
Green Hands of Jesus 
Martin Grove United Church 

August 7, 2016 
by Rev. Dr. Paul Shepherd  

Based on Genesis 1:26-29 and Luke 24:36-48 

 A while ago I realized that we didn’t really celebrate “Earth Day” in April this 

year, so I thought we could do it now.  After all, the earth is still here.  The texts for today 

are not taken from the lectionary, but are texts about the environment - or at least I hope 

you will agree they are about our environment and how we interact with it. 

[discuss “environment” - what is it?] 

 The story from Genesis chapter 1 is considered relevant to a discussion about the 

environment because - for one thing - we call the Genesis text a creation story so it must 

have some connection with the earth.  But the other reason is because of the importance 

to the environment of a couple of words.  Verbs, in fact.  And those verbs are the verbs 

that describe the role that humans are told that we have in creation. 

 One of the well-known passages we just read is, “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.”  So, what exactly are we 

told to do?  To subdue the earth and have dominion over it.  To subdue means to enslave.  

And having dominion over the earth means that we can simply use it in any way we 

choose - that the earth’s resources are for our benefit alone - that the resources are ours 

for the taking.  That emphasis on “dominion” has led to what is called “dominion 

theology”, or “dominionism”.  It is the idea that humans are the pinnacle of creation - the 

most superior beings on the planet - and therefore not only can - but must - rule the earth 

and utilize the earth’s resources for our own benefit. 

 Many people believe that dominion theology is responsible for the environmental 

crises that we are now facing.  For example, the web site, religioustolerance.org says this: 

“the historian Lynn White Jr. claims that the relationship between humankind and the 

world, which has resulted in ‘the continuing destruction of nature and rape of the earth, 
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has come about because of the orthodox Christian arrogance towards nature, following 

the imperative of the Genesis command.  ’ Lynn blames our Western attitude of 

exploitation of the earth on that part of the Judeo-Christian tradition that conceives 

[humans] as superior to all the rest of creation, which exists merely for [our] use.” 

 And so there are those who see dominion theology as laid out in Genesis chapter 

1 as the driver behind environmental devastation, and indeed, the need for occasions such 

as earth day.  But there are other ways to look at the issue. 

 Some Christian groups agree that dominion theology is responsible for 

environmental destruction, and have no particular problem with that.  These Christian 

groups argue that if that’s what God said, then .... what’s the problem?  Perhaps life is 

unfolding as it ought to, whether we like it or not.  Perhaps the earth is disposable after 

all.  Often, groups who take this attitude are more interested in waiting for the second 

coming of Christ, and therefore concerns about the state of our environment are seen as 

unimportant, or at least secondary. 

 Other Christian groups agree that dominion theology is responsible for 

environmental destruction, and have big problems with that.  Some of these Christian 

groups argue that we need to find new ways of understanding Genesis chapter 1 that do 

not lead to dominion thinking.  These groups do not want to ignore Genesis chapter 1, 

they work to find new interpretations of it.  Their strongest ally in this is the fact that so 

many words in biblical Hebrew have meanings that are unclear.  I have read a number of 

papers that “explain” how the Hebrew word “radah”, which we translate as “subdue” 

might really mean “nurture”, or “shepherd”, or something that sounds more friendly. 

 Other Christian groups believe that the best way to determine our role in creation 

is by reading all of the Bible and then from the many and varied stories, to compose a 

composite picture of how we are relate to God, to ourselves, to each other, and to the 

environment.  These groups feel that basing a theology on a single chapter of scripture 

simply does not give a complete picture, and that we need to read the larger story if we 

hope to make any sense of it. 

 But however you look at it, there is no doubt that criticism of dominion theology 

is on the rise, particularly as environmental issues have been brought much closer to 
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home for us in the last few decades.  This shift is evident if we consider modern 

paraphrases of the Bible, and how they have become more environmentally sensitive over 

the years.  For example, the 1996 Good News Bible says, “I [God] am putting you in 

charge of the fish, the birds, and all the wild animals”.  The 2002 version of the Bible 

called, “The Message” says, “Take charge!  Be responsible for fish in the sea and birds in 

the air, for every living thing that moves on the face of Earth”. 

 Whether you like the way that the Bible has been paraphrased or not, we cannot 

deny that there is a trend away from seeing our role as “dominating the earth” towards an 

understanding that we should “be responsible for the earth”, and that we should respect 

all aspects of creation.  You may remember that our “New Creed” has changed as well.  

In 1994 a line was added to our creed inviting us “to live with respect in creation”. 

 The Religious Tolerance .org group says, “The creation story of Judaism was 

absorbed unchanged into Christianity, and is reflected in Islam.  So far, attempts to put a 

more favorable light on the respective chapters in Genesis by reinterpreting them have 

largely failed.  A completely new wording is required if religion is to play a role in the 

world's ecology, which it eventually must do to prevent the destruction of our world as 

we know it.”  Unfortunately attempts to make the Genesis creation story more politically 

correct also distance the story from its original meaning.  The Babylonian myth from 

which the genesis story comes - the famous Enuma Elish - likely originated in the bronze 

age, so the original context is quite foreign to us.  Trying to make the story more 

politically correct requires doing quite a bit of violence to the original texts. 

 Lynn claims that Christian arrogance has led to environmental destruction.  Most 

of us here probably applaud that - we like feeling good old fashioned guilt after all, and 

we like to take responsibility for our failures.  But I believe that the real arrogance is 

thinking that Christian theology is responsible for this at all.  Is it reasonable to blame our 

current ecological crisis on dominion theology, or in fact on any theology? 

 Picture this.  Imagine a board meeting at a major forestry company on a Friday 

afternoon.  Imagine the board agreeing to be environmentally responsible.  Then, on 

Sunday, the CEO of the company goes to church and hears the Genesis story.  On 

Monday, the CEO goes back to work and says, “I know we decided last week to be 
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environmentally responsible, but I was at church on Sunday, and we discussed Genesis, 

and I now think we should dominate and rape the forests.”  Is that scenario even remotely 

possible?  Of course not.  Our society is not driven by theology. 

 Whether corporations - and individuals - have been driven by good theology, or 

questionable theology, or no theology at all, today is a good chance to remind ourselves 

that what we do has an effect on the earth.  And perhaps more than that. Perhaps the earth 

has been damaged in ways that it cannot heal itself.  Perhaps there are things humans 

need to do to help the earth heal that only humans can do effectively. 

 To change the metaphor, perhaps in some ways, we are now the hands and feet of 

the earth.  We need to work - ourselves - for the changes that we want to see in our earth - 

the changes that we need to make happen. 

 Perhaps it’s like our gospel story today.  When the disciples recognize the body of 

the risen Jesus - they first recognize his hands and feet.  They watch Jesus eat something.  

And yet it is the disciples themselves who take over the work that Jesus started.  It is the 

disciples who keep working for the kingdom of God on earth.  Not long after Jesus shows 

his hands and feet to the disciples, it is the disciples who become the hands and feet of 

Jesus. 

 And today, it is us who are invited to do that.  We are the hands and feet of Jesus - 

as we sang last week - “Christ has no body now but yours”.  Perhaps we can also imagine 

that we are the hands and feet of the earth.  Or to combine the metaphors, perhaps we can 

be the green hands of Jesus. 

 Where will your feet take you this summer?  What will you do with your hands 

when you get there?  Be the green hands of Jesus. 

 Amen.
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