordering of the wholeness of creation ends in f ù t i l i t ~ . ~ ~  It is necessary 

for Christians to reaiize that the Yahwist was concemed with man and the 

environment in al1 areas of existence: means of life (v.8 economics); the commission 

to work (sciences and law v . 1 5 ) ~ ;  speech - linguistics (v.19-23). The Yahwist 

describes a pattern of intercomection with the wholeness of creation and as evident 

today when a pan suffers, al1 parts of creation suffer. Humans are definitely not 

exempt from this vuinerability. Hurnanity's dependence on the natural elements of 

soil, water and air has shown up incredibly in this century's sufiering fiom erosion, 

drought and pollution. Global human experience attests to this fact. Human 

8 1 . . Anderson, p. 18 
82 Lonergan. B.. see his popular book I w ,  1956. 
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intelligence, technology and civilization may be speciai marks of our species but our 

kinship with the natural world is profoundiy more important although Chnstians are 

to pay attention to scientific progress in order to gain m e r  insights of creation's 

splendor. We know the sciences can disclose more knowledge to care for creation. A 

Christian response to the ecological crisis and the environmental ordering is not to 

water down the stewardship notion. Undoubtedly, it is much better to be a steward 

than an exploiter or an indifferent onlooker. Yet this management style of the natural 

world runs the nsk of unthinking anthropocentricity by resaicting conceptions of the 

divine ordenng and hence divine relationship between al1 of creation. The Christian 

endeavor is to keep belief, knowledge, experience and action in tandem when 

articulating environmental care. 

A feature from the Genesis' creation story, which presents their testimony for 

environmental care is the goodness of creation. The Pnestly phrase "God saw how 

good it was" within the creation account occurs six times in singular acts of creation 

and also in a general concluding tone after the completion of the sixth day. If one is 

to pay attention to the perception that the Priestly writer strived to set apart his view 

of creation from that of other ancient Near Eastern peopies than the concept of divine 

generosity in Yahweh's creative acts points directly to the goodness of the naturat 

world. 



Genesis 1 refers to Yahweh's cosmic creativity as being very go&. The 

primordial waters, which have to be separated before the heavens and eanh can be 

established as such, do not have to be thought of as inmnsically threatening. When 

God moves over the waters to separate them, the eanh can be bom in goodness and 

once the gathering and ordering of seas accomplished the emptiness of the earth is 

filled with plants, animais and humanity. At the end of the third day the namtive 

ponrays the earth's goodness by the greening of the earth with vegetation and 

according to their species. In comection with the goodness of the natural world is the 

theme of fertility. The greening of the earth occurs because God comrnands the earth 

to release its fertility and bring forth is vanous species. Alongside this relationship 

beween Yahweh's ownership and his gift of goodness (seen as a divine blessing) 

from the fertility of the earth are themes of human wisdom, righteousness and 

worship by which the goodness of land can sustain al1 its mernbers. If we follow 

these three themes from W. Bruggeman than we are allowed to ascertain that the 

outcome of the previously mentioned disorder to order sequence of creation intends a 

locale of divine goodness which can be sumrned up by the word b ~ e s s i n ~ . ~ ~  

Bruggeman asserts the necessity of wisdom when witnessing the goodness of creation 

by stating: "Wisdom is the cntical, reflective, disceming reception of Yahweh's gifi 

of generosity. That gift is not for self-indulgence, exploitation . . A t  is for carefùl 

husbanding so that resources should be used for the protection, enhancement and 

nature of al1 creatwes ... there is wisdom in the very fabric of creation and human 

wisdom consists in resonance with the wisdom of things which is already situated in 



creation before human agents act on it*'86 In this respect, wisdom offers moral 

guidance to the individual and to the community. Throughout Hebrew Scripture 

(Exodus 25-3 1, 35-40 and Proverbs 10:4 for example) al1 human work (whether it be 

artesian. scribe or shepherd) was a moral cal1 towards care for the world. Work by 

itself could be described as hstrating and painful without this wisdom to grasp the 

source of one's blessings and the goodness of creatiod7 Genesis 1 and II saw work 

as a gift of caring for the earth (Genesis 2:15) and in tems of earthly fenility 

Genesis 1:28. Genesis IV provides the source for Our images of raising food 

through farming and livestock through shepherding. Vie might add that wisdom 

ethics provides self-correction by challenging and rewarding the search for it 

(Proverbs) yet quite elusive (Br 3:8 - 4:4 and especially Job 28). Proverbs 22:2 

vivid1y reminds hearers that the rich and poor alike stand mute before the power of 

divine creation: 

