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Training as Co-regents?
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Life on Earth has long been plagued by global calamities: pandemics, environmental
disasters, climate change, and species extinctions. Humans have been witnesses and
even victims of some of these; too often, we have contributed to the problem. Some
people draw a direct causal link between those catastrophes and the third chapter of
Genesis: our sinful nature and original sin. But perhaps we should also consider draw-
ing another link coming from the first chapter of Genesis in which human beings are
commanded to subdue and have dominion over a very good creation that had change,
innovation, exploitation, and even death built into it. Humans were not yet up to that
task: we were never omnipotent nor omniscient. But God wanted us to learn how to fill
that role, and Jesus again redirected us into it when he inaugurated the arrival of the
Kingdom of God on Earth.
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been seen on day eight—the
day after it had been completed and God
had rested — Christian believers of many
theological and denominational stripes
envision much the same thing: humans
living in blissful harmony in a beautiful
ecosystem in which there is no disease,
suffering, or hardship. Many will add
to this picture the fact that there was no
death nor predation. Many will further
add to this picture the idea that humans
existed in some kind of state of perfec-
tion, although the parameters around that
become less well defined: whether we
were immortal; our inherent sinful state
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rest of creation. Most pertinent to the argu-
ment of this article, though, is that they
will also add to this picture the idea that
the status quo would not have changed —
this blissful Garden of Eden existence
would have continued unaltered — were it
not for some kind of human decision and
action that then spoiled the tableau and
sent creation on a downward trajectory.

This worldview goes a long way to
explaining many of the evils and trage-
dies that now plague our existence today.
It is used to tie our sinful nature to even
the largest issues which afflict on a global
scale: global warming, species extinc-
tions, all forms of pollution, and, for
some, even COVID-19." To be clear, I am
not questioning whether humans play
any role, even a major and/or causal role,
in these problems. I am instead calling
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attention to the line that some draw between these
problems and “the Fall in the garden” and our sin-
ful nature.? In particular, I would like to look more
closely at that line of causality: its origin and its tar-
get. Is our conception of the initial state accurate, or
is it filtered through some kind of metaphorical theo-
logically rose-colored glasses? Could the problem
be also rooted in Genesis chapter one (the very first
mandate given to humans) in addition to Genesis
chapter three (our sinful nature)? And although our
discussion is relevant to evils in the world generally,
an emphasis will be put on the present global “evil”
represented by COVID-19.

Humans and Evil

There can be no dispute that there are many evils in
this world. Theologians and philosophers have found
it useful to distinguish between natural and moral
evil® Natural evils include tragedies which appear to
be completely outside human causality (hurricanes,
earthquakes, asteroid bombardments, a tree falling
on a picnic party), while moral evils result from a
choice or decision which goes against some moral
code. However, these two overly simplistic delinea-
tions do not cover all the possibilities, in part because
both are open to interpretation: they are very fuzzy.
For example, defining something as a moral evil
depends upon what moral code is said to have been
contravened. Causing human death is condemned
within the moral codes of many religions and societ-
ies. Nonetheless, both have learned that it becomes
necessary to distinguish between intentional ver-
sus accidental killings (murder and manslaughter,
respectively), killings sanctioned by the state (wars
between countries, capital punishment of criminals,
do-not-resuscitate orders), and even the definition
of “human” (some see this as being at the heart of
the debate over abortion, and might also become
part of the discussion around euthanasia). Some
even include within that calculation the possibility
that someone did not actually do the killing but had
it completely within their power to have prevented
it: being fully aware of a potentially deadly situation
(such as poison in a food, or a live electrical wire on
the ground), and being fully able to inform the other
person and/or to even intervene, but then choosing
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to do absolutely nothing except watch the other’s
demise. This then allows some to consider a natural
disaster such as the 2004 Indian Ocean earthquake
and tsunami—which struck on Boxing Day, result-
ing in the death of hundreds of thousands, countless
injuries, and tremendous destruction across a quar-
ter of the globe—and call it a moral evil for which
God is responsible.* Similarly, questions like these
come up when discussing the slaughter of Canaanite
women and children attributed to God’s command:
some dismiss any qualms on the grounds that “God’s
orders are always just,” while others counter with
the Euthyphro dilemma in which Socrates asks: “Is
something right because God commands it, or does
God command it because it is right?”>

