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1. Introduction

The first chapter of Genesis has played and continues to play, a significant role
in today’s discussion about ecology, climate change and pollution. On the one
hand, Genesis is regarded as the source of western anthropocentrism, thus lacking
the necessary respect for mother nature. On the other hand, there is a tendency in
recent literature to emphasize the geocentric aspects in the story about the creation.
In the present contribution I want to honour my friend and colleague Martin
Prudký by, like him, in trying to do justice to the book of Genesis by describing
and evaluating these contradictory interpretations and applications. I will focus on
recent suggestions concerning the primordial flood as mentioned in Genesis 1:2.
I hope to show that the message of the book of Genesis is best understood not as
anthropocentric or geocentric, but as theocentric.

2. The ongoing discussion

In the beginning, there was the accusation by the historian Lynn White in an article
in Science published in 1967, in which he blamed Genesis 1 and its interpretation
in the Judaeo-Christian tradition for causing the ecological crisis. He claimed that
“especially in its Western form, Christianity is the most anthropomorphic religion
the world has seen” and that this is grounded in the story of the creation in Gen-
esis 1 where “God planned all of this explicitly for man’s benefit and rule: no
item in the physical creation had any purpose save to serve man’s purposes.”1 Five
years later, in a lecture about “the ecological controversy and the Old Testament,”
James Barr countered this view. He maintained that the biblical foundations of the
doctrine of creation do not lean towards the exploitation of the earth, but in the
opposite direction: “away from a license to exploit and towards a duty to respect
and to protect.”2 He also prophesied that this topic would become “a main centre
of social and ethical discussion in the next decades.”3 Almost fifty years later one
can only conclude that his prediction was correct.4 The same goes for his applica-
tion of the much quoted text about man created in the image of God being given

1 White 1967, 1205.
2 Barr 1972, 30.
3 Ibid., 9.
4 See the surveys by amongst others Van Heerden 2009; Spronk 2010 and Kavusa 2019.
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dominion over the earth and the animals (Gen 1:27–28). Most scholars nowadays
agree that this text should not be read as harmful to nature, but as a calling to
respect it. Representing God in this world means that man should act like God: “If
God’s style is love, care and respect for his creation, then that is also what human
dominion over the earth should mean.”5

3. The interpretation and application of Genesis 1

The tendency to downplay the anthropocentric aspects of Genesis 1 results in a
more environmentally friendly, geocentric book. This can be seen, for instance,
in the shift in perspective in the famous commentary by Claus Westermann (pub-
lished in 1974) in comparison to the one by Gerhard von Rad (first published
in 1949). Whereas Von Rad interpreted the first eleven chapters primarily as an
introduction to the history of salvation beginning with Abram in Genesis 12, West-
ermann emphasized the importance of the message of creation. In his view this
implies that Genesis 1 is not just about the relationship between God and man. He
concludes his exposition on Genesis 1 with the remark: “Ein Gott, der nur noch
als der Gott des Menschen verstanden wird, ist nicht mehr der Gott der Bibel.”6

More recently this view has been developed by Terrence Fretheim, who maintains
that from Genesis we learn that creation exists separately and apart from the his-
tory of human beings. The Bible begins with Genesis, not Exodus, with creation,
not with redemption. God is presented as a “relational creator” who has made a
“relational world.”7 God is associated with every creature, and every creature is
associated with God, whether they recognize it or not. The relational God has cre-
ated a world in which all creatures are interrelated. “Elements of the nonhuman
order are deeply and positively affected by God’s saving deed and the relationship
with the human community becomes more what God intended it to be. Salvation
is experienced by both human and nonhuman.”8

According to the Dutch environmentalist Jan Boersema one can also draw insights
from the book of Genesis in the debate on the sustainability of the earth. Genesis 1
teaches us that Sabbath, not man, is the crown on God’s creation. Genesis 2 tells
us the story of an imperfect nature, whereas the dietary laws are a reference to the
ideal creation as it was meant by God. They teach us respect for blood, warn us
against the abuse of power, and let us seek out purity and unity. Taking inspiration
from the Torah may also help us to find the right attitude: “In the quest for solu-
tions, a knowledge of the major wellsprings of our culture enables us to avoid the
scylla of hubris and the charybdis of cynicism.”9