The rich and the poor meet together; 

The Lord is the maker of them ail, 

Proverbs 22:2 

But where does wisdorn corne from? 

Where does understanding dwell? 

Job 28: 12 

The elusiveness of self-correction and by extension, idea of prudence in the 

areas of justice can be discovered in Isaiah 21:4-6 where the wisdom to understand 

-- -. . - 
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the differences between the way nature works and the way people think and proceed 

with their iives. 

The earth moums and withers, 

The world pines and fades, 

Both heaven and earth Ianguish. 

Tiie land lies polluted, 

Defiled by its inhabitants 

Who have transgressed the laws, 

Violated the ordinances. 

Therefore a curse consumes the land 

And its people bum for their guilt. 

Isaiah 24:4-6 

Bniggeman's second theme regarding the goodness of the environment and 

the blessings it provides from Yahweh is nghteousness. Bmggernan states "the 

world, as Yahweh's creation, is not ordered so that some rnay set themselves over 

againsr the whole to their own advantage.'* The world, as Yahweh's creation. 

requires daily, endless attention to the gifis of creation, for their abuse and 

exploitation can harm and impede the generosity that makes [all] life possible. 

Creation. moreover, has within it sanctions to bnng death on those who negiect the 

enhancement of generosity". Hebrew Scripture treats righteousness in different 

circumstances, yet consistency of righteousness fiom Yahweh was a constant demand 

from the Israelites. On the human side. it is reasonable to hold righteousness to mean 

appropriate behavior towards Yatiweh and al1 aspects of creation. Appropriateness of 

I 
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behavior can range from worship to care of natural world and based upon divine 

relationship. Assurance of salvation due to nghteousness is one aspect of Israelites 

reliance upon Yahweh. By treating the blessings of the environment as divineiy 

ordained, appropriate behavior is to look at "everything He had made and He found it 

very good".89 Righteousness is also evident from Genesis 2: 15 understanding CO 

cultivate and care for the very same maaer by which he was formed (Garden in 

Genesis 2: 18 and 2:7). As it is nghteous to give praise and thanksgiving to Yahweh it 

is righteous to care for al1 partners of creation. We should be reminded of this divine 

ecological responsibility by the words of Chief Seattle when assigning lands to the 

U.S. President Franklin Pierce in 1854. "You must teach your children that the 

ground beneath their feet is the ashes of Our grandfathers. So that they will respect 

the land, tell your children that the earth is rich with the lives of our kin. Teach your 

children that the earth is our mother, whatever befalls the mother befalls the sons of 

the e a ~ ~ h " . ~ '  The mere expression of a covenant (or an accord as mentioned in the 

previous quote of Chief Seattle) requests an obligation toward righteousness. The 

consistent and steadfast righteousness of Yahweh is a basic cornponent of early 

Israelite testimony yet questionable fiom the human side. The anempt to express 

creationws nghteousness and wisdom finds expression in the following Job passage. 

But ask the beasts to teach you, 

The birds of the air to tell you, 

The plants of the earth to insauct you, 

The fish of the sea to infoxm you.. 

89 Genesis 1 :3 1 
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Who arnong them do not understand 

That behind al1 Iife is God's hand? 

God holds the life of every creature 

And the breath of al1 humankind. 

