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What is the purpose of animals? Didn’t God give humans dominion over other 
creatures? Didn’t Jesus eat lamb? These are the kinds of questions that Christians 
who advocate compassion toward other animals regularly face. Yet Christians who 
have a faith-based commitment to care for other animals through what they eat, 
what they wear, and how they live with other creatures are often unsure how to 
address these biblically and theologically based challenges. In A Faith Embracing All 
Creatures, authors from various denominational, national, ethnic, and cultural 
backgrounds wrestle with the text, theology, and tradition to explain the roots of 
their desire to live peaceably with their nonhuman kin. Together, they show that 
there are no easy answers on “what the Bible says about animals.” Instead, there are 
nuances and complexities, which even those asking these questions may be 
unaware of. Editors Andy Alexis-Baker and Tripp York have gathered a collection of 
essays that wrestle with these nuances and tensions in Scripture around nonhuman 
animals. In so doing, they expand the discussion of nonviolence, peacemaking, and 
reconciliation to include the oft-forgotten other members of God’s good creation.

“Far too often, serious concern for nonhuman animals is dismissed by well-meaning Christians—who otherwise might share such concerns-
because of some remarkably consistent (and understandable) hesitations. For some decades now we have needed a resource that brought 
together experts to respectfully answer these concerns, and with this book we finally have this invaluable resource.”
—CHARLES C. CAMOSY, Assistant Professor of Christian Ethics, Fordham University, Duane Library 

“Many good books deserve an enthusiastic recommendation. But only a few merit the stockpiling of a stash of copies to give to anyone and 
everyone who crosses one’s path. A Faith Embracing All Creatures will be greeted as this latter sort of book by anyone with a heart for creation care. . . 
. Christians of all varieties will find accessible, creative, and challenging perspectives on a crucial, but oft-neglected aspect of their daily discipleship. 
Animal advocates, Christian or otherwise, will find an indispensable resource for engaging religious audiences. And everyone will find a prophetic 
call to compassion and justice for all of God’s creatures issued from some of the most influential voices in animal ethics and theology as well as from 
some of the field’s most provocative newcomers.”
—MATTHEW C. HALTEMAN, Associate Professor of Philosophy, Calvin College

“Other recent books have made the case that our contemporary treatment of animals is both inhumane and unchristian; A Faith Embracing All 
Creatures does so in a refreshingly light-handed way. Its arguments are both morally serious and deeply theological, particularly because its authors 
pore carefully over important sections of biblical text. But the book is also extremely inviting as it opens to questions people are genuinely asking 
about how a commitment to moral vegetarianism (or related commitments) can make theological sense. . . . Furthermore, the concerns about the 
welfare of animals that the authors highlight in their theologizing turn out to be immensely fruitful. As they free us from customary presumptions, 
they teach us how to read and appreciate the biblical material in new ways.”
—DR. CHARLES R. PINCHES, Professor and Chair, Department of Theology/Religious Studies, University of Scranton
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Foreword: Expanding Our Compassion Footprint

Once we realize the common bonds of compassion we share with other 
animals, we can more easily hear their persistent plea to treat them better 
or leave them alone. This is their manifesto, as I call it in a recent book. To 
do what they are asking of us would be an easy and commonsense deci-
sion. It is a matter of making different choices about who (not what) we 
eat and buy, how we educate, entertain, and amuse ourselves, and how we 
conduct research. But it is also a matter of how we see ourselves. Are we 
above all other creatures? Or do we share intimate connections, each of us 
being exceptional in unique ways? 

Throughout my years as a field biologist and ethologist, I have spent 
thousands of hours studying and learning a great deal about animal vir-
tues and passions. The most crucial lesson has been the importance of 
recognizing the deep bonds we share with other creatures and how much 
their feelings and lives matter to them—and must matter to us. Far too 
often this isn’t the case. Knowing that animals have beliefs and feelings 
carries with it an enormous responsibility to love and look out for the 
well-being of the other beings with whom we share the planet. This re-
quires a degree of empathy with other animals’ interests. It requires seeing 
the world as they see it, taking into account their thoughts and feelings 
and what they want and need from us. It is taking this other point of view 
that really matters. It requires us to practice what I call “deep ethology.”

Yet, too often in science and religion, we act as if our human world-
view is all that exists. Respect for the dignity of other animals’ lives is 
rare, and vulgar utilitarianism usually wins the day. The costs and benefits 
of our actions are weighed carefully from a human standpoint with no 
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consideration of the nonhuman view. Yet, that great Christian maxim to 
do unto others as you would have them do to you calls us to look at things 
from another standpoint. Why should we not look at things from the per-
spective of nonhuman animals? They are rational, sentient creatures who 
care as much about their lives as we do our own.