A more critical stance towards the Hebrew Bible is taken in the so-called “Earth
Bible Project.” The Bible is read according to the hermeneutics of suspicion: look-
ing for elements that may have contributed to the abuse of the earth. “When reading

5 Loader 1987, 20.
6 Westermann 1974, 242.
7 Fretheim 2005, 13.
8 Ibid., 127.
9 Boersema 2001, 250.
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the text, an interpreter participating in the Earth Bible project […] asks critical
questions to ascertain whether there is justice for Earth in the orientation, ideology,
or focus of the text or its interpreters.”10 Western scholars, who participate in the
project acknowledge that they are the heirs of a long patriarchal and anthropocen-
tric approach to reading the text of the Bible and that this approach has devalued
the earth tremendously. The aim of the project is to develop techniques for reading
the biblical text to discern and retrieve alternative traditions where the voices of the
earth and of the earth community have been suppressed. In Norman Habel’s “eco-
logical reading” of Genesis 1:26–28 the earth is presented as a subject and given a
voice. She complains about “the god-image creatures called humans:” “instead of
respecting me as their home and life source, the god-images are given a mandate
to crush me like an enemy or slave. My voice needs to be heard and the intrusive
story about the humans in Gen 1:26–28 named for what it is: the charter of a group
of power-hungry humans.”11

4. The positive aspects of tehom

According to Norman Habel the earth is presented positively in the first part
of Genesis 1. He criticizes the interpretation that presumes the primacy of the
human story thus suppressing the “Earth story:” “Given that the human story
has an assumed primacy among interpreters, can the Earth story be redeemed?
Or must erets remain forever under ‘human subjugation’ from the beginning? In
terms of justice for Earth, the text of Genesis 1 moves from honouring Earth by
describing its revelation as a geophany, to negating Earth as a force to be over-
come by humanity.”12 The positive image of the earth is extended to the situation
before the creation as described in verse 2. According to Habel this represents
Earth as “present but hidden from view”13 and there is no reason to assume that
tohuwabohu and tehom are presented here as a threat or otherwise negatively. The
primordial waters called tehom “are part of the benign dormant primordial order
that awaits transformation.”14 He is happy with the outcome of the study by David
Tsumura which concludes that there is no relation to the so-called “Chaoskampf”
mythology, as suggested by scholars who assume that there is a connection with
the Mesopotamian Tiamat or a Canaanite Deity.15 That there is a growing con-
sensus in this matter can be derived for instance, from the elaborate discussion by
Walter Bührer, who speaks of the “relative Harmlosigkeit” of Genesis’ primordial
world.16

The role of tehom in Genesis 1:2 plays a prominent role in the work of Cather-
ine Keller in which she develops her ideas about the relationship between God

10 Habel 2008, 2.
11 Habel 2006, 41.
12 Habel 2000, 48.
13 Ibid., 36.
14 Ibid., 37.
15 Tsumura 1989, 65; 2005, 36–57.
16 Bührer 2014, 106.
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and man in the face of “our planetary emergency.” She describes tehom posi-
tively as “signifying a fluid matrix of bottomless potentiality, a germinating abyss,
a heterogenous womb of self-organising complexity, a resistance to every fixed
order.”17 In her opinion tehom was demonized in traditional Christian theology to
promote a belief in the dominance of the one almighty God. Instead of this “teho-
mophobic” approach she advocates a “tehomophilic” or “tehomic” theology, in
which the tehom takes a central place, next to God. She speaks of a

dialogical cooperation between Elohim and the elements as preceding
the dualism of Creator/creature (the dualism whereby classical Chris-
tianity fought the dualism of Creator/chaos). An icon of Creator/creature
synergy now anticipates the cocreativity of evolution – against which an
ex nihilo creationism fitfully continues to pit itself. Could what scientists
call “self-organizing complexity” now be read as an articulation of divine
creativity?18

