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asserts that relatively little of God's work is transparent to us. His characteris 

tic response to the limits of human knowledge is evident in both passages: d 

your humble daily work properly. The work he specifies is that of the avera 

Israelite, sowing seed. Qohelet's thought often returns to Genesis; it is int 

guing, therefore, that in advising his students about how to make the best u 

of their limited knowledge, he points to the same essential work implied b 

Genesis 1: maintaining by our skilled efforts the fruitfulness of God's origi 
nally abundant creation. 

For Further Reflection 

l. What attitudes to the possibility and desirability of studying the created 
order do these texts encourage? 

2. In what light do these texts depict the relationship between humans 

and other creatures, and how does this bear on Christian approaches to 

understanding and relating to the created order? 

3. How (if at all) does belief in Christ as the one in whom "all things hold 

together" shape Christian approaches to understanding and exploring 
the created order? 

4. What other biblical texts could have been selected for discussion here 
' perhaps because they have historically been significant in shaping Chris-

tian attitudes to scientific work? 

Notes 

1. See the essay by Michael Welker in this volume. 

2. Da~id Winston dates the Wisdom of Solomon to the reign of Caligula (37-41 CE); see 

David Wmston, The Wisdom of Solomon (Anchor Bible; New York: Doubleday, 1979), 3. James 

Reese proposes a date near the beginning of the reign of Augustus Caesar's reign in 28 BCE

see Ja'.11es Reese, "Wisdom of Solomon," Harper's Bible Commentary, ed. James L. Mays (Sa~ 
Francisco: Harper & Row, 1988), 821. 

3. Carl Holladay states that the saying "reverses the usual pantheistic Stoic assertion of 

divin~ immanence." Carl Holladay, "Acts," Harper's Bible Commentary, ed. James L. Mays (San 
Francisco: Harper & Row, 1988), 1103, 

What Is Cre·ation? 

Subtle Insights from Genesis 1 
Concerning the Order of the World 

MICHAEL WELKER 

To BEGIN, LET us LOOK AT how today's general dictionaries understand the 

word "creation." They define creation as "nature," the "world," or a vaguely 

conceived "totality," provided that it is understood as dependent or having 

been brought about by higher powers. These motifs of being "brought about" 

or "dependent" persist regardless whether that creation (creatura) is attributed 

to one god or multiple gods, or even other more primary, manifestly superior 

or otherworldly, supernatural powers or authorities. However, even the activ

ity of bringing about such a "whole," the world or nature is described as 

"creation" (creatio ). And yet the concluding ideas and concepts about this act 

of "bringing about," and that which has been generated, remain mostly 

opaque. These "final thoughts" circulate in myths and sagas, and in almost 

indecipherable cosmological theories. 1 

For some time now in our Western cultures, these ideas have been drawn 

together and reduced to a very abstrac~ and meager conception, that of a 

primal cause or of "being caused," a conception behind which one can neither 

venture nor inquire: God is "the ground of all being," "the all-determining 

reality," "the ultimate point of reference," and so on. These overly simplistic 

theistic ideas lead many among us to equally simplistic questions and concerns 

such as, "How can such an omnipotent and good God allow suffering?" In 

contrast to this, however, we find a much more subtle picture painted by the 

so-called Priestly Creation narrative in Genesis 1, the most important classical 

text among the Bible's Creation stories. 

Probably composed during the Babylonian exile around the year 550 BCE 

(586-538), this text picks up and processes significantly older Creation myths 
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from the Ancient Near East. It is a classic on the topic of "Creation"-a topic 

that we also find treated in Genesis 2, various Psalms, and in texts of the 

wisdom traditions. When we thematize the apparent inconsistencies of Gene

sis 1, it becomes strikingly clear that this biblical Creation narrative actually 

contains a very nuanced understanding of reality, which should be illuminat

ing and challenging not only for the theological but also for the scientific mind. 

Let us start with the first of these seeming inconsistencies, which can appear 

in the tension between Genesis 1 :3-5 and Genesis 1: 14ff. On the one hand, we 

read in verses 3-5 that "God said, 'Let there be light,' and there was light. 