I hope this book, with its indebtedness to both religious and scien-
tific resources, can help Christians see Christianity anew and help all of 
us expand our compassion footprint. Reading the Bible with new eyes, 
and reading the Christian tradition with a focus not only on its failures 
in this area but also on its successes, can only enlarge that compassion 
to which Jesus called his disciples so long ago—and which many have 
so imperfectly practiced over the centuries. As we “mind” animals by re-
specting their individuality, appreciating their viewpoints, and trying to 
understand their feelings—all while recognizing that they are intelligent 
creatures in their own right—we begin to see the world as much more 
awe-inspiring and wonderful than when we center on our own abilities. 
We live as kin in a magnificent house with many creatures. We must ap-
preciate that other animals allow us into their lives, trusting that we will 
have their best interests at heart. 

Seeing through the eyes of other animals has deep religious signifi-
cance. This realization challenges the old hierarchies, which situate hu-
mans on top of an absolute divide between us and other animals, and 
places humans in continuity with other animals. Furthermore, it has 
significant ethical implications for the way we treat other animals as “cov-
enantal partners” (as Tripp York calls it in his essay), with hospitality (as 
Laura Hobgood-Oster so eloquently argues in her chapter), and with a 
“dominion” of servanthood rather than domination (as Carol Adams so 
powerfully articulates in chapter 1). Seeing animals in this way can truly 
deepen our own spiritual experiences as we search for and seek to live out 
a peaceable kingdom in our own limited ways.

This collection of essays is a sign of hope for Christianity and for 
religion in general. It is possible to look again at one’s beliefs and to ex-
pand one’s outlook. After all, when a Gentile woman came to Jesus asking 
for a blessing, he told her he had come for Israel and not “dogs.” She re-
sponded by saying that even dogs get scraps from the table when a person 
is compassionate. Jesus liked that answer, blessed her, and expanded his 
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own view as a result. Why should Christians not do likewise as ethologists 
knock on the door asking for reconsideration? As I think about the lives 
of our nonhuman animal friends, I smile. But I also feel a twinge of sad-
ness as I realize that we have created whole areas where life can no longer 
sustain itself. This planet is the only home we have; and we have it together 
or not at all.

I have hope that once a book like this one has whetted your appetite, 
you will feast on the plethora of studies that bring even more in-depth 
explorations on the many areas that the animal question raises. Our in-
satiable appetite for knowledge need not destroy but can build up loving 
lives full of curiosity at this wondrous miracle we call life. We suffer the 
indignities to which we expose other animals, and heartfelt coexistence 
will be beneficial to nonhuman and human alike as we move into the fu-
ture. Our children (and their children) depend on goodwill to all beings. 
Let’s not let them down. 

Marc Bekoff
Caparica, Portugal
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Introduction

Andy Alexis-Baker

Having grown up in a meat-eating household without the good fortune 
of vegetarian friends or relatives, I did not have many reasons to think 
about the animals that I ate on a regular basis. Looking back, the very 
idea of eating a plant-based diet would have sounded strange to me. And 
since my family was convinced that a meal without meat is no meal at all, 
the thought of excluding it from our dinner table would have been laugh-
able. Even after converting to Christianity in my twenties, I still didn’t 
give other animals much thought. Church functions regularly featured 
some kind of animal body to celebrate a baptism or a holiday, or as a dish 
at a fun gathering, and foregoing meat was even discouraged sometimes. 
Once, a minister who had been a vegetarian back in his “wild, experimen-
tal youth” asked me if I had tried vegetarianism. Knowing that I leaned 
toward the “liberal” side of politics, he informed me that he had long 
outgrown the practice and that Christianity does not support that sort of 
thing. I suppose I agreed; I don’t remember objecting. After all, I had been 
raised to believe—both in church and elsewhere—that other animals were 
made for human use. 

It was not until I attended a small liberal arts college that I encoun-
tered the idea of a vegetarianism rooted in Christian faith. I stumbled 
upon and became haunted by the idea in an essay written by Stanley 
Hauerwas and John Berkman (the latter of whom has written for this 
volume).1 Already convinced (by Hauerwas no less) that Christians were 

1. Hauerwas and Berkman, “Trinitarian Theology of the ‘Chief End of All Flesh.’”
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called to witness to the peaceable kingdom, I found compelling their ar-
gument about living as signs of the coming peaceable kingdom, which has 
to include others in creation. Still, I couldn’t completely erase some of the 
common biblical questions like those featured in this book. 