Questions like these complicate many discussions
of “natural evil.” Our encounter with COVID-19 has
spawned considerable discussion over theological
and philosophical aspects of creation gone awry. One
frequently asked question essentially boils down to
the age-old problem of theodicy: “how could a good
God allow this evil into the world?” A few different
answers are often given for this. One approach is to
shift the blame from God to us humans. The point
is made that God made everything good—in fact,
“very good” —and left humans in charge, but we
rebelled against God and spoiled all of creation. As
aresult, death, disease, predation, and COVID-19 are
all seen ultimately as products of our own free will
choice and not God’s original plan.® That explana-
tion is sometimes given to explain certain disasters
which others deem to be completely outside human
causality. For example, several high-profile Christian
leaders have publicly linked natural disasters such as
Hurricane Katrina in 2005 and HIV-AIDS to societal
positions on abortion or homosexuality.”

The blame for these problems and many others is
attributed too quickly and easily to humans, whereas
the possible causal role(s) for other factors out-
side our control are too often downplayed or even
excused (interestingly, even nonbelievers will pile on
here, although without invoking theological concepts
such as “original sin”). For example, we humans
have indeed been responsible for species extinctions
as we expanded across the continents and ate certain
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species to death, made the ecosystems of others com-
pletely nonviable, introduced other invasive species,
and in many other ways made it impossible for them
to live. We have also contributed to global warming:
through the burning of fossil fuels, clear-cutting and
burning of forests and jungles, and overemphasizing
methane-producing animals in our diet.® In fact, some
have suggested the naming of a novel geological
period —“the Anthropocene epoch” —the period in
Earth’s history when humans changed everything.’
But our planet has been going through warming and
cooling cycles for millennia, long before we appeared
on the scene.’ The peaks and troughs in Earth’s pre-
human climate have also caused massive extinctions
of species and remodeling of whole land masses."
Asteroid bombardments of Earth'? and massive vol-
canic eruptions® have also disrupted Earth’s climate
and caused utter upheaval of the biosphere, includ-
ing species extinctions and total ecological turnover
on a global scale.!* Nevertheless, some would place
the extinctions and geological/climate changes that
we see today squarely on the shoulders of humans.

Let’s consider a second example. We are not the
first species to have completely altered the composi-
tion of Earth’s atmosphere. Free oxygen was almost
absent until certain bacteria and Archaea acquired
the ability 3.5 billion years ago to photosynthesize,
freeing them to exploit a natural resource for their
own benefit and producing oxygen as a waste prod-
uct.” This “pollution” was a detriment for anaerobic
organisms, which had to either evolve protective and
compensatory antioxidant mechanisms or go extinct.

The invasion of plants onto barren land masses in the
Precambrian period, roughly 850 million years ago,
is a third example. Plants eventually led to massive
remodeling of the land and the climate.'* The com-
position of the surface layers was forever altered:
certain areas experienced greater erosion (when
roots split rocks apart and acidification of ground
water dissolved vulnerable rock layers), while other
areas had less erosion and became bogs; vast regions
became cooler because of the altered albedo."” Algae
are now recognized to be accelerating the melting
of glaciers by also decreasing the albedo of those ice
masses.'® These naturally caused geological changes
are considered to be beautiful; but, to whatever
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extent similar changes can be attributed to humans,
the latter are seen as detrimental and destructive.

Fourth, some hypothesize that asteroids could
have contributed to the seeding of life on Earth.
Irrespective of whether one sees this as an atheis-
tic explanation for the origin of life on Earth or as a
mechanism that God could have used to introduce
that life,’ both groups would see this as a “good”
thing—but would see humans accidentally or inten-
tionally introducing microbes onto foreign planets as
completely anathema and “wrong.”