God saw that the light was good, and he separated the light from the darkness. 

And God called the light 'day,' and the darkness he called 'night.' And there 

was evening, and there was morning-the first day." 2 On the other hand, we 

discover verses 14-19 thematizing the creation of heavenly bodies that are 

themselves tasked with separating day and night. How can God create light 

without involving the sun and stars? Why does the separation of day and 

night occur twice? Is this achieved directly by God, or are the heavenly bodies 

supposed to divide day and night? While such questions seem to offer clever 

objections to the supposed naivete of a text unable to express its own ideas, 

they actually fail to perceive the subtle understanding of reality being devel

oped here. 

The Priestly Creation narrative operates with two temporal systems, the 

first being the days of God, and the second being the days of this world that 

are set in rhythm by heavenly bodies. Referring to the work of the great Jewish 

scholar Benno Jacob, the influential Heidelberg Old Testament scholar Claus 

Westermann, and other colleagues, the Zurich Old Testament scholar Odil 

Hannes Steck has shown that two perspectives on reality and two time systems 

must be distinguished here. 3 God thus creates brightness, transparency, and 

light from the very beginning. In the divine activity of creating, God acts in 

this brightness. 4 The light of God, the light in which God creates, rests, and is 

alive and effective, is not simply identical with the light in which human 

beings and other creatures live. They stand, though, in analogy to each other. 

This analogical relation is what makes it possible at all for there to be knowl

edge of God and of creation under the conditions of earthly existence. Like

wise, the separation of light from darkness, carried out by God in the first 

work of Creation, is far from simply identical with the separation of day from 
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night by means of the stars. Yet there are analogies between God's days and 

the days of creatures. 

Of course, the composers of the Priestly Creation narrative did not have 

access to our modern cosmological knowledge. The largest possible number 

conceivable by the authors of the Old Testament was probably that which 

appears in Daniel 7:10, which, describing the heavenly host before God, speaks 

of "ten thousand times ten thousand [standing] before him." Thirteen billion 

years was not even conceivable for the biblical authors-we ourselves have 

only been operating with this concept since the twentieth century. Yet while 

the biblical texts draw an analogy between God's time and "time under 

heaven," they also distinguish between them, as is clear from statements such 

as in Psalm 90:4: "For a thousand years in your sight are like a day that has 

just gone by, or like a watch in the night." 

God's days are great temporal units within which we find the creation of a 

finely differentiated correlation between that range of various realities and 

life processes that we today divide into cosmological, biological, cultural, and 

religious processes. The activity of creation demonstrates itself in the complex 

connection of these very different fields of life and action. In the act of creation 

we see the establishment of complex interdependencies between various 

spheres of life. Indeed, strictly speaking, it is only in their designation for one 

another and in the process of their mutual interweaving that these cosmic, 

biological, cultural, and religious spheres of life become "creation." 

The subtlety of the Priestly Creation narrative is revealed again via a second 

seeming inconsistency. On the one hand, we read that God separates, brings 

forth, creates, places, and so on. On the other hand, the text often uses the 

same verbs (separating, ruling, bringing forth, developing, reproducing) to 

assign this activity to creatures. This differentiated self-activity by created 

beings is repeatedly placed in parallel with God's own creative work, yet with

out it ceasing to be the self-activity of creatures. Thus the firmament of heaven 

is charged with separating the waters and creating and maintaining space for 

the further formation and development of creatures (Gen 1 :6). But in the 

following verse we read that it is God who made the firmament and separated 

the waters. (Gen 1:7). The lights of that firmament are to rule over day and 

night and separate light from darkness (Gen 1:14). Yet in parallel, we read 

that God made the lights, and God sets those lights in the firmament (Gen 

1 :16-18). Verses 21 and 25 stress that God creates all kinds of land animals, 
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but here too we find an appeal to the generative power of the earth: "And 