In my case, these questions took on a new urgency and served, not 
as a way to uphold my previous assumptions, but as a way to test whether 
those previous assumptions lined up with the trajectory of the gospel. 
And they were quickly joined by other questions: If I am to be part of a 
people who witness to God’s creating, reconciling, and redeeming activ-
ity, which culminates in the end of all suffering and death, what relation-
ship should I have to nonhuman animals now? If wolves, lions, calves, 
and lambs have a peaceable relationship in the final consummation of 
all things, how can I continue participating in the intentional killing of 
other creatures when it is not at all necessary for my survival? How do 
my choices regarding nonhuman animals affect my witness to God’s good 
purposes? I could no longer assert a biblical position that lined up with 
my unexamined practices. A certain logic of the gospel, or theological 
trajectory, utterly gripped my life. I still had biblical questions, but I put 
them aside and gradually gave up eating anything that had a face on it. 
I had already claimed a pacifist identity; but now my pacifism became 
hospitable enough to include nonhuman animals.

Questions for Christian Vegans and Vegetarians

Since I have made the transition from consumer of other animals to 
vegetarian and then to vegan, I now face biblical and theological ques-
tions from others about my decisions: Didn’t God tell Noah to eat the 
animals? Aren’t humans more important than animals? Aren’t Christian 
vegetarians and vegans just avoiding the natural cycle of life and death? I 
quickly found that I had to delve more deeply into the Christian tradition’s 
rich resources to figure out how to begin to respond to such questions. 
Sometimes the questions feel like accusations that I am being “heretical” 
by witnessing to God’s peaceable kingdom for all creatures, or that I am 
engaging in some weird experiment that I should not talk about or even 
exhibit in polite society. Other times, the questions—genuine and heart-
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felt—come from people seeking to understand. In either case, I needed to 
know more, so I did what book lovers do: I read lots of books and articles.

In my search for answers, I found a variety of authors who answered 
one or more of the kinds of questions I was encountering. But I could 
not find a single source to which to point people who wanted to know 
more about a biblically and theologically rich Christian vegetarianism. 
Moreover, some of the answers I read needed a new approach. So I ap-
proached various authors I had read or people I know to ask if they’d be 
willing to share how they answer these questions—or at least how they 
would answer them once they had finished studying the issues. Along the 
way, Tripp York joined in to help with all the tasks of editing as well as 
to share his wisdom from the publishing world. We also came up with a 
vision for a “peaceable kingdom series” in which this book would be the 
second entry. 

Altogether, the essays move from topics dealing with the Old Testa-
ment to the New Testament to reflections on the tradition and theology 
around animals more broadly. Written from a Christian vegetarian or 
vegan perspective,2 these chapters take the Bible, theology, and church 
history seriously in an effort to increase our literacy around the place of 
nonhuman animals within our faith. The authors, including philosophers, 
professors, activists, students, and others, take different approaches in 
responding to their questions; some individuals take a literal, focused ap-
proach to the Bible, while others put multiple texts in conversation with 
one another or explore broad themes and trajectories. All the contribu-
tions enrich the ongoing and growing discussion about the place of non-
human animals in the Christian life and theology.

2. Vegetarians are those who abstain from animal flesh in their diets. Sometimes 
they also avoid using products that have been tested on animals or wearing clothing 
made from dead animals. Vegans are distinct from vegetarians in that, in addition to 
eliminating animal flesh from their diets, they also abstain from dairy and eggs, and 
more rigorously avoid clothing, medical and other products that use nonhuman animal 
bodies as test subjects or byproducts. Both groups are concerned with cruelty toward 
animals and the ways in which they are seen (and used) as machines for human desire 
rather than as living creatures with their own unique lives worth more than any human 
can measure. Because of these concerns, vegetarians and vegans often see their practice 
as a lifestyle choice rather than a simple dietary restriction.
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Vegetarian, Vegan, or Omnivore-with-Questions? 
This Book Is for You

Tripp and I have designed this book to appeal to at least three audiences. 
People who see their veg-lifestyle as part of their commitment to follow-
ing Jesus, yet who feel at a loss when explaining their decision in light of 
Scripture, will find this book a helpful resource for addressing common 
questions. Meanwhile, those who use nonhuman animal bodies as part of 
their diets and other lifestyle habits will discover ideas that may challenge 
preconceived notions about what the Bible does or doesn’t say about the 
status of other animals. Finally, advocates for nonhuman animals who see 
Christianity and the Bible as a primary instrument for dominating other 
species will find that the Bible can be a resource for defending nonhuman 
animals from cruelty and indifference. In an effort to reach people with 
multiple perspectives, Tripp and I have also been diligent in seeking gen-
der, racial, and national diversity among the contributors. No other book 
on Christianity and animals has had so many women authoring chapters, 
with more than half of the essays written by women, three of whom are 
women of color. Although the book contains no Latino/a or Asian (or 
other non-Western) perspectives, we see the diversity herein as a small 
but significant step in a more inclusive conversation about nonhuman 
animal welfare from a Christian perspective.

