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Other authors have made a compelling case for the Christian practice of Faith-Infused 
Reconciliation Ecology (FIRE) as an important aspect of Christian faithfulness. How-
ever, the ecological reasoning that has birthed this idea may not be convincing (or 
particularly cogent) to the average North American churchgoer. We suggest that the 
doctrine of the image of God (imago Dei) can be used to bring people to understand 
faith-infused reconciliation ecology as part of their Christian vocation. In particular, we 
argue that the imago Dei includes the vocation to a specific (loving and responsible) 
relationship with nonhuman creation, which leads naturally to the requirement for rec-
onciliation with that creation when we fail in our vocation. While this interpretation 
of the imago Dei is not widespread in North American churches, it uses concepts and 
language that are readily accessible to most churchgoers, making it an approachable 
way to engage the subject. Our goal is to show how the imago Dei doctrine can lead to 
a faith-infused reconciliation ecology paradigm.

Keywords: imago Dei, image of God, vocation, creation care, reconciliation ecology, earthkeep-
ing, environmental stewardship, incarnation, resurrection, embodiment, church

Emerging awareness of the environ-
mental crisis has caused a growing 
number of Christians to engage the 

Bible and the Christian tradition in a search 
for theological grounding for environmental 
action.1 Several names have been attached 
to this effort, including “earthkeeping,”2 
“stewardship,” and “creation care.”3 Ten 
years ago, David Warners, Michael Rys-
kamp, and Randall Van Dragt argued in this 
journal that the idea of “reconciliation ecol-
ogy” offers a more accurate description of 
what is required of Christians as they seek 
to live in proper relationship with God’s 
creation.4 

Reconciliation ecology is a term from the 
ecological literature which describes the 
intentional creation of habitat for non-
human organisms in human-dominated 
spaces, adapting our homes and lives to 
allow mutual flourishing of both humans 
and other members of creation.5 By adapt-

ing this idea into a creation-care paradigm, 
Warners, Ryskamp, and Van Dragt suggest 
that “Faith-Infused Reconciliation Ecology” 
(FIRE) differs from contemporary ideas of 
“stewardship” by emphasizing the relation-
ships between humans and nonhumans, 
which need to be restored. 

They prescribe five steps in the process of 
reconciliation, taken from the literature on 
reconciliation between people:
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1.	 Recognizing the wrong that was done 
(Awareness).

2.	 Lamenting personal complicity 
(Repentance).

3.	 Minimizing further harm and working to fix 
the wrong that was done (Restoration).

4.	 Accepting forgiveness extended by the 
agent that was wronged (Acceptance).

5.	 Moving forward in a new relationship 
marked by mutual flourishing (Renewal).6

To distinguish between reconciliation ecology as a 
Christian calling and the strictly ecological use of the 
term, we will refer to the creation-care paradigm using 
Warners, Ryskamp, and Van Dragt’s term of faith-
infused reconciliation ecology, or FIRE.

Whatever one calls it, there is a good case to be made 
for Christians living wisely in the world God has 
made and where God has placed us to live. This case 
is an easy one to accept as a Christian working in an 
environmental field—by inhabiting both theological 
and ecological spheres, we can see the imperatives of 
conservation, restoration, and stewardship, as well 
as the wounds and harm we often cause.7 As we (the 
authors) have synthesized Christian and environmental 
worldviews (largely through the Au Sable Institute’s 
Graduate Fellows program while we were both in grad-
uate school at Ohio State University), we have come 
to not only care more deeply about the fate of creation 
and our fellow creatures but have also found our faith 
and wonder at God deepened as we gain a greater 
understanding of God’s world, his creatures, and how 
we fit in. Taking this physical world seriously has also 
reflected back to our theological understanding of real-
ity, particularly the incarnation and resurrection. We 
will discuss the importance of these doctrines, how they 
relate to the image, and the vision they provide for life 
in the new creation.

