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I begin my first sermon for the first Sunday of 2018 by speaking from the first 
words from the first book of the Bible: 

And let me open by saying that I believe the essential message in Genesis 1 
is: this earthly home of ours is God’s.  

That simple claim has two important theological implications: 1)  the earth is not 
our possession (“It’s ours, and we can do with it what we choose.”) nor is it our 
achievement (“Look what a great thing we have built for ourselves.”   

If you have been in the Bible class I teach every couple of years or so, a class I 
call Reading The Bible On Its Own Terms, you may remember that in Genesis 3 
when Eve gives birth to her first born son, Cain, her words in Hebrew are, “Look, 
I have created a human, as if I were God .”  And then as we unpacked the rest of 
the book of Genesis, we saw how all the sad events of the book that follow that 
spring from the narcissistic misconceptions of both our foreparents.   

So, once again, the message of Genesis is NOT that the earth is our possession 
nor is it something we have made.  No, the world is God’s gift. And those 
implications come with an important ethical imperative: as receivers of God’s 
good gift of creation, we have a responsibility to wisely and compassionately care 
for that gift.  

There is another important fact to keep in mind. The earth is not eternal; the 
earth has its beginning solely in God’s creativity. Without God intervening, 
creating, and forming it, the earth would still be “without shape or form,” that is,   
it would be nothing—a lifeless, meaningless mass of matter. 

But look, by no effort of our own we find ourselves living on an oasis, placed 
perfectly by chance (or God) at the perfect distance from the sun to support the 
life that’s on it.  The universe is something like 13 billion years old. The earth has 
been around for a bit longer than 4 billion years. We humans have only been 
around for 200,000 years – a whisper in the lifetime of earth, and even less in the 
lifespan of the universe.   

A mere 200,000 years, and Stephen Hawking says we have only 1000 years to 
get off this planet before it is entirely uninhabitable for us humans.  I wonder if he 
may be exaggerating, especially with world leaders bragging about who has the 
bigger nuclear button.     



Well, the latest news on that is hopeful.  We have every reason to think that wiser 
minds are going to prevail, but there is clearly a growing awareness that some of 
our human activity has been exploitive of the planet and that our home is in a 
mess and growing messier.  
 
There is among many, a growing recognition that humanity is taking God’s well-
formed earth and despoiling it. The weather the last couple of years seems to be 
trying to tell us something.  I mean, I had never heard the term “bomb cyclone” 
until this week. Had you?  One of the worst and most sudden winter storms in 
history?   
 
Now, here is a thought that may be new to you  Some say that the Bible itself 
shares some responsibility for our environmental crisis. Lynn T. White, a lifelong 
active Presbyterian layperson, set off a decades-long controversy with an 
influential article that asserted that the modern world is in an environmental mess 
because of the Genesis account of the creation of the world.  

According to White, a particularly wrong-headed reading of scripture puts human 
beings at the center of creation. As this reading goes, God gives humanity, 
“dominion” over the world (Gen. 1:28). Humanity, God’s crowning achievement, 
becomes the lord of all the earth. Humanity is at the center, and all other 
creatures are on the periphery and lack the centrality and importance of humanity 
and are therefore inferior. 

Does Christianity bear much of the blame for our present environmental crisis? Is 
the Genesis account of creation—which moves from God’s creation to our 
domination—responsible for the environmental degradation due to human 
industrialization and exploitation? 

Well, yes and no. Critics of Lynn White’s thesis, and defenders of the Judeo- 
Christian account of the creation of the world, each have some validity in their 
arguments.  
 
For starters, much depends on how we define that word dominion. If giving 
humanity “dominion” over the earth means that the earth is our property to use as 
we please, then saying that we have been given that lordship over the earth by 
God sure sounds like a major cause for our environmental, ecological mess. One 
can easily see how such an attitude would lead to some very bad results for the 
planet. 
 