An Invitation

When the prophet Nathan went to confront King David about his ille-
gal and immoral activities, he used the example of a poor man and his 
little lamb to illustrate his message. In Nathan’s story, the man raised the 
lamb, and “it grew up with him and with his children; it used to eat of his 
meager fare, and drink from his cup, and lie in his bosom, and it was like 
a daughter to him” (2 Sam 12:2–4). While many people denounce com-
panion animals in modern times as a luxury of modernity and affluence, 
it is worth noting that this man is poor, and that this is an ancient example 
of human and animal bonds. The man did not place the animal beneath 
his daughters but treated her as family. When Nathan described how a 
wealthy person killed the little lamb, King David became outraged. Yet his 
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anger was not merely at the rich exploiting the poor; he was also incensed 
by the killer’s disrespect for the loving relationship between the man and 
his lamb. David could have said, “Well, lambs are for eating—why should 
I be bothered about the death of such a creature?” Instead, the king of 
Israel showed deep compassion and grief. 

After reading this book, Tripp and I hope that you—like the poor 
man and King David—are better able to see other animals with new eyes. 
This book is neither the beginning nor the end of the discussion. But we 
hope it will be a significant resource along the way toward expanding 
what Marc Bekoff has called “our compassion footprint.”3

3. See Bekoff, Animal Manifesto: Six Reasons for Expanding Our Compassion 
Footprint. Tripp York and I would like to thank Nekeisha Alexis-Baker for her careful 
reading of this entire manuscript. Her suggestions as well as editing helped us to make 
the chapters better. Her dedication and love for all creatures is inspiring.
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1
What about Dominion in Genesis?

Carol J. Adams

it is unfortunate that Christians often choose Genesis 1, a chapter 
that so poetically describes relationship and goodness, to justify human 
abuse and exploitation of other animals. Genesis 1 describes God’s rela-
tionship to the created world in powerful and elegant prose. Yet, when 
most modern readers reflect on other animals, this beautiful landscape 
and focus on God and God’s relationship with all creatures disappears. 
Instead, we often narrow our attention to Genesis 1:26 and 28—and, at 
times, even more narrowly to the word dominion. 

Then God said, “Let us make humankind in our image, ac-
cording 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.” So God cre-
ated humankind in his image, in the image of God he created 
them; male and female he created them. 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.” (Gen 1:26–28)
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A Faith Embracing All Creatures

With these verses, we find ourselves in the midst of controversy. Ironically, 
a chapter that evokes images of peace among all becomes the source of 
heated disagreement. Many are confused by the word dominion—what it 
means and what it allows. As issues of veganism and animal rights gain 
more cultural legitimacy, the question, “Didn’t God give people dominion 
over animals and doesn’t that permit us to [fill in the blank: eat them, wear 
them, experiment on them, cage them]?” becomes an honest attempt to 
reconcile the cultural worldview about other animals (they are ours to 
use) with the biblical mandate by which many wish to live their lives. Isn’t 
dominion over the other animals what God permits? Isn’t this the mes-
sage of these passages? At other times, the question about God granting 
human beings dominion is asked not out of confusion but out of defen-
siveness. It is thrown at someone to cut off discussion rather than to open 
up discussion; it arises from a desire to justify contemporary practices.

This chapter seeks to answer the question by looking at dominion, 
both the word and its context—not just the context of Genesis 1, though it 
is a very important context, but also the christological context. Let’s start 
with a different question: What does dominion look like today? Why do 
we move away from other animals in seeking to establish who we are? 
Why is our identity so fragile that acts of denial are required to hide our 
actions? What is being protected—our relationship to Scripture or our 
relationship to dinner? 

It has been said that if kings and queens exercised dominion over 
their subjects the way human beings do over the other animals, kings 
and queens would have no subjects. So why is being in God’s image of-
ten interpreted in view of power, manipulation, and hegemony instead 
of compassion, mercy, and emptying unconditional love? We often an-
thropomorphize God as powerful, fierce, and angry (if not belligerent). 
When we are lording over others, using power—it is then that we are most 
likely to assert the image of God. Acts of unconditional love, suspensions 
of judgment, mercy for the weak, and kindness to animals get associated 
with a wishy-washy picture of who Jesus was, but are rarely discussed re-
garding God the Creator. 