Job 12:7-lO 

Thirdly, the theme of worship given by Bruggeman is a requirement if one is 

to cany out the practices of righteousness regarding the care of nature and al1 the 

blessings contained in it and reflect upon the sheer generosity of such blessings. The 

power of divine blessing is alive and loose within the world and part of Israelite's 

testimony. The P and J creation accounts holds that "public worship is a context 

within which the generosity of creation can be received and enhan~ed".~' As 

mentioned in the Priestly account previously, creation and blessings of goodness are 

done by utterances and acts culminating in a holy restfil seventh day. W. Bruggeman 

correctly confirrns creation faith to be the affirmation of creation "as an ordered, 

reliable place of generosity - a treasured counter to the disordered experience of 

chaos in e~ile".~' He adds that if this judgment is accepted "creation then is an 

enacmient. done in worship in order to resist the negation of the word of exile. As a 

consequence, creation is not to be understood as a theory or as an intellectual, 

speculative notion. but as a concrete life-or-death discipline and practice".g3 1t is not 

unnoticed that the instructions for making of the tabernacle, given to Moses by 

Yahweh in Exodus 25-3 1 consists of seven speeches ending with a provision for the 

Sabbath, thus panlleling the same Pnestly writings of our first creation account. 

9' Ibid. p.533. 
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Bruggeman suggests the power of blessings is intensified in a holy piace in addition 

to providing location from a world experiencing disorder and e ~ i 1 . 9 ~  Worship, in this 

creation context, permitted the faithful to praise, give thanks to their Yahweh and 

repienish their lives as caring, responsible, sane and joyous people. 1s it too bold to 

suggest that for the most part, the outside circumstances of the world would not 

readily encourage such resolved worshipfiil living? 

Worship provides a most sacred and profound ecological message of the two 

creation accounts due to the Israelite belief that Yahweh is the source of al1 power 

and creativity. Yahweh alone is supremely the object of worship and adoration; no 

one and nothing is to be worshipped besides him. As Creator, the purpose of al1 

creation is to praise its beginning: the Creator. It is important to recognize the 

priority of worship over any or al1 legal or docmnal formuiations. The last hymn of 

the Book of Psalms, Psalms 150 celebrates the common calling of the whole cosmos 

to worship the Lord. This Psalm requires the assembled worshippers to recall their 

ecological (and moral) inter-comection with the whole of creation: "Let everything 

that has breath praise the ~ o r d " . ~ '  The abandonment of worship of the Lord 

inevitably leads to the abandonment for the sacredness and for the moral significance 

of the cosmos. For worship c m  be found in Genesis 1:31 "God looked at 

everything he had made and he found it good" and Genesis 2:1 "Thus the heavens 

and the earth and al1 their array were completed and Genesis 2:3 "So God blessed 

the seventh day and made it holy ...". The created is unable to make a day holy. 

9.1 Ibid, p.534 
95 see Psalm 150 



Worship to the Creator is the fundamental principle of israelite religion and respect 

for al1 life, a fundamental pnncipie of Israelite morality. Ail creation's ability to 

worship the Creator given by Psalm 150 invoives an ecological claim that al1 

creatures have claim to space, nourishment, rest and life based upon the goodness 

derived fiom God. 

While on the theme of worship and its necessity to address the goodness of the 

created world, it may be appropriate to briefly contrast the Israelite practices of 

worship with the contempowry pagan practices of worship. Prayer to Israel's God 

was personal, spontaneous and their God was viewed as the saving and protecting 

God. The Psalms exempli@ this direct and open approach to their God and the 

reguiar faithfül Israelite poured out al1 his concems in this divine/human relationship. 

The essence of prayer in early lsraelite times was not asking - but offering and 

continuai self-dedication. From the ecological perspective, prayer should be 

concerned with God's rule over nghteousness; sufferings, injustice, violence within 

creation and so forth and not self-seeking. The prayerful concem for the rest of 

crearion receives priority before self. In contrast to the One Creator, pagan worship 

achieved a highly sophisticated polytheism within a cosmic order whereby various 

powen assumed respective d u t i e ~ . ~ ~  Under this context, the aim of human endeavor 

was to achieve an integrated harmony with the competing natural powers of the 

universe on which a person's daily life depended upon. The good life for a person 

consisted in the obedience, which a slave owed to his master and fitted this obedience 



willingly into the hierarchy of authority with which he was sunounded, beginning 

with the eldersg7 The terrible person was the active, independent type who disrupted 

this authoritarian h m o n y  and the evil villagers were those who questioned and not 

automatically obeyed authoriây. 