In the way Keller combines the old Biblical text with modern quantum theory she
answers her own question positively. It Is the basis for her “political theology of
the earth.” She wants

to read the genesis process, always already political, as something alien
to the story of an all-determining sovereign creation. […] there appears,
instead of that top-down creation, an ancient narrative of self-organizing
complexity at the edge of chaos, indeed on the “face of the deep.” It reads
with willful anachronism the racial displacements of the “darkness on the
face” of that tehom, that feared depth – the oceanic undercommons of the
theology of creation.19

Instead of the creatio ex nihilo she places the idea of the creatio ex profundis in
which no longer only God is the decisive factor: “In the becomingness of the incep-
tion flashes the resistance to each self-declared exception. Freed of any single,
sovereign Decider, political theology divines another possibility: the multilfaceted
(sic) public embrace of planetary entanglement.”20 God is not the only creator, as
is also indicated in Genesis 1 speaking of the earth and the waters “bringing forth”
vegetation and animal life:

The priestly narrator marks only our likeness to the creator. And yet the
earth and the waters participate as invited in the creative process (“Let
the earth bring forth,” etc.), with outcomes praised. Earth and ocean seem
to mirror more directly than the human the character of the creator – to
create. (Humans are not here invited to “bring forth.”)21

It is a misunderstanding of the idea that man is created in the image of God, to
conclude that therefore human beings are the centre and goal of creation:

17 Keller 2003, i.
18 Ibid., 117.
19 Keller 2018, 34.
20 Ibid., 44.
21 Ibid., 76.
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In the word according to Genesis, the human inception poses no excep-
tion to animality. We are emphatically not taken out of it; our impressive
difference lives within animality. Our distinctive theomorphism only
matters within the context of our creaturely interdependence beastial and
vegetal. The subsequent narratives of sin (and climate change adjusted
diets, as per the covenant with Noah) struggle with mounting human
ambition and antagonism. But they do not erase the image and call of
the cosmic common good: “the covenant with you, your descendants and
every living creature” (Gen 9:9f.).22

5. “Tehomic” theology and the message of Genesis 1

This is not the place to enter into a full discussion of this “tehomic” theology and
its application to our present day ecological debate. I would probably fail to do
justice to Keller’s intriguing ideas, which are not easy to reproduce, let alone to
evaluate. However, they do stimulate me as a Biblical scholar to look again at the
way the relation between God, tehom and the creation is described in Genesis 1. I
agree with Keller that in Genesis 1:2 tehom is not explicitly presented as something
negative or dangerous, as is also acknowledged in other recent commentaries.23

This does not mean that it can automatically be characterized as something posi-
tive. In Genesis 1:2 tehom is related to the earth’s being described as tohuwabohu.
According to Keller tohuwabohu “signifies matter itself, prima materia,”24 but the
use of the expression in Isaiah 34:11 and Jeremiah 4:23 points in another direc-
tion. The same goes for the word tohu which usually denotes nothingness. This is
especially clear in Isaiah 45:18–19:

thus says yhwh, who created the heavens. He is God. Who formed the
earth and made it. He established it; he did not create it tohu, he formed
it to be inhabited. I am the lord, and there is no other. I did not speak
in secret, in a land of darkness; I did not say to the offspring of Jacob,
“Seek me in tohu.”