However, as we have worked to integrate these two 
spheres of faith and science in our vocations, we have 
realized that these concepts are not intuitive for many 
of our fellow churchgoers. They see our interest in cre-
ation care as merely idiosyncratic: a passion that we are 
permitted to pursue but that does not hold relevance 
for them. Some express skepticism of our efforts, believ-
ing that environmental concerns are not relevant to 
Christian faith beyond some limited and generalized 
application of kindness or responsibility. This perspec-
tive is reinforced by the culture within their churches, 
which teaches them to focus on more “spiritual” 

concerns, and the broader culture beyond the church, 
which does little to confront us with the reality of envi-
ronmental degradation, the nonhuman suffering it 
causes, and our complicity in this brokenness. We are 
concerned that the paradigm of FIRE, moving as it does 
from seeing the world as a resource to be managed to 
seeing the world as a web of relationships to be recon-
ciled, can be difficult to incorporate into the average 
churchgoer’s internal understanding of the nonhuman 
creation.

However, we strongly believe that caring for creation 
is not a calling only for those with years of training, but 
for all of humanity, and that FIRE presents an important 
way to approach this concept. How do we bridge this 
divide and exhort both laity and pastors to care for cre-
ation, especially those without environmental interest 
or education? We have made some attempts at translat-
ing creation care and reconciliation ecology concepts for 
our fellow believers, and we propose the doctrine of the 
image of God, or the imago Dei, as a bridge to the con-
cept of FIRE. The imago Dei is the doctrine that humans 
are created in the image of God. In this article, we will 
briefly review the main views of the imago Dei. We then 
organize aspects of the image through the lens of the 
munus triplex, or three-fold office, of Christ:8 the royal, 
priestly, and prophetic aspects of our vocation. Our key 
text will be Genesis 1–3, but we will also look at how the 
Israelites, as God’s people, were called to display God’s 
image. In addition, we consider how Christ came as the 
second Adam, reinterpreting the image for us, since 
Christ himself is the image of God.9 Looking forward, to 
the new heavens and new earth, the image can inform 
the eschatological vision of what humans were made 
for versus what we struggle with now in our fallen 
world. Our goal is to make this concept clear to a pre-
dominantly Christian audience, so we often assume a 
Christian worldview on behalf of our reader. However, 
we strongly believe that we are speaking of a vocation 
applicable to all humans, and we hope that any reader 
may benefit from the attention we give it here.

The Image
The Bible is God’s revelation to humans, and since 
it is written for us, we can fall into the trap of think-
ing we are the main characters. The true protagonist of 
the story is the Creator and Sustainer, the God of the 
Universe, our Savior and Redeemer. The doctrine of the 
imago Dei can help us remember our place in the story: 
We are royal representatives called to work toward and pro-
claim the shalom (peace, wholeness, and flourishing) of God’s 
creation.10 God is the one who orders the cosmos and 
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fills it with creatures; the creation of humans comprises 
only part of day six. While the creation of humans gets 
special treatment,11 once humans are created, they are 
immediately integrated into the rest of what God has 
made. They are given a place (the garden), a task (to fill 
the earth and subdue it), and relationships with their 
surroundings and their fellow creatures (as they tend 
and keep the garden and name the animals12). The cre-
ation is not simply a backdrop for the story of humans. 
God made this good (eco)system and entwined humans 
within this web to tend and keep it.

We are by no means the first to connect the imago Dei 
and creation care. Douglas Hall connects them explic-
itly in Imaging God: Dominion as Stewardship,13 and the 
specific interpretation of the image of God we will 
be describing is adapted from Richard Middleton’s 
The Liberating Image14 and the more recent Being God’s 
Image by Carmen Imes.15 Both of these authors connect 
the imago Dei to care for creation, and the imago Dei is 
included in many discussions of creation care and rec-
onciliation ecology.16 Our contribution is to connect 
the imago Dei specifically with the paradigm of FIRE 
in a way that can reach the average North American 
churchgoer.

The image has been understood in several ways 
throughout history, and one can still find a variety of 
views in the church today. The main three interpreta-
tions are

1.	 the structural or substantialist view, focused on 
physical and mental particularities;

2.	 the relational view, focused on the relation-
ship humans have with God; and

3.	 the functional or royal representative view, 
focused on the vocation or office given to 
humans.

While each of the views can be helpful, we will pres-
ent a hybridized concept that focuses on the func-
tional view.

The structural (also called substantive or substantialis-
tic) view understands the image as attributes possessed 
by humans that distinguish them from other animals: 
human abilities to think, reason, and work, and the 