Undoubtedly, it is clear that the two creation authors not oniy had completely 

different woridviews than the pagans but did not live in a mechanical mind-set- To 

these authors the goodness of creation with its blessings can be expressed in human 

ability that has wings and dignity under the will of God. In Michael and Kenneth 

Hines article "The Sacrament of Creation" they address the theme of goodness in 

terms of a sa~rarnent?~ To these authon, it is important for Christians to view 

creation as a whole and each creature as totally dependent upon the will of God. 

Once this perception is finely tuned then the goodness of natural worId can be 

realized as a sacrament. The notion of goodness portrayed by the Priestly writer by 

the daily blessings provided requires wisdom of Our image under the Creator, that we 

practice constant attention and reflection of Our relationship with the natural world. It 

is this companionship that keeps generating blessings to enhance the gifi of creation. 

The blessings of abundance, vitality and beauty are captureci by the following words 

of Eco-theoiogian Thomas Beny. "If we have a wonderfui sense of the divine it is 

because we live amid such awesome magnificence. For, if we lived on the moon, Our 
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mind, Our emotion, our speech, our imagination and our sense of the divine would 

reflect the desolation of the lunar landscape.'" 

For Chnstians of today, blessings do not have to be invented for they are 

surrounding us in al1 creation and made visible and real in countless ways through 

nature, language of encouragement, music, affection to narne a few. When a person 

is flooded with this realization of goodness of creation and its blessings then that 

person in turn will want to bless others. Jesus Christ never lost the intimate 

knowiedge of his blessedness during his travels for his blessings touched the original 

goodness with each. Christians must constantly and unceasingly daim the goodness 

of al1 creation by unmasking the world of ecological destruction so prevalent in the 

world today. We must also keep looking for places and people where the truth is 

fkeety spoken and where one can be reminded of the blessedness of creation as 

opposed to places where the natural environment is cursed, exploited and accused. 

Christians can also celebrate the goodness of creation more ofien and in countless 

ways in which blessings beget blessings tfirough Jesus Christ. 



The central fact conceming the place of humans in the Priestly creation 

narrative is the dignity and honor accorded to humans by God. Man though part of 

creation and made fiom "the dust of the ground" with the mysterious life pnnciple 

"breathed into hirn by God, is nevertheless distinct fkom al1 creatures of God. For 

hurnanity alone is made in the image of God. It is this Pnestly dominion theology of 

Genesis 1, by which humans are given authority over the natural world that has really 

captured the imagination of modem environmentalists interested in the Bibie. At the 

core of this debate is whether the Priestly writer thought humans made in this divine 

image were to be an exploiter or benevolent steward. Yet the other view presented by 

the Yahwisr creation version is that when humans were assigned their role in the 

world, they were not to rule the animals or subdue the earth but to cultivate it. This 

image of humans is to seme (Hebrew verb 'abad) and to engage in the service for 

creation. The phrase "in the image of God" can only be understood in tenns of an 

action of God who decides to create humanity in his image. ïhis phrase must stand 

in a relationship with Him. And because it is a relationship with the divine then 

hurnanity is meant to correspond, to relate, to hear within this relationship. 