So, humans are not solely responsible for global
changes that have resulted in species extinctions,
ecological disruption, and remodeling of the planet.
The oxygenation of Earth’s atmosphere by bacte-
ria and Archaea, the modifications caused by plants
invading land masses, and the chaotic changes
caused by asteroid impacts are all welcomed as good
things because they led to the life forms that we
value, not the least of which includes the human spe-
cies. Yet, comparable changes caused by humans are
often seen by Christians to be a result of our sinful
nature and therefore evil,®® and by nonbelievers as
wrong and spoiling nature, even if the original intent
of those anthropogenic changes was beneficent or
at the very least relatively benign.?! Why the double
standard?

Again, some will say that this bias is owed to the
fact that we humans are unique in that we have free
will and can make choices that have moral impact.
Nonliving things like asteroids do not choose.
Nonhuman species do not seem to have a morality.
And it is true that our sinful nature does certainly
contribute to many moral evils in the world. It
has contributed to certain species extinctions (for
example, the indiscriminate slaughter of passenger
pigeons and the dodo) and near extinction of many
others (for example, bison, not only out of a sadis-
tic pleasure of killing but also as a means to solve
the “problem” of indigenous peoples).”? Our sinful
nature has also contributed to certain environmen-
tal disasters: we carelessly discard toxic chemicals
into waterways or trash onto the sidewalk, simply
because it is too expensive or takes too much effort to
dispose of these responsibly.
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However, our sinful nature is not always at the heart
of the “evils” in our world. There is another impor-
tant consideration, one which is missed when the
line of causality is drawn only from Genesis chap-
ter three. I would advocate another perspective, one
drawn from the first chapter of Genesis. One that
still examines human history in the light of the cre-
ation story in the book of Genesis, but is also flexible
enough to accommodate a broader view of time and
process that science brings to this matter. I would
therefore invite the reader to reconsider assumptions
that may have been made, albeit subconsciously,
about the unchanging nature of nature. What is
meant by a “good” creation? And most importantly,
what does the first chapter of Genesis tell us about
how humans should interact with that good creation?

Redefining a "Good"” Creation

Death, even on a massive scale, has always been
endemic to our existence on Earth. This is what sci-
ence tells us. We have fossil evidence of predation,
starvation, disease, and carnivorous acts going back
millions of years,” and even what looks like evidence
of a murder going back to the middle Pleistocene
era.* While young earth creationists might see those
outcomes and that fossilized evidence as aberrant
distortions of the original creation brought on by the
Fall,” they may not appreciate that certain forms of
death are normal processes in the miracle of life. The
entirety of our diet—irrespective of whether one is
strictly vegan, vegetarian, or enjoys animal products
of all kinds—entails death; attempting to side-step
this by redefining what constitutes “life” or “living,”
or by drawing a bold line between plant and ani-
mal,* is playing with semantics.”

The entire process of reproduction—from the gen-
eration of gametes, and the premature abortion
of incorrectly fertilized and developing embryos,
to the full and proper development of the fetus—
involves countless millions of cells being designated
to die, sometimes after playing certain critical roles,
through a carefully orchestrated sequence known as
apoptosis, or preprogrammed cell death.”® Similar
mechanisms are involved in repair of injured tis-
sue. Many species must release an overabundance
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of seeds or hatchlings —hundreds or even thousands
from a given reproducing pair—in order for just a
few progeny to survive to maturity and spawn the
next generation. The vast majority of the rest of the
progeny are killed by disease, starvation (as they
compete with each other for limited resources),
predators, and natural accidents. Even the idea that
humans were innately immortal and never intended
to die (which idea does not appear in the opening
chapters of Genesis where a tree of life was needed
to extend life) does not seem to adequately antici-
pate the unsustainable population boom that would
result, given that they had been commanded to be
fruitful and multiply.