On the other hand, defining dominion as “ownership” seems oddly out of place in 
the context of the Genesis affirmation of God’s creation of the world. Today’s 
lesson from the first words of Genesis clearly asserts upfront that the earth is not 
our creation; the earth is God’s. God giving us “dominion” could not mean God 
handing over God’s property to us to use as if we had created it and own it.  
 



That would put us in place of God, to dethrone God and attempt to be gods 
ourselves. And we all know the trouble that Adam and Eve got into by attempting 
to take the world into their hands and live as if they were not creatures but 
creators themselves. 
 
Furthermore, as Christians we define dominion (that is, lordship) not on the basis 
of humanity’s striving for power and control, but rather on the basis of the model 
of Jesus Christ who is called Lord in the Bible.  
 
How did Jesus exercise lordship? By taking the form of a servant rather than a 
dominating lord, by standing in solidarity with the creatures he came to save. By 
calling himself meek and lowly.   
 
We know this because he defined himself as the precise opposite of Caesar.  He 
always had that in mind.  In the story of his 40 day temptation in the wilderness 
he refuses to accept dominion over the world.   
 
Among the many matters that Jesus redefined by his life and death were our 
definitions of words like rule, reign, and lordship. We, ourselves, can’t be lords of 
creation because Jesus Christ is Lord and we are not.  
 
By his own suffering service, Jesus redefined lordship so that none of us who 
know Jesus can ever call him Lord except in the way that he is the Lord— the 
lord of love and of humble, suffering service.  
 
That’s why biblical scholars say that we should take care in our reading of 
Genesis as related to human dominance.  
 
In any case, there are differing ways to read Genesis.  Lynn White was right in 
pointing out that Genesis places us in a human-centered universe. We are 
created “only slightly less than divine” (Ps 8:5 CEB). But to think of humanity as 
the center of the world can lead to bad consequences.  
 
We did not spring fully grown from Zeus’s head.  No, we are “created,” as the 
psalmist says, “It is God that has made us, and not we ourselves” (Ps 100:3 
KJV). 
 
Furthermore, while this view of our place in the world has undeniably led to a 
human sense that animals are ours to use and slaughter for our own human 
ends, and the earth is ours to bulldoze and blast as we please, the biblical 
witness is clear that we live in a God-centered, God-created, God-owned 
universe. God has created us as creatures embedded in creation, not lords of 
creation. We, and the animals that we sometimes treat as mere objects for our 
use, are creations of God, and we are created for Godly purposes. 



I once had a Jewish neighbor, Ed, who said, “You know, Jews don’t hunt. ”I’m 
sure that there are some Jews who enjoy the sport of hunting, but Ed said there 
are very few. Why? Here is what I remember of what he said. 

“Jews believe, on the basis of Genesis, that God graciously lets us kill and eat 
plants and animals for our survival. We should only take a life with gratitude and 
regret. That’s why we pray kosher prayers when we slaughter meat. We’re giving 
thanks that God lets us take into our hands something wonderful and beautiful 
that God has created. We believe that we can kill only to provide food, never as 
sport. We can kill, but only with regret.” 

While I don’t hunt I must say that many hunters I know have a deep reverence 
and appreciation for nature and living creatures. And perhaps some of that 
reverence and appreciation comes from texts like the one we read this morning. 
So, once again, this is a loaded discussion, so to speak.   

When Pope Francis issued his second encyclical letter, Laudato Si’ (teaching the 
Christian view of creation and our responsibility for it) Donald Trump charged that 
the Pope was being “too political.”  
 
Okay, maybe, and maybe not.  Maybe there are political implications of our 
biblical, theological affirmation that “God created the heavens and the earth . . .” 
 
Most Christians probably hold a “domination reading” of Genesis; one that says 
that we human beings stand apart from, and above creation. I don’t happen to 
concur with that reading.  
 
The Bible does not teach mastery and dominance over creation. Rather, looking 
at history, I see that the Bible has been used (and abused) by later interpreters to 
undergird humanity’s lust for power and control over the world. And that is still 
the case today. 
 