Humanity, like the naniral world must stand before hirn in this holy reiationship. The 

idea of some people to assign physical attributes to humanity, such as standing erect 

above the environment, is missing the spiritual, persona1 communion, which is freely 

given by God. It is pure speculation to hold the idea that a person is like God in 

appearance and forrn, etc. In addition, the idea that "in the image of God" is to be 



understood as a representative of God on earth does not correspond to the Pnestly text 

and begs the question - for whom does mankind represent God? - the n a m l  

environment? The notion of "image of God" retains its religious roots that no human 

can be excluded. The biblical declaration about the dignity of people differs fiom the 

secular view in that it speaks to human worth and divine meaning of human 

existence. C. Westermann States this purpose of "the image of God" is that 

sornething unique and divine may happen between a person and God and therein 

one's life receives the ultimate meaning'" 

It cannot be denied that humanity holds a privileged position in the midst of 

the cornrnunity created by God. but over the centuries too much emphasis has been 

placed on privilege and not enough on the sacredness of the natural world and 

humanity's responsibility towards it. As one is made from the earthly matter, so one 

recognizes the moral obligation that derives fiom the roots of creation. From the 

biblical standpoint, especially from Genesis 6 5 ,  which relates God's reaction to the 

increasing violence among humans. it would appear to be absurd to do evil to the 

earth, which is like an extension of Our own bodies, that which were made and 

continue to share with al1 of creation. The Noahic covenant in Genesis 9 invoives 

recognition of human corruption and sin before the divine destruction and indeed 

after its restoration.lO' This Noahic covenant is a guarantee of the created order on  

God's part but not a license for ecological corruption. The idea that the dominion of 

the created world be based upon the phrase "image of G o d  and hence humanity's 
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supremacy over nature is a narrow and limited interpretation of the Creation 

narrative. It is an incoherent premise to be indifferent or to dominate other species 

while proclaiming one's faith to the Creator. 

Bernard Anderson is a biblical scholar who has written extensively on the 

question of nature in the Hebrew Bible. Anderson concludes that humanity's special 

status as the "image of God" is a cal1 to responsibility to al1 creation and not only in 

relation to fellow man.''' Only in recent times are we realizing tbat as a global 

human farnily we exercise great power over the elements of the earth. It is a power 

whose force is becoming increasingly and alarmingly apparent. As Christians search 

the roots of the global environment crisis it may become quite evident that the cisis 

is an outer manifestation of an inner cnsis that is spintual. Should the special dignity 

bestowed upon hurnanity by Yahweh through the "image of God" passage of the 

Priestly writer be divorced fiom the fieedom to acknowledge and the responsibility to 

act, then the natural world will continue to be desanctified. The present generation of 

hurnanity is the first generation to view Our planet fiom space. Perhaps future 

hisrorians may find that this vision had an enormous impact upon human's "self- 

image" by revealing that the earth is not the center of the universe. From space we 

see a small fragile bal1 dominated not by human interest but by patterns of clouds, 

oceans, soils and so forth. It is humanity's inability to fit its activities into that paaern 

that is changing the fundamental environmental systems. 

'O2 Anderson, vofthe p.45 
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4) Cultivation C m  

The Genesis material leads to an ethic, which is centered on the divine 

jud-ment that world is good. What emerges fiom the reading of the Yahwist creation 

account (and the Eden account) is a strong sense of attachent and inter-relatedness 

to the naturai environment. Each and every generation regardless of culture or 

religious disposition are imevocably tied to the iand's health. There is much bibiical 

characterization of the dichotomy between history and nature, which connected the 

Israelites history to their religion and thus the value of the natural world became 

marginalized and devalued.lo3 The conception of Israel's desen origins and its 

austere historical consciousness are both understandable as a religion of humanity, 

freedom and dignity. Whatever the environment that provided the context for Israel's 

encounter with nature and there is dispute as to the image of the "stark solitude of 

desert" as the only formative setting for biblical religion, we must rediscover the role 

nature played in the ancient Israelite ~ o n t e x t . ' ~  

Christians are aware that the land is the object of God's loving care and is 

entrusted to human society. Cultivation, in today's ecological context must extend 

beyond agicultural production to feed populations for we are certainly capable of re- 

cultivating vast areas of desolate destruction. Perhaps the most significant indication 

of the moral status of land is the rest of the Sabbath where by the goodness and order 

are affirmed and enjoyed by the Creator. For every seven years the land is to lie 
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fallow in order that it may recover ia strength. Certainly the Sabbath of the land has 

ecological value, particularly where over fertilization, poisonous pesticides and 