God said, 'Let the land produce living creatures according to their kinds: 

livestock, creatures that move along the ground, and wild animals'" (Gen 

1:24). Thus, according to the Priestly Creation narrative, creation and evolu

tion are not alternatives. For many scientists and people influenced by belief 

in merely scientific worldviews, evolution is regarded as "the most efficient 

engine of atheism ever discovered by humans." "Creationists and believers in 

almost any religion are right that evolutionary biology should be feared and 
rejected. It is the great engine of atheism." 5 

Yet, as a third seeming inconsistency prompts us to ask, how are we to 

distinguish between God and creature, God's creativity and power, and the 

creaturely creativities and powers? This question becomes quite urgent when 

we begin to think of God and world, God and creature, in a one-to-one rela

tionship-as is, unfortunately, all too characteristic for most popular and even 

some educated religious thinking. How can we distinguish God and world, 

God and the human being, when God, world, and person are all co-creative 

entities? The answer is that a mere one-to-one relationship is precisely what 

we do not find represented in biblical Creation-thought. Rather, we have to 

reflect a one-to-many relationship. Different creatures share in God's creativ

ity, but in a graduated way. The heavens separate, the stars rule, the earth 

brings forth, and human beings receive the so-called call to dominion. Yet 

God is the one who orchestrates these various dimensions and processes. As 

soon as we understand this model it becomes clear why biblical thought relates 

God's creation with God's rule. The cooperation between different spheres of 

life and created realms of power is attributed and credited to divine activity. 

A deeper recognition of the concept of world order in the Priestly text 

arises from a fourth seeming inconsistency that is summed up in the following 

question: If creatures are given a share in God's creativity, does this not then 

endanger creation; that is, does creation not then potentially endanger itself? 

Furthermore, if the self-endangerment of creation is actually permitted, how 

can the Bible say that creation is "good"; indeed, how can we say together 

with verse 31: "God saw all that he had made, and it was very good. And 

there was evening, and there was morning-the sixth day"? 

This common question is often connected with the issue of theodicy: How 

can we reconcile suffering and death in creation with the goodness and power 

of God? There is a very clear, yet equally sobering, answer to this question: 
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creation does not offer us a life of divine glory. Creatures are not divine beings. 

In contrast to other Creation narratives from the Ancient Near East, the bibli

cal Creation story actually brings about a secularization of the powers of 

heaven, the stars, the earth, and even the monsters of the deep. Even the 

heavens are no longer a divine entity but rather a creature. From the perspec

tive of the biblical traditions, they are a powerful creature since the forces of 

light, warmth, and water come to earth "from the heavens." But they are not 

to be worshipped. In the same way, the stars are powerful not only as natural 

beings but also as culturally determinative forces. They regulate time and the 

dates of festivals. 

But even the stars are not to be worshipped as gods, as was common in 

other ancient religions. And while other Creation narratives from the Ancient 

Near East speak of a battle between God, or the gods, and the forces of chaos 

(arising, for example, from the depths of the sea), in verses 20-21 we read 

God's command: "Let the water teem with living creatures, and let birds fly 

above the earth above the expanse of the sky. So God created the great crea

tures of the sea and every living and moving thing with which the water 

teems." Talk of great sea creatures (which Luther translated as "whales") hints 

at those monsters of the deep seen in other Creation narratives, monsters 

against which the gods must battle in order to create. But in the biblical Cre

ation account, the great monsters are naturalized and secularized. All these 

most impressive and sometimes frightening creatures are not gods, even 

though they possess great power. Yet with that power they can also cause 

conflicts and risks in creation. 

We see this especially clearly in the charge of dominion given to human 

beings: "God blessed them and said to them, 'Be fruitful and increase in num

ber· fill the earth and subdue it. Rule over the fish of the sea and the birds of , 
the air and over every living creature that moves on the ground'" (Gen 1:28). 

The verbs "to subdue" and "to rule" speak the language of conquerors and of 

slaveholders. In the 1960s and 1970s, this led to a na'ive conception that the 

biblical Creation narratives sponsored ecological brutalism, particularly evi

dent in Descartes naming the human being "ma1tre et possesseur de la nature." 