By beginning with beginnings, we are offered the opportunity to re-
flect not only on the meaning of dominion in the context of Genesis 1, but 
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on what it means to read and heed the biblical story, what it means to live 
in God’s creation, and what it means to follow Jesus.

Genesis 1: A Habitat and Its Inhabitants

Genesis 1 shows us how human and nonhuman animals are the inhab-
itants of God’s created world. There is a movement in Genesis 1. Not 
just a poetic movement conveyed by the repetition of certain words, or 
a creative movement from chaos and darkness to order and light, but a 
movement of intent and relationship. God creates a habitat for inhabit-
ants. The commonality of humans and nonhumans as the inhabitants is 
emphasized through God’s instructions concerning their shared diet, that 
is, how they will use the habitat.

In Genesis 1:26–28, the word dominion appears twice, as we saw 
above. But day six remains incomplete. Then immediately follows:

God said, “See, I have given you every plant yielding seed 
that is upon the face of all the earth, and every tree with seed 
in its fruit; you shall have them for food. And to every beast 
of the earth, everything that has the breath of life, I have 
given every green plant for food.” And it was so. God saw 
everything that he had made, and indeed, it was very good. 
And there was evening and there was morning, the sixth day.

A vegan diet for all inhabitants culminates all of God’s creative activity. 

Parallels between Days 1–3 and Days 4–6

Some commentators see a parallel construction between the creation of 
days 1–3 and days 4–6. During God’s creative acts of days 1–3, the creation 
of light results in the naming of day and night, the creation of the sky gives 
us sky and water, and the creation of land provides plants yielding seed 
of every kind. So days 1–3 feature the creation of the habitat: “structure 
and light, sky and water, land and plants.”1 With days 4–6, God creates the 
inhabitants of those habitats: heavenly lights, living creatures who fill the 
waters and fly in the sky, living creatures for the land, and humankind.

1. Bland, “Homiletical Perspective on Genesis 1:1–2, 4a,” 29.
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Days 1–3: HABITAT Days 4–6: INHABITANTS

Day 1: Let there be Light Day 4: lights in the sky

Named Day/Night heavenly lights/stars that 
rule the sky
“Rule”

Day 2: Dome that separates water Day 5: living creatures that 
inhabit the waters and 
the sky

Named sky

Day 3: dry land Day 6: land creatures and human 
beings

Dominion for human 
beings

Plant reproduction Human reproduction

Their “reproductive powers are 
included in their creation”2

“These livings beings 
are endowed with the 
right of self-propagation 
by a separate act—a 
benediction.”3 

plants yielding seed, and fruit 
trees of every kind on earth that 
bear fruit with the seed in it.

Your food will be plant 
yielding seeds and fruit 
trees

23

After all this dynamic, creative activity that relates inhabitants to 
habitat, the word radah (translated as “dominion”) appears. The word ap-
pears twice (Gen 1:26, 28). In 1:28, the inhabitants of the sea, the air, and 
the land (still in the order of creation) are said to be under the dominion 
of humankind. One more thing occurs: God tells humankind about the 
habitat, especially that which was created on day three. The “plants yield-
ing seed, and fruit trees of every kind” (Gen 1:10) created on day three 
are now presented as food for humankind. The parallels between days 
1–3 and days 4–6 culminate here, in God’s instructions about what to 
consume from the created world. “Everything that has the breath of life” 
(that is, the inhabitants) are “given every green plant for food” (habitat).4

2. Skinner, Genesis, 28.
3. Ibid.
4. Ibid., 29, 31.
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Here in Genesis, God’s word is spoken, and all creation flows from 
it. In Genesis 1, creation and God’s presence throughout the earth are 
linked. Moreover, creation and blessing are linked. Dry land appears out 
of the water and it is good. Fruit-bearing trees appear and they are good. 
Heavenly lights appear and they are good. Living creatures of the sea ap-
pear and God sees they are good. God blesses them. God creates land 
creatures and they, too, are good. God creates humankind and blesses 
them. At the end of the sixth day, “God saw everything that he had made, 
and indeed, it was very good.” Unlike God’s acts of blessing other parts 
of creation, God does not say that humans are good apart from all the 
other inhabitants and habitats. Instead, “everything” is “very good.” That 
humans get no statement of goodness apart from all other creation high-
lights the fact that this text means to intimately connect us to all other cre-
ated beings and everything on the earth.5 Roberta Kalechofsky, remarking 
on the repeated statement “it was good,” observes that “the depiction of 
the creation of fish, fowl, and animal in Genesis, is each species with its 
integrity, and substantiates the view that animals were regarded as integral 
subjects in their own right. God’s delight in these creations, stated with 
blessing or with simple majesty, ‘And it was good,’ does not reflect a god 
who created animal life to be in bondage.”6 