erosion play havoc for whole cornmuniries throughout the world. This notion of 

resting the soi1 can cenainly be extended to the oceans and air. We are also reminded 

not to forget the land (and al1 natural resources) does not belong to us. The God of 

lsrael is certainly interested in patterns of agriculture, distribution and heding the 

poor of creation for he cares for the defenseiess and the winerable. One should not 

look for security in the products that the land alone can provide but seek the goodness 

of the whole created order. Land is also the dwelling place of other creatures and the 

idea that land can be owned outright by humans implies a sense of idolatry and thus 

denial of dependency on God. The love and respect for life and ecosystems are not 

secondary to respect for human life but are relationally intertwined with human 

identity and purpose in a moral and a natural ecology celebrated in Christian wonhip. 

Neverthetess, lost blessings and injustices are not the end of our Lord's creative acts 

as is given in Isaiah. 

Let the wilderness and the dry lands exult 

Let the wasteland rejoice and bloom 

Let it bring forth flowers Like the jonquil, 

Let it rejoice and sing for joy.. . 

Isaiah 35: 1 

The hope of Isaiah's ecological vision points to the possibility for fulfillment 

of the created order and directs Christians not oniy to moral effort but to mirror God's 

justice for ail creation. In the sarne mannet, we have an obligation to preserve the 



critical order of the biosphere and to realize the rigbtness of wisdom pertains to the 

natural order also. Biblical faith in the goodness of the hnd represents a trust in the 

earth to provide her gifi in due season to meet the needs of human activity. But their 

trust in nature also requires the wisdom and respect necessary for the land to offer its 

blessings. 

The Yahwist creation narrative describes the fmt primary assi-ment God 

gives to us in tems of cuitivation and care for the land. Our society today is just as 

bound to the land. as were our biblicai ancestors. It is a consistent belief that human 

well being is closely tied to the "adama" of the earth. A profound sense of human 

limitation is an insight that Christians are to be rerninded of if we are to recognize our 

me limits, our sense of service to creation and thus Life in a sustainable relationship 

with the rest of creation. 



Perhaps the most appropriate starting point for this section of relevancy for 

environmental care is with the Apostles Creed. The Creed and its earlier forrn "Jesus 

is Risen, He is Lord" draws together and sumarizes the work of the Creator, the 

work of Jesus Christ and the work of the Holy Spirit. The whole Creed speaks of 

God and when it speaks of the world around us and of humanity, it does so in relation 

to God. Al1 the other articles of this cornmon Christian faith statement depend on the 

first article of faith. This dependency is also similar to the Ten Commandments, 

which makes the first Commandrnent explicit. With the profession of faith that God 

is "Creator of heaven and earth" it is the belief of al1 things that is "seen and unseen" 

- creation in its entirety. The implication is a deep bond within the whole of creation 

- its physical environment of al1 planets and al1 life encompassing the cosmos. When 

Christians profess their Creed they are expressing their existence to God the Creator. 

It is the very genesis of creation and of Christian faith. As earlier outlined in this 

thesis. each creature possesses its own particular goodness and perfection and any 

initiative towards ecological care must begin with worship of praise and thanksgiving 

to our Creator. St-Augustine recognized this divine goodness in his De Genesi adv. 

Man. 1,2,4 when he spoke that "by the very nature of creation, material being is 

endowed with its own stability, tnith and excellence, its own order and laws. It 

follows that each creature, known or unknown reflects the wisdom and goodness of 

God's creative acts". Implicit within Our Apostles Creed is the interdependence of al1 

creatures. the awe and fertility of the natural environment and the beauty of His work 



by which humanity should submit its will and intellect. The second article of the 