In these ways and many more, death has always
been necessary, and even “good.” A perfect example
of this has been documented in Yellowstone National
Park.” For over a century, wolves had been extermi-
nated in order to benefit farmers and hikers. But the
absence of predation led to the elk population sky-
rocketing and becoming increasingly unhealthy; that
in turn led to the groves of aspen, willow, and poplar
being nibbled to the ground (since greater numbers
of elk were leaving the safety of high ground); that
in turn removed nesting places for songbirds and
a food source for beavers. The rivers flowed faster,
riverbanks eroded, and marsh-life was disappearing.
Reintroduction of wolves, against much public oppo-
sition, saw the reversal of all the changes mentioned
above. The exact same sequence of events was noted
in Zion National Park (Utah), Wind Cave National
Park (South Dakota), Yosemite National Park
(California), Olympic National Park (Washington),
and Jasper National Park (Alberta) when the top
predators (wolf, cougar, lynx) were decimated or
eliminated, and then reintroduced.*

Also, in contrast to an unchanging status quo that
some envision after God pronounced creation to be
“very good,” change and innovation have always
been ingredients for the “good” of life on Earth. A
major driver of biological evolution is genetic muta-
tion and reorganization. Natural selection then sifts
through those changes for increased reproductive
success. At one time in our history, “dinosaurs ruled
the world,” a diverse and beautiful ecosystem that
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blossomed for millions of years. This monarchy was
overthrown and a new and entirely different ecosys-
tem, with its own stunning beauty, took over. Two
hundred and eighty million years ago, the Antarctic
was a vast leafy forest,® but now it has an entirely
different beauty —the hues and lines of that icescape
are stunning —and the story of the emperor penguins
raising their brood through the southern winter
is one of the most powerful and compelling I have
heard. Who knows what creation might look like one
hundred thousand or a million years from now if the
evolutionary process continues (and what reason do
we have to think that it will not, given that we are
already many billion years into our journey)? Who
knows what “humans” will look like? Will we still
have strong reason to think that we are the pinnacle
species?

A third key ingredient for the “good” of life has
been exploitation: living organisms have a tremen-
dously long history in taking advantage of every
new natural resource they encounter. For example,
certain bacteria have recently acquired the ability
to metabolize plastic (a man-made substance which
did not exist a few decades ago),*> and bacteria and
fungi colonize the darkened interior of aluminum
fuel tanks of modern jets.*® Sometimes this exploita-
tion involves organisms adapting their environment
to their own interests at the expense of other species
(aerobic bacteria during the Precambrian era, bea-
vers building dams), or expanding to unsustainable
population levels leading to catastrophic crashes (the
reciprocal cycles of fox and lemming populations in
the high Arctic®).

Refocusing the Creation Account

In that first book of the Bible, God is presented as
creating the cosmos and all life on our planet. Others
have pointed out how the days of creation are
arranged in two panels: one panel depicting God
creating spaces for living things during the first
three days, and the other panel showing God filling
those spaces with living things. But what is some-
times missed in depictions like these is the element
of causality: the causal agent(s) and causal processes
are quite different between those two panels.
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Yes, ultimately God is the Creator: the Prime Mover.
And God is indeed the sole causal agent in the first
panel. The causal act itself has a somewhat passive
tone here (I am not using that descriptor in a purely
grammatical sense). God simply speaks them into
existence: “Let there be,” and then “it was so.” The
other panel, though—the filling of those spaces—
sounds more like an active process, and the acting
agent is creation itself. God says: “Let the earth put
forth vegetation”; “Let the waters bring forth swarms
of living creatures”; “Let the earth bring forth living
creatures according to their kinds.”* God is using
the things that he had already created as starting
materials and active agents in the creative process.
He commands preexisting materials to bring forth —
transform into? —newer and more complex things,
rather than “passively” speaking these life forms into
existence. This sounds like a great way for an ancient
Semitic author to understand and describe chemical
and biological evolution.®

The creation of humans is different ... and yet simi-
lar. God takes a special interest in fashioning humans
with his own hands —“Let us make humanity in our
image” —and breathes into them the same breath of
life that he gave to all the other animals. But once
again he does this using preexisting material: dust
from the ground. The same ground that had first put
forth vegetation, later brought forth animals. This
too sounds like an ancient paraphrasing of chemical
and biological evolution.