The more the word dominion is broken away from its context of 
Genesis 1, the more likely it is that what one is defending is a broken 
relationship between humans and the other animals and the world they 
inhabit. In contemporary culture, the constant reference to the dominion 
established in Genesis 1 suggests not just a devolution in the meaning of 
the word dominion, but also the loss of the sense of blessing in our begin-
nings and our relationships. And if God calls humanity good only in their 
relationship to the land, the sea, the air, and to the other living creatures, 
then referring to dominion in Genesis to justify human domination of 
animals also misses a crucial aspect of the biblical story: humanity is inti-
mately bound up in relationship to habitat and other inhabitants, as well 
as with God. How have so many Christians missed this crucial point?

5. For a discussion of this connection, see Spanner, “Tyrants, Stewards—or Just 
Kings?” 217–18.

6. Kalechofsky, “Hierarchy, Kinship, and Responsibility,” 95.
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Whatever dominion humans have been granted over nonhuman 
animals is constrained not just by Genesis 1:29 and its dictates about food, 
but by the entire movement of God’s creative acts up to this point. Humans 
and nonhuman animals are not the devourers of each other, but of plants. 
We could say literally, if you accept 1:26, you have to accept 1:29—they are 
hooked, they are yoked. As Andrew Linzey states, “Herb-eating dominion 
is hardly a license for tyranny.”7 There is no commandment to eat animals, 
and there is no association between dominion and the presumption that 
humans should eat other animals.

John Skinner, commenting a century ago, notes: “the first stage of the 
world’s history—that state of things which the Creator pronounced very 
good—is a state of peace and harmony in the animal world.”8 As sacred 
Scripture, this first chapter of the first book of the Bible shows us a move-
ment: creation and blessing and acknowledging the goodness that exists 
in sky and land, plants and living creatures.

What Does Dominion Mean?

What does the word dominion mean when it appears in Genesis 1? How 
can we know what to say about dominion if we do not know what the 
word means?

Though it is very difficult to know, exactly, what the word domin-
ion meant more than two thousand years ago, scholars have attempted 
to identify possibilities for what it means within Genesis 1. Though we 

7. Linzey, “Vegetarianism as a Biblical Ideal,” 127. Of course, Genesis does not give 
humans license to wantonly kill and destroy plant life either. God gives them to us 
for food. The center point of Eden and the New Jerusalem involves trees (Rev 22:2). 
Moreover, the cedars of Lebanon, which once stood so tall and beautiful, had in the bib-
lical era been clear-cut so that nothing was left but a barren wasteland. The Scriptures 
attest to the beauty of these forests (Pss 29:4; 92:12; 104:16; Song 4:5, 8) and lament 
the clear-cutting that devastated them, which was carried out to build luxury palaces 
(and with conscripted labor). In place of the forests, the ancient empires sought to set 
up towering cities, which the prophets denounce (Isa 37:22–24; Ezek 31:3–11; Amos 
2:9; Zech 11:1–2). For an accessible treatment of this issue, see Myers, “The Cedar Has 
Fallen!” 211–22.

8. Skinner, Genesis, 34.
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cannot know with certainty, the word dominion does not seem to carry 
the harsh tones often associated with it in current debates.

Let’s consider the discussions that try to establish what the Hebrew 
term translated as dominion means. In what follows you may feel like you 
are slogging through mud, but it is important for us to know what the 
scholarship about the word is. After all, a lot hangs on the word dominion, 
and we have a responsibility to try to be as informed as possible about its 
meaning. 