Some early Christians ignored those Old Testament directives about how to treat 
livestock, how to prepare food in a godly, grateful way, and instead focused on 
the idea of humans being given “dominion.” 

Yet most early Christian commentators interpreted the Genesis “dominion” as 
meaning that we were to exercise “dominion” not over God’s creation but rather 
over our own lustful desires, particularly over our desire to be like God ourselves. 

So then, the Genesis command to subdue and have dominion has lots of 
qualifications. If we are to rule, we are to rule similar to the way God rules us in 
Jesus Christ. The excellent biblical interpreter Ellen Davis says 
that dominion ought to be translated not “dominion over” but rather “mastery 
among.” 



Humanity is right to aspire to skilled mastery among the creatures, including the 
mastery of care for all that God has created. Violence, exploitation, abuse of 
what God has created is excluded. When Genesis moves from the creation of 
light and dark, plants and animals, to the creation of humanity, cultivation rather 
than production is stressed, caregiving and stewardship rather than exploitation.   
 
John Calvin, the 16th century protestant reformer, said that God never forgets 
that we are animals, creatures, and so God deals with us through ordinary, 
everyday, creaturely means— like the bread and wine of holy communion. God is 
not aloof from us, high and lifted up, spiritual and ethereal.  No, God relates to us 
through earthly things. 
 
As Jesus descends into the baptismal waters, we see a snapshot of his 
incarnation. Jesus is among us, as we reiterated last Sunday, as one of us, God 
assuming our flesh, our creaturely nature. How fitting, therefore, that Jesus’s 
ministry opens with him standing knee-deep in water, the stuff of life, performing 
a very earthly, human task: bathing. God meeting us in the stuff of creation, God 
appearing to us where we live, here on earth, the gift that God has given us to 
sustain us and delight us. 

It’s a humbling thought that this world was created by God. We are God’s 
creatures rather than the world’s creators. We are created, owned, called by God 
rather than self-fabricated. The earth still belongs to God; the world has been 
entrusted to us for safekeeping rather than for exploitation. 

I have a sign in front of my house that says, Protect Wild Utah.  Yes, that is a 
political statement.  But I am being my soul that it is just as much a spiritual, even 
a Christian imperative. 

I heard a businessman on TV back before Christmas. He had been heavily fined 
for violating environmental regulations by dumping animal waste from his hog 
farm into a local river. “This is America, and property rights are sacred,” the man 
pled to the TV reporter. “It’s my land. My Daddy paid for the land, and it’s mine to 
use as I please. The government can’t tell me what to do with what belongs to 
me. These crazy environmentalists have gone too far.” 

the first verses of the first book of the Bible on the first Sunday of the year, not 
the opinions of some “crazy environmentalists” but rather some fundamental 
Jewish/Christian claims: this earth home of ours is God’s. The earth is not our 
possession. The world is God’s gift. We have a responsibility to wisely and 
compassionately to care for that gift.  

 

 



Relating the text: 

Today’s proclamation insists that one of the purposes of a text like Genesis 1, 

indeed a purpose that runs throughout the whole of scripture, is to foster in us an 

appropriate sense of humility. We are not the creator; we are creatures. 

Genesis depicts nature as God’s delight and all things existing for the glory of 
God, not for human exploitation. The aggressive, exploitive posture that modern 
humanity has taken is due not to Bible but to the seventeenth-century European 
Enlightenment. “Dominance” became part of a rationale that Europeans had to 
expand, colonize, exploit, and aggressively lord over, even to the point of 
enslaving other human beings—in other words, to be gods unto ourselves. The 
Enlightenment divinized human efforts, making us usurp the place of God. The 
world exists now for our glory, not God’s. 

A counter, more Christian, view is that of St. Francis of Assisi, who saw every 
creature as connected to God, as fellowship. This is more than sentimentality; it 
also has major implications for our relationship with the world as exploiters. If we 
feel united with all creatures that exist, care is an appropriate response. Care 
becomes a refusal to turn the world into an object to be used and controlled, said 
Pope Francis in his encyclical. 