Creed is belief in Jesus Christ and is at the center of al1 Christian prayer. Jesus 

himseif affirrns in M k  12:28 that God is "the one Lord" whom we must love with a11 

our heart and with al1 our sou1 and al1 our mind. Christian Iiturgy can be the 

beginning of authentic ecological responsibility. To confess Jesus as Lord is to 

believe in his divinity which extends over al1 creation. The concluding article of faith 

in the Apostle Creed is belief in the Holy Spirit by which a newness of breath of life 

is available to al1 so that we may adore the Creator of al1 creation, establish a loving, 

caring relationship with a11 creatures "seen and unseen". Christianity uses much 

sensory imagery when refemng to the divine Holy Spirit - water - in baptism, 

anointing with oil, fire in tenns of transforming Christians and cloud and light as 

manifestations of the Holy Spirit. The ultimate mission for al1 Christians who profess 

the Apostles Creed is to make al1 creation share life everlasting in communion with 

their Creator. It is a renewal of universal goodness and order under our Creator. 

Contrary to some people who feel there is very linle scriptural bais  for 

ecological care, Christian Scripture provides numerous passages which direct and 

encourage Christians towards voluntas. compassion for al1 of creation. The Gospel 

message provides impetus and not alienation towards the diversity and fertility of 

creation. Jesus came prodaiming a Jubilee (Luke 4: 16-22) in which al1 creation is to 

be liberated from its suffenngs as given in Romans 8:18-25. ïh i s  reminds Christians 

of Leviticus 25, which aims towards ecological balance. In John 10, Jesus himself is 

the good shepherd who gives his life for his flock. Luke 154-7 portrays divine love 



not unlike a shepherd seekuig lost sheep. The oAen quoted passage of Jesus' 

admonishing his disciples ceaseless quest for materialisrn (Matthew 6:25-33) is very 

pointed. John 15: 1-8 speaks of trimming a vineyard so it may bear more abundant 

fmit. These familiar images, though they speak directly to humanity's encounter with 

God, at the same time reveal that the fundamental relationship between humanity and 

the natural word is one of caring for al1 creation. Jesus Christ is the first bom 

(Colossians 1 : 18-20, Psaims 104:30) of a new creation and gives his self to renew the 

whoie earth. Furthemore, a foundational ecological stance must be acknowledged 

when Chnstians read of the bits of the Spirit (Galatians 5 2 2 )  - joy, peace, patience, 

kindness, goodness, tnistfblness and self-control. The earlier passage in Galatians 

(5: 1 3) incline Chnstians to serve one another through love. 

The concept of redemption is significant in the context of environmental care 

- for creation and redemption can be traced through the two Scnptures. Our interest 

here is what has been descnbed as a "spintual motif of Christian Scripture on which 

humanity's sense of belonging in the world was repiaced by a deep sense of 

alienation and threat.'Os The goal of existence within this view was to escape fiom 

the failen physical world, which had profound ecological dimensions. Undoubtedly, 

the kingdom of God is the center for God's redemptive activity, yet salvation 

expressed as the establishment of the kingdom of God entails the restoration of the 

entire universe to its original goodness. All of creation is to be restored to its 

ecological balance. The passing away of heaven and earth should not be used to 
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avoid ecological responsibility nor the present state of abuse and neglect of the 

earthly resources. God's divine love for creation is evident in the two testaments. 

Theologian Frank Cross makes the parallel of ecological abuse tied to this "passing 

away of heaven and earth" in that belief in the resurrection certainly does not justiQ 

abuse of Our present bodies.'" The redemption of nature as well as humans are found 

in Romans 8 and I Corinthans 15. Jesus' concern was not in a Gnostic type of 

dualism but in the continual ancient Israelite belief of the goodness of the 

environment with al1 its cosmic dimensions. in short, the One who redeems, creates. 

The environmental thinkers and activists of today are not starting fiom 

scratch, for this interdisciplinary subject dates back to the ancient world views - it is 

only with unprecedented and global urgency that must be addressed. For Christians, 

environmental care transcends the recoloration of "red" and "green" ideologies. Paul 

declares in Acts 7:28 "ln Him we live and move and have our being". And what is 

true for human beings is m e  of a11 that is; al1 the microcosmic and macrocosmic 

beyond al1 numbering. If divorced from God in Christ, piety towards environmental 

care can easily slip into foms of idolatry. Christians can only live in balance with the 

naturaf world to the extent that we bestow the meaning of sacrifice into our daily lives 

and our place beside al1 creation. 