In response to this accusation, some offered an equally na'ive theology that 

sought to concentrate more upon the so-called Yahwist Creation narrative 

in Genesis 2, thus emphasizing that narrative's language of "cultivating and 
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keeping" the earth as an apparently more appropriate approach to Cre

ation-as if the good gardener would not go into the garden or field with 

secateurs and hoe. 

Over against such maneuvering, we can clearly see that the Priestly Cre

ation narrative in Genesis 1 expressly addresses this problem: that human 

beings as well as animals are both allocated to a communal sphere for nutri

tion, and thus it will come to a conflict of interests. In the call to dominion, this 

conflict is clearly decided in favor of human beings. We have here a distinct 

anthropocentrism in defiance of all nature worship. Yet neither do we have 

unchecked brutalism against our fellow creatures. Again, this is made clear in 

the famous text on the calling of human beings to reflect the imago Dei, the 

image of God: "So God created man in his own image, in the image of God 

he created him; male and female he created them" (Gen 1:27). This language 

of the imago Dei stems from royal ideology of the Ancient Near East and is 

connected with the expectation that a ruler will practice justice and defend the 

weak. Thus the Priestly Creation narrative develops a subtle ethos regarding 

the status of human dominion. On the one hand, there is an endorsement of 

human reproduction and expansion across the earth, and humans are privi

leged over the animals. On the other hand, humans are to reflect the imago 

Dei; that is, they should rule as the image of God, guaranteeing justice and 

providing protection for the weak-not only among human beings but also 

for the rest of creation. 

These tensions help us to recognize the way in which the Creation narrative 

is very realistically aware of a world in which life lives off other life. It is not 

a dream world or utopia but the world in which we actually find ourselves. 

Yet the next seeming inconsistency prompts us to object: How can it then be 

that "God saw that it was good"-indeed, even "very good"? In the Old 

Testament, "good" (fob) means that which "supports and promotes life." Thus, 

the orchestrated interplay of cosmic, biological, cultural, and religious proc

esses is seen by God as good, as that which truly nurtures life. Yet, again, this 

does not mean that creation offers us a life of divine glory. There remains a 

sharp distinction between God and creation. The conflicts that subsequently 

arise from this situation, especially in the struggle between human beings and 

animals, are taken up in the Priestly Creation narrative and regulated by the 

charge to dominion and through the special distinction of human beings as 

the imago Dei. 
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Sadly, human beings are in no position to live up to that distinction. The 

book of Genesis already highlights the potential for massive self-endangerment, 

delusion, and self-destruction-themes that are extensively developed in the 

stories of the so-called primal history that follow the Creation narrative. "Cre

ation" alone cannot testify adequately to the divinity of God. A merely natu

ralistic perception of creation is totally insufficient. Yet even an "expansion" of 

this focus on nature to include aspects of "culture and history" will remain 

theologically deficient as long as it fails to offer perspectives on the salvific and 

redemptive work of God. 6 

Notes 

1. See Michael Welker, Creatio11 and Reality: Theological and Biblical Perspectives, Warfield 

Lectures 1991 (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1999). 
2. Biblical passages are from the New Revised Standard Version, with some adaptations by 

the author. 
3. Odil Hannes Steck, Der Schopfimgsbericht der Priesterschrift: Studien zttr literarkritischen 

1111d iiber!ieferu11gsgeschichtliche11 Problematik von Genesis 1,1-2,4a, rev. ed. (Gottingen: Vanden

hoeck & Ruprecht, 1981), 112-13 and 16lff. 

4. See ibid., 176. 
5. William B. Provine, "Evolution, Religion, and Science," in The Oxford Handbook of Reli

gio11 a11d Scie11ce, ed. Philip Clayton (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), 667-80, at 667 and 

679; a more nuanced perspective with respect to the enormous suffering in the universe is given 

by John F. Haught, "God and Evolution," in ibid., 697-712. 

6. See Michael Welker, The Scie11ce a11d Theology Dialogue: What Can Theology Contribute? 

(Neukirchen: Neukirchener Verlag, 2012). 