James Barr suggests that radah was generally used in relation to 
kings ruling over certain areas. “For instance in 1 Kings v. 4 the verb is 
used to express Solomon’s dominion (expressly a peaceful dominion) over 
a wide area.”9 Barr argues that dominion carries no idea of exploitation; 
indeed, “man would lose his ‘royal’ position in the realm of living things 
if the animals were to him an object of use or of prey.”10 Yoel Arbeitman, 
a Semitic language scholar, summarizing the scholarship, identifies these 
possibilities for the word’s meaning: 

•	 “to rule or shepherd in a neutral sense”;

•	 “to lead about”;

•	 “to lead, accompany; master, punish”; 

•	 “to be governed/controlled,” as in “to tame.”11 

Mary Phil Korsak translates the Hebrew word radah as “govern,”12 and 
Clare Palmer writes about the issue of dominion in Genesis 1:

God is understood to be an absentee landlord, who has put 
humanity in charge of his [sic] possessions. . . . Within the 
framework of this model, God’s actions and presence are 
largely mediated through humans. This is so both in the 
feudal perception, where God the Master leaves man [sic] in 
charge of his [sic] estate, and also in the financial perception, 
where God, the owner of financial resources, puts them in 

9. Barr, “Man and Nature,” 22.
10. Ibid., 23.
11. Cited in Kalechofsky, “Hierarchy, Kinship, and Responsibility,” 93. 
12. Korsak, “. . . et Genetrix: A five-page poem,” 27.
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the trust of humanity, the investor, to use for him [sic] as 
best it can.13

While the above-noted scholars see dominion as a somewhat be-
nevolent force, Gerhard von Rad sees in the word radah a much more 
powerful force: “the expressions for the exercise of this dominion are 
remarkably strong: rādā, ‘tread,’ ‘trample’ (e.g., the wine press); similarly 
kābaš, ‘stamp.’”14

The New Interpreter’s Bible suggests a less forceful reading of both 
words (radah and kabas). 

A study of the verb have dominion . . . reveals that it must be 
understood in terms of care-giving, even nurturing, not ex-
ploitation. As the image of God, human beings should relate 
to the nonhuman as God relates to them. This idea belongs 
to the world of the ideal conceptions of royal responsibility 
(Ezek 34:1–4; Ps 72: 8–14) and centers on the animals.15

As for kabas, The New Interpreter’s Bible says, 

The command to “subdue the earth” . . . focuses on the earth, 
particularly cultivation (see 2:5, 15), a difficult task in those 
days. While the verb may involve coercive aspects in inter-
human relationships (see Num 32:22, 29), no enemies are in 
view here. More generally, “subduing” involves development 
in the created order. This process offers to the human be-
ing the task of intra-creational development, of bringing the 
world along to its fullest possible creational potential. Here 
paradise is not a state of perfection, not a stable state of af-
fairs. Humans live in a highly dynamic situation.16 

13. Palmer, “Stewardship,” 74, quoted in Habel, Readings from the Perspective of 
Earth, 50. The use of [sic] to correct for the lack of generic language is the choice of the 
Earth Bible Team, who edited the volume.

14. Von Rad, Genesis, 60.
15. New Interpreter’s Bible, 346.
16. Ibid.
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One hundred years ago, the International Critical Commentary 
passed over the issue of the word dominion with little attention; instead, 
it focused almost exclusively on what the “likeness” of humans and the 
Creator entails. “The truth is that the image [of God] marks the distinc-
tion between man and the animals, and so qualifies him for dominion: 
the latter is the consequence, not the essence, of the divine image.”17 John 
Skinner, the author of this commentary, spends more time considering 
the different forms of plant reproduction than what dominion entails.

Claus Westermann suggests that the use of radah (“have dominion, 
govern”) “can be compared with what is said in 1:16 about the sun and the 
moon, which are to ‘govern’ the day and night.”18 Westermann is referring 
to Genesis 1:16–17: “God made the two great lights—the greater light to 
rule the day and the lesser light to rule the night—and the stars. God set 
them in the dome of the sky to give light upon the earth, to rule over the 
day and over the night.” The common characteristic of dominion in these 
definitions is its benignity. 

No matter which interpretative approach we choose, there is no pos-
sible way to read the dominion of Genesis 1:26 and 1:28 as divine autho-
rization for contemporary treatment of nonhuman animals, specifically 
animals domesticated for human consumption. 

In Genesis 1, we know God by what and who God created. Did God 
actually create a living creature who invokes dominion when separating 
calf and cow within twenty-four hours so that the cow’s milk can be di-
verted to human beings? A living creature for whom dominion includes 
caging the baby calves so that their flesh will be white? Who cuts off the 
beaks of chickens without any painkiller? Who brings into life living crea-
tures who never experience the habitat God created for them, but instead 
are kept within large, enclosed spaces—pigs with nothing to root, hens 
with nothing to peck, cows with little to graze upon? Who takes the lives 
of animals they have named and cared for, and upon dropping the bloody 
knife, calls their actions humane? Or who chooses a go-between to pro-
tect them from using the bloody knife themselves while still accepting the 
idea that God’s creatures are their dinner?