Jesus Christ functioned with lordly power and Scripture is quite clear about 

the kind of power which can genuinely create. We find in Colossians 1 : 17 that Christ 

would hold al1 things together and he pointed to fiiture Christians a way of life by 



which al1 creation which include an ecological dimension under a God-centered 

universe which holcis human accountability for the fate of the earth. This vision of a 

sacramental universe has the potential to reawaken the auth of the created gifts of our 

Creator. It is to the Creator of the universe that we are accountable for what we do or 

fail to do to preserve and care for the earth and al1 of its creatures. Living responsibly 

within God's creation is an integral dimension in one's fullness of life. This notion of 

responsibility calls Christians to care for the envuonment according to standards that 

are not of our making and implies a balance between a sense of limits and a spirit of 

experimentation. A third ecological dimension is respect for al1 life in which the 

dignity of human life and the blessedness of creation are inextncably related. Divine 

goodness is not expressed singularly but represented by the diversity of our universe. 

By employing appropriate technology and making human fulfillment compatible with 

ecology, Christians exhibit reverence and awe for our Creator. Fowzhly, Christians 

must affirm a worldview for the ethical significance of global interdependence. As 

we move into the next millenium, only unreasonable people would not assert that the 

gravest environmental problems are clearly global and imrnediate. In this shrinking 

world every hurnan is affected and everyone is responsible - although those most 

responsible are ofien the least affected. Creation is a parmer with the entire hurnan 

family. A fifth ecological notion is authentic social and economic development, 

which entails proper industrial and agricultural technologies thereby enhancing both 

partners of Creation. Recent history as show that unrestrained human development 

is not the answer to improving the lives of people and that there is a fundamental 

critical order in the biosphere which affects al1 life foms. Hurnan welfare depends 



on recognition of the goodness and relatedness of al1 the orders of life on earth. We 

must respect what is given in creation. Sixthly, biblical faith represents a faith that 

the eanh will provide its g i h  and will meet the needs of the human community. This 

tmst in the e h ' s  abundance requires Christians to treat the planet with respect and 

wisdom. Worship and respect for the giver of creation translates into careful 

harmony of the world's gifis. Indifference to the Creator translates into carelessness 

for the environment. 

People are beginning to understand that the earth is a single reality within our 

universe and that its health caunot be restored in hgments. We have ofken heard that 

our planet is a one-tirne endowment by which humanity c m  meet a wondrous array of 

ecological insights and should humanity forfeit the sense of awe for the natural 

environment than the earth simply becomes an alienated market place. For some 

individual Christians care for Our pianet seems overwhelming, urgent and major, yet 

Chnstians must pay attention not only to the ecological messages found within 

Scripture but to the realm of science. for here too, we can M e r  discover a 

partnenhip with the natural world which gives us meaning and value. Christians 

must pay attention to the diverse linkages in the natural world as they should to 

Scripture: there are linkages between chemistry and physics of the atmosphere; there 

are linkages between the physiological processes of vegetation and the earth's 

surface; there are linkages between life forms and pollution; there are linkages 

bctween al1 environmental processes and human activihes; there are linkages between 

human decisions and tmst in the blessings of creation; there are Iinkages between 



human intellect and trust; there are linkages between creation and God; and there are 

linkages in coming to know God's love for creation and our worship to Him. 

Humanity must never be asleep to feelings of joy, suffeRng and 

interdependence with the created worid. There is much scriptural basis for protecting 

the environment as well as the priority of blessedness of our world. Christians are 

reminded of Genesis 9: 12 when God announces the Covenant "between me and you 

and every living creature that is with you, for al1 generations". Although nascent, 

"eco-theology " in today's world demands al1 Christians pay true attention to al1 areas 

of human endeavor. Church tradition &as given us discernment and direction in 

which environmental ethics lies in our han& and not to consider our world a result of 

a divine act of creating is somehow against our spiritual covenant. Scripture offers 

Christians a testimony of how God made holy al1 of creation. 
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