Countless books have been written on the subject
of what is meant by our being created in the image
of God. It is beyond the scope of this article to fully
unpack that theological concept; several others have
already done so0.”” However, I think there is merit
in dividing this discussion into two quite differ-
ent camps. One camp interprets this concept from
a Greek philosophical point of view: that the imago
Dei pertains to cognitive abilities which distinguish
us from all other living species.®® Those abilities
include reason, emotion, will, creativity, planning,
and many others which we attribute to our more
highly developed brains (or so we would have our-
selves believe). The other camp interprets this more
from an ancient Semitic (Hebrew) worldview, which
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would presumably be the one held by the original
human authors of Genesis.* In that ancient world,
societies would build a temple and then install a
statue in it to represent their god, or a statue repre-
senting the king who, in turn, represented that god
to the people. That image represented the rule and
authority of that god or king. So, this second camp
of theologians sees the creation accounts in Genesis
chapter one as referring to YHWH building a temple
and then installing humans into that temple as his
image —living images: his representatives or ambas-
sadors —to extend his dominion over creation.

Their role was not just a passive one as nonliving
statues, but a very active one: they were given the
mandate to subdue the earth and have dominion
over all creation. There are widely varying views on
what is meant by that mandate, and a full herme-
neutic of that too is beyond the scope of this article.*
But many concur that it implies that creation was
not yet finished —that it needed to be fully real-
ized, developed, and even tamed —and that YHWH
was inviting humans to participate in that process.
Kristin Johnston Largen has warned against the
danger of overemphasizing the distinctiveness of
humans and “instrumentaliz[ing] the rest of cre-
ation, as though nonhuman animals and the natural
world only have value insofar as they support the
flourishing of humankind.”#! Instead, she writes
about a “deep incarnation”: Christ taking on mate-
rial form in order to enter into creation and unite
it with God, and inviting humans to share in that
process (below, I will link this invitation to Christ’s
prediction of what his followers will later do in his
name). Others emphasize the distinctiveness and
rule of humans over the rest of creation, even in an
authoritarian sense. Beisner, for example, sharply
contrasts YHWH's command to “the human” in the
second chapter of Genesis to “cultivate and keep”
the garden against the command given to humans
collectively in the first chapter of Genesis to “subdue
and rule” the earth.*> Within this wide spectrum of
views, though, there is general agreement that the
author(s) of Genesis are telling us that God uniquely
distinguished humans collectively as his representa-
tives. I will refer to this as our role as co-regents with
God, extending his dominion over creation.*
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However, it is crucial to point out here that nothing
in the text of Genesis indicates that we humans were
perfectly able to subdue the earth, nor ready to have
dominion over all creation. I am not referring to our
later act of rebellion described in the third chapter of
Genesis; that is indeed a fundamentally important
aspect of Christian theology, but not the primary
focus of this article. Instead, in the first chapter of
Genesis, God left us humans with a very great task,
but nothing in the text indicates that we were omni-
scient or omnipotent: our knowledge and abilities
were both quite limited. This is indeed a character-
istic of our limited and frail human nature, but that
does not mean that we have to wrap it up together
in a sinful nature, nor does it have to be linked to a
fallen nature (the Fall had not yet happened). It is at
this point that the traditional reading of the Genesis
account has too often limited our imagination. It has
been too easy to take from this account an image of
a small group of humans, even a primal pair, quietly
tending a small area of land, living in harmony with
nature and blissfully in control of it, or at least of the
small swath that we were tending.*

But the broader view of time and process given to us
by science paints a very different picture. Humans
have always been overwhelmed by creation: “thorns
and thistles” have always been subverting our
efforts.®> We have for millennia been dwarfed by the
powers of nature, and have always struggled even
to survive. This is what science tells us. But we also
have scientific evidence that humans have been on a
trajectory of learning that stretches back hundreds of
millions of years, developing tools and technologies
which would distinguish us from the rest of creation
and enable us to have dominion over it.*