17. Skinner, Genesis, 32.
18. Quoted in Barr, “Man and Nature,” 23.
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What kind of God do we as God’s representatives on earth make 
known through our treatment and killing of animals? If dominion is a 
good thing and granted by God, why don’t we own up to what the domin-
ion we assert for ourselves actually involves?

Jesus Christ: From Confusion to Revelation, from Separation to 
Love

Perhaps the spiritual state of human beings parallels the creation of the 
world. At first, there is darkness, confusion. What is our purpose on earth? 
How do we relate to others? In an opposite action to the creation story of 
Genesis 1 in which the void is separated into night and day, sky and sea, 
sea and earth, we go from being separate individuals to recognizing inter-
relationship. We move from confusion to revelation, from separation to 
love.

How do we know to think in this way? The biblical writers show us 
how: Thinking about the relationship between habitat and inhabitants, we 
are family, with different responsibilities but a shared home, habitat, and 
a shared diet. God’s revelation, described in the beginning of Genesis 1, 
is fulfilled in Jesus Christ. Jesus offers another way to know God. Reading 
forward to the Gospels, how does this inform the ways we approach this 
passage? What is dominion in light of Jesus Christ? 

If we see Jesus as the ultimate “image” of God, then how Jesus oper-
ates in his earthly ministry, through a kind of “non-power” and attentive 
care of others, has bearing on how we interpret what it means for us as im-
ages of Christ to exercise dominion. Dominion would come to basically 
mean serving others in such a way as to help them flourish as the creatures 
they have been created to be. Understood christologically, therefore, do-
minion cannot be attached to a will-to-power, but is intimately bound up 
with God’s love and God’s creation.

So many of the stories about Jesus’s ministry show how he foreswears 
any power or dominion that has been culturally bestowed. Jesus’s min-
istry is not about dominion but unconditional love. Jesus teaches us to 
welcome the stranger in our midst. Jesus teaches us hospitality. Does this 
not include sheltering animals as a hen would gather her chicks? In the 
twenty-first century, does this not require working against factory farms 
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and recognizing that table hospitality extends to not putting animals on 
the plate? Jesus teaches us nonviolence—to put down the sword. For the 
twenty-first-century Christian, does this not include our knives and forks 
when used against the other animals? Jesus’s ministry was not based on 
earthly dominion, as many Christians have understood that word. What 
matters is the quality of our relationships with each other.

Skinner, the author of a century ago who did not dwell on the mean-
ing of dominion, did note that dominion is not the essence of the divine 
image. Yet, the more dominion becomes the focus of justifications for what 
humans beings are doing to domesticated animals, the more it is claimed 
as the essence of those beings created in God’s image. Fragmenting the 
passage from any greater context has drastic consequences for our rela-
tionships with other creatures, for relationships between ourselves, and 
for attaching an essence of raw power not just to human beings but also 
to God.

David Bland writes: 

God is the creator of the world; but the primary focus is not 
that God created the world but why God created the world. 
The reason: God loves humans. God’s speciality is loving 
and caring for creation. . . . Humans are given dominion, 
not domination; they are caregivers, not exploiters (cf Ps. 72: 
8–14). We do unto creation as God has done unto us; we 
express love and care toward the world.19

How is the God of Genesis 1 first described? The first image of God 
in the Bible is of a brooding female bird. In the beginning, God hovered or 
brooded over the earth. The earth is God’s egg, or chick, over which God 
is hovering, or brooding. John Wesley’s notes to Genesis 1:2 observe that 
“the Spirit of God was the first Mover; He moved upon the face of the wa-
ters. He moved upon the face of the deep, as the hen gathereth her chicken 
under her wings, and hovers over them, to warm and cherish them, Mt 
23:37 as the eagle stirs up her nest, and fluttereth over her young, (‘tis the 
same word that is here used) Deut 32:11.”

Before there were humans, the biblical writers tell us, there was the 
idea of the chicken, or of some fowl who behaves similar to chickens. So, 

19. Bland, “Homiletical Perspective on Genesis 1:1–2, 4a,” 29, 31.
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as I thought about the way that the opening to Genesis was recorded, one 
thing it seems to say is that before chickens even existed, God had in God’s 
mind the idea of the chicken, the idea of what a chicken’s maternal care 
looked like, and it was good.

Dominion is not our identity, our end, our essence, or our way of life. 
Following Genesis 1, let’s consider that maybe it is now our turn to relate 
to the world, to the created order, as a hen does her chicks, as God did at 
creation, and take them—the other animals—under our wing.
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