It should also be noted that tehom can become something threatening. Within
Genesis 1–11 this becomes clear in the parallel with the flood story. Tehom is
mentioned in 7:11 (“on that day all the fountains of the great tehom burst forth,
and the windows of the heavens were opened”) and 8:2 (“the fountains of tehom
and the windows of the heavens were closed”). The flood is described as the coun-
terpart of creation (“uncreation”) and the end of the flood can be regarded as a
“re-creation.”25 This is evident from the fact that the re-creation starts in the same
way as the creation did by mentioning a ruach in relation to God (8:1).
The best parallel for this use of tehom in ancient Near Eastern conceptions about
the cosmos and the role of the gods is found in Ugaritic texts describing the

22 Ibid., 77
23 Fischer 2018, 127; Gertz 2018, 42.
24 Keller 2003, 184.
25 Clines 1976, 499–502; cf. the discussion by Banks 2001, 431–432.
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supreme god El as residing “in the heart of the source of the two oceans” (qrb
’apq thmtm; KTU 1.4 IV 22 and par.) or “in the confluence of the two oceans”
(b ‘dt thmtm; KTU 1.100:3).26 This can be related to the description of the cre-
ation in Genesis 1 in which room for the living creatures was created by separating
the waters above from the waters below. Apparently, El is pictured here as keeping
the floods under control. The biblical story of the flood tells of a situation when
the creator no longer wishes to sustain his creation. As in Genesis 1 there is no
reference to a battle between the creator god and the powers of chaos. For this
the better parallel in Ugaritic texts is found in the many references to the battles
between Baal and Yam, the god of the see, and Mot, the god of death.27

When it comes to the role of man, Keller is certainly right when she claims that
the biblical author describes man – in my words – as a co-creator. Unlike Keller,
I am of the opinion that in Genesis 1 this ability to create is restricted to mankind
and that it should be related to the way man is described as “in the image of God.”
For the right understanding of this much quoted text it is important to read it in
the context of vv. 26–28:

26 Then God said, “Let us make humankind in our image, according to
our likeness; and let them have dominion over the fish of the sea, and over
the birds of the air, and over the cattle, and over all the wild animals of
the earth, and over every creeping thing that creeps upon the earth.”

27 So God created humankind in his image, in the image of God he
created them; male and female he created them.

28 God blessed them, and God said to them, “Be fruitful and multiply,
and fill the earth and subdue it; and have dominion over the fish of the
sea and over the birds of the air and over every living thing that moves
upon the earth.” (NRSV)

Within the repetition of the command “have dominion over the fish etc.” in vv. 26
and 28 the elaborated reference to the creation of humankind in the image of God
takes a special place. Here this creation is specified as being created male and
female. This is followed by the new command to multiply and fill the earth. The
conclusion can only be that human beings, as male and female, are the image of
God in that they continue his work as creator by procreating. Being created in
the image of God does not point to what a human being is, but to what he has to
do. In the book of Genesis this prime task of human beings to procreate is also
indicated by the repeated use of the term toledot, the plural nominal form of the
verb “to beget,” introducing the different episodes. The first time we read it in
Genesis 2:4: “These are the toledot of heaven and earth when they were created.”
Here the heaven and earth are presented as begotten by God. This contradicts the
idea that the earth and also the waters are pictured as creating, as indicated by
Keller. She cannot refer in this regard to the parts of the text where it says that the
earth “lets sprout out” (v. 11) or “brings forth” (v. 12), because every time this is

26 Del Olmo Lete–Sanmartín 2015, 851.
27 Bauks 2001, 439–444.
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something caused by the word of God. Things are different when it comes to the
role of mankind. When the term toledot is used again in 5:1 referring to the toledot
of Adam, man has an active role of begetting. It is clear that mankind functions
as expected. The qualification, being made in the image of God, is repeated and
with it the confirmation that he is now indeed acting like his creator, namely in
procreating:

These are the toledot of Adam. When God created humankind, he made
them in the likeness of God. Male and female he created them, and he
blessed them and named them “Humankind” when they were created.
When Adam had lived one hundred thirty years, he begot (a son) in his
likeness, according to his image, and named him Seth. (Gen. 5:1–3)