If we overlay the views given to us from the ancient
book of Genesis and from modern science, we get a
more stereoscopic picture. Both sources tell us that
humans arose from preexisting materials through a
process that overlaps that which brought forth the
animals. God was ultimately behind that, but used
nature to do his bidding. God also recognized (fore-
saw?) great potential in our species: the capacities for
love, compassion, appreciation for beauty, creativ-
ity, foresight, wisdom, understanding, technology,
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and so many other qualities that he delights in. And
he chose to work through us, and with us, to build
something even bigger and better. A wise and com-
passionate parent handing over the family business
to their children starts them off with smaller respon-
sibilities, lets them practice their skills and develop
confidence, and gives them valuable experience
before handing it over to them completely. That
parent fully recognizes and accepts that the process
takes time and that the children will make mistakes,
but the parent also trusts that those errors will prove
to be learning experiences.

Growing Pains

We humans have been about the business of subdu-
ing and taking dominion of creation for hundreds of
thousands of years, but only in the past few thou-
sand years—arguably only the last few hundred
years —have we reached a point in our evolutionary
journey at which our efforts have global impact. The
Industrial Revolution is said to have inaugurated
our role in global warming of the planet.*” In fact,
we are beginning to have a harmful effect beyond
the atmosphere of our planet. The plethora of satel-
lites and “space-junk” orbiting our planet is creating
the potential for collisions and debris raining down
on the planet. There is a growing concern that our
probes sent to other moons and planets in our own
solar system may introduce Earth-life to those
pristine celestial bodies, raising the possibility of
competition and even displacement of any life forms
that may already be there.

We have been trying out new things, learning from
mistakes, and enjoying successes. Recall the “per-
fect example” I shared above in which we learned
about the crucial role played by carnivores within
ecosystems, and the superior outcome of control-
ling (“subduing”?) rather than eliminating those
keystone predatory species. In the same way, we are
learning from our mistakes made with fossil fuels
and from the solutions offered by green energy:
as battery technology and electrical infrastructure
increase, electric mobility will out-compete its inter-
nal combustion engine counterparts. The destructive
aftermath of introducing foreign invasive species into
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ecosystems has opened our eyes to the greater value
in expending tremendous energy to control those.*
Likewise, the mistakes of using pesticides and herbi-
cides have pointed us to the potential of using more
ecologically friendly approaches which favor more
controlled outcomes, or even more acutely targeted,
genetically based approaches such as releasing
sterilized mosquitos to control malaria and other dis-
eases. DDT (dichloro-diphenyl-trichloroethane) was
developed in the 1940s to combat malaria, typhus,
and the other insect-borne human diseases with no
awareness whatsoever of its potent carcinogenic and
teratogenic effects, leading to horrible birth defects.*
That experience taught us to explore a wide range of
biochemical and physiological effects of new mol-
ecules being developed; this is why clinical studies
now take so long, are so multistaged, and so expen-
sive. It is also, in part, why all chemicals are now
sold with extensive data safety sheets, and advertise-
ments often feature an intimidating list of side-effects
(albeit often in very small print at the bottom, or
voiced in the background at very high speed). And
it also taught us to explore other avenues, such as
using biological approaches to control the mosquito
vector (as already commented upon above).

Yes, humans will make mistakes. We will inevitably
create yet other problems with our new technolo-
gies and projects. Again, we are not omniscient and
omnipotent. But we are learning; we are growing
into our role as co-regents with the One who is. And
we can turn our technology toward the greater good.
Like the beaver, we will build dams to benefit us;
but we will also learn how to mitigate the damage
done by the water that pools behind the dams, how
to rescue the species which are threatened by the
rising waters, and how to create a new ecosystem.
We are learning how to use our technologies to care
for natural problems which are not evidently of our
own doing. For example, novel anticancer therapies,
based on approaches developed for use in humans,
have been adapted to treat Tasmanian devils for an
aggressive tumor disease which otherwise threat-
ened the extinction of that species.®® In addition,
reproductive technologies and wildlife management
practices are being used to bring various species back
from the brink of extinction.
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COVID-19

We have indeed had many pandemics in the past,
and we have also made many mistakes in dealing
with them.” Through those experiences, we have
learned a great deal about our biology, how to deal
with the causative agents (viruses, bacteria), and
how to manage afflicted individuals and vulnerable
populations. Now we are repeating that learning
process as we deal with this latest pandemic. In the
space of one year, we moved from declaring a pan-
demic® to developing several vaccines with very
high efficacy against it. Events like COVID-19 are
part of our tutoring and apprenticeship. I am not
claiming COVID-19 was sent or divinely directed
for that purpose, any more than that the wise parent,
whom I referred to above, might actively orchestrate
disasters and upheavals in the family business sim-
ply “to teach the kids a lesson.” Instead, I am saying
that God created a world full of organisms taking
advantage of available resources and possessing the
capacity for change, which can be good, productive,
and beautiful while, at the same time, carry with it
the risk of sometimes leading to imbalances, extinc-
tions, and other such problems. In the March 2021
issue of Perspectives on Science and Christian Faith,
Christopher Southgate referred to this “package
deal” understanding of the natural world.* Into this
changing and adapting creation, God has called us
into co-regency and dominion to develop the abili-
ties and capacities needed to subdue that creation. In
that sense, these are learning opportunities, and it is
wise to take full advantage of them.

There is debate as to whether humans are, at least in
part, responsible for COVID-19. I am not referring
to baseless claims that the virus was intentionally
engineered but, instead, to the possibility that inad-
equate management of natural resources brought
humans into contact with the bats that carried the
virus, and that selfish interests (resistance to social
distancing and mask-wearing, vaccine hesitancy)
won out over the recommendations of physicians
and scientists, resulting in accelerated and more-
prolonged spread of the disease. We have learned
much from this pandemic: the value of contact-trac-
ing and social-distancing, entirely novel approaches
to the control and treatment of viral diseases (the
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latter may even revolutionize medicine, including
the treatment of cancer®), and the value of caring for
our neighbor —sharing the vaccine with poorer and
technology-deficient countries —not only for reasons
of morality, compassion, and expression of religious
faith, but also out of motivation for self-preservation.

Human Technology Is Part of Our First
Mandate

Theologians have identified within the Hebrew
scriptures numerous iterations of order being created
from disorder: in the first creation of the cosmos, in
the story of Noah's Flood, in the establishing of the
nation of Israel, and in the building of the first and
second Jewish temples. Throughout those writings,
there is the promise of a final state —the kingdom of
God —Dbeing finally established on Earth. That king-
dom 1is characterized by peace and harmony, the
absence of suffering, the desert blossoming like a
crocus (Isa. 35:1), and the lame walking and the blind
seeing (Isa. 35:1; Isa. 35:6). This theme is picked up
again in the New Testament, when Jesus announces
the imminent arrival of that kingdom (Luke 4:17-30).
Once again, humans are left in charge to found the
Christian church and fully unpack what that king-
dom will look like (Mark 16:15). It is interesting here
that Jesus sends them out to “preach the gospel to
the whole creation” (some translations have here “to
every creature”): the gospel is intended not only for
humans to hear! Within this handover, he pointed
to the works that he did as evidence that it was the
Father working through him and said: “Whoever
believes in me will do the works I have been doing,
and they will do even greater things than these”
(John 14:12).

In the overly literalist phase of my spiritual jour-
ney decades ago, when I read biblical passages too
superficially, I naively recalled the miraculous things
that Jesus was doing —raising people from the dead,
walking on water, commanding storms to stop and
mountains to throw themselves into the sea—and
pictured us doing even bigger things than that. To
my disillusionment, practical reality and history
always seemed to pale in comparison to those theo-
logical expectations. Recently, I have considered the
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possibility that Jesus meant “greater things” in the
sense of our finally beginning to fulfill God’s first
command to us, to be his representatives toward
all creation, and in the sense of our enabling the full
arrival of the kingdom of God by bringing healing,
food, water, housing, education, peace-keeping, and
liberation to those in need.