This suggests that everything went exactly according to God’s plan. It also offers
the basic explanation of the expression “image of God.” As in Genesis 1 it is
balanced by the reference that man is created “male and female.” It indicates that
only in this combination can man function as the image of God. The view that
the expression “made in the image of God” points first to the human power of
procreation, is underlined in Genesis 5’ description of how Adam’s actions imitate
God’s. He begets a son “in his own likeness, after his image.” These are the same
words used in Genesis 1:26 (in reversed order). In Genesis 5:3 this is followed by
the same action that was undertaken by God in verse 2: he gives him a name.
Genesis 5 seems to indicate that everything is still in the same order as it was in
when it was presented in the description of the creation. The exception is that death
has entered the scene. There is no reference to sin. Things are different the next
time we read about man as “in the image of God.” That occurs in Genesis 9:1–6,
where God after the flood blesses Noah and repeats the command to fill the earth:

God blessed Noah and his sons, and said to them, “Be fruitful and multi-
ply, and fill the earth. The fear and dread of you shall rest on every animal
of the earth, and on every bird of the air, on everything that creeps on the
ground, and on all the fish of the sea; into your hand they are delivered.
Every moving thing that lives shall be food for you; and just as I gave you
the green plants, I give you everything. Only, you shall not eat flesh with
its life, that is, its blood. For your own lifeblood I will surely require a
reckoning: from every animal I will require it and from human beings,
each one for the blood of another, I will require a reckoning for human
life. Whoever sheds the blood of a human, by a human shall that person’s
blood be shed; for in his own image God made humankind.” (NRSV)

It is clear that the relationship between man and the animals has changed. Killing
and its necessary counterpart fear, have become part of life on this earth. On the
one hand God gives man the freedom to kill, on the other hand there are limits:
people can kill, but they are not supposed to kill each other. In this context the
reference to man as the image of God has a different meaning. It is not reflecting
on human potential, but places the emphasis on the value of human life. Human
life is now enacted in relation to God’s commandments. Only in fulfilling these
commandments is the image of God safeguarded. With the change in the situation,
after the arrival of sin, the concept of man as the image of God appears to have
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changed. It still testifies to the special relationship between God and man, but it
has become clear that within this relationship choices have to be made and it is
anything but certain that God can recognize himself in what man makes of his
opportunities.28

6. The theocentric reading

In the end we can only conclude that Genesis may be anthropocentric and also
geocentric, but that its primary message is that both man and earth can only thrive
when the central place is given to God. In this regard it is worthwhile to take note
of the view of the Jewish author Manfred Gerstenfeld in his book of 1998. He
is worried about the possible consequence of the modern tendency to read the
Bible from an environmentally-friendly perspective. If he had known the work of
Catherine Keller, he would probably have seen it as an extreme example of this
kind of biblical interpretation. Gerstenfeld warns of the dangers of deifying nature.
Ecology can turn into the kind of nature cult, to which Israel’s prophets were
so violently opposed. He even notes a “relationship between environmentalism
and paganism or Nazism.”29 According to him in Jewish tradition the theocentric
approach has always taken precedence over the anthropocentric approach and this
has also helped to keep humankind within its legitimate boundaries. This is not
at the expense of nature, because Jewish culture demonstrates that the theocentric
approach, more than the anthropocentric approach, allows for a greater respect for
nature. According to classical Judaism, creation serves God’s plans. It does not
place man in the centre: “Many things are there to teach man a lesson, rather than
serve his purposes as he sees them.”30 In his view Lynn White speaks wrongly
of “the Judaeo-Christian tradition.” He should have left out the Jewish tradition:
“his article mainly dealt with Christianity’s responsibility for the environmental
crisis.”31

Although Gerstenfeld overstates his case by relating an ecological reading of the
Bible to Nazism, his emphasis on the theocentric aspect is in line with the remarks
mentioned above in this discussion by scholars like Barr. The most important point
that can be added to the ongoing debate from the theological side, about the right
way to deal with the ecological crisis, is respect for nature as God’s creation.
Bringing God into play means that one does not only want to act responsibly
towards nature and towards the next generations, but also towards God. This lends
a unique perspective to the issues, to the analyses we make, and to the actions we
have to take.

28 Spronk 2007, 198–201.
29 Gerstenfeld 1998, 90.
30 Ibid., 229.
31 Ibid., 228.