Jesus modeled these actions in a few small parts of
first-century Palestine, and changed the lives of thou-
sands of people in his era. In the tweny-first century,
his followers do the same things on a global scale,
in every part of the world, and they improve the
lives of billions of people. They may not turn water
to wine, but they can use technology to bring clean
water to villages which previously had only dirty
water teeming with bacteria and parasites, or even
no water at all; or his followers may turn food waste
into jet fuel to dramatically lower greenhouse gas
emissions.”® They too turn small individual contribu-
tions into enough loaves of bread to feed thousands
of hungry people. They may not calm the storm on
the raging sea, but they bring peace and comfort to
communities overwhelmed by floods, hurricanes,
and earthquakes. They seed the skies with silver
iodide particles to bring rain to drought-ravaged
lands.* They also resuscitate the dead,” heal people
of all forms of deadly illnesses, free others from the
unclean spirits of mental illness, and restore broken
relationships through modern medicine and compas-
sion. They also bring freedom to oppressed peoples.
These things are being done, on a global scale, by
people wanting to make change(s) for the better, and
often doing so in his name.

Conclusion

Some readers may not appreciate the rosy view of
humans and human technology that they see me
presenting here; they may even think it is somehow
unscriptural. But the first chapter of Genesis tells us
that we were commanded to subdue creation and
have dominion over it, and technology is one way in
which we do just that. In fact, I would argue that it
is impossible for humans to subdue creation without
technology. It is not our salvation, but it is an essential
tool in fulfilling our first mandate. Sometimes tech-
nology itself creates problems. Are those mistakes
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due only to our sinful nature (Genesis chapter 3) or
also to the fact that we are only co-regents-in-train-
ing (Genesis chapter 1) who are still just honing our
skills and learning our trade? In addition, technology
is not always well applied. It can be misused in the
same way that scripture, authority, and love can be,
and have been, misused. Those mistakes are due to
our sinful nature.

What do we humans now do, in light of all the con-
siderations presented above? We should tread lightly
in fulfilling our divine mandate to subdue the earth
and take dominion over creation, and we should
apply lessons learned from making mistakes. Also,
we should be more careful and thoughtful in our
theology and in how we read scripture; there can be
more room for science and philosophy to inform our
interpretation of it. Southgate quoted certain theolo-
gians who pin the blame for COVID-19 on either God
or evil, and biologists who shrug and say that this is
just a fact of nature (the “package deal”): the former
see it as a consequence of living in a world ruled by
Satan, whereas the latter see a world ruled by natural
laws and physics.® We need to open up the dialogue,
and welcome salient points from all quarters, rather
than become siloed in our echo chambers. We should
look to God for wisdom and direction. ®
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Call for Papers

GENDER: FROM CHRISTIAN PERSPECTIVES

Questions of gender identity and gender dysphoria have
become prominent in our culture. Our churches are not
exempt from this development, as Christians can also
struggle with gender identity. What do we know about
the biology of gender? What are Christian perspectives on
gender and the trans experience? What are the important
and unresolved questions?

Onthe ASA and CSCA websites, Tony Jelsma, PhD (McMaster
University), has written an essay that informs us about
what we know and do not know about gender.

He is chair and professor of biology at Dordt University
and has taught courses in human anatomy, physiology, bio-
psychology, and developmental biology. He has a research
background in neuroscience and molecular biology, and a
longstanding fascination with the brain and questions of
faith and science. He is a Fellow of the ASA and has given
multiple presentations at ASA annual meetings on faith
and science topics.
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Readers are encouraged to take up one of the insights
or questions in the invitation essay, or maybe a related
one that was not yet mentioned, and draft an article
(typically about 5,000-8,000 words) that contributes to
the conversation. These can be sent as an attachment
to Tony Jelsma at Tony.Jelsma@Dordt.edu. An abstract
should be included in the text of the email. He will send
the best essays on to peer review and then we will select
from those for publication in a theme issue of Perspectives
on Science and Christian Faith.

The lead editorial in the December 2021 issue of PSCF out-
lines what the journal looks for in the articles we publish.
For best consideration for inclusion in the theme issue,
manuscripts should be received electronically before
April 30, 2022.

Looking forward to your contributions,

James C. Pelerson, editor-in-chief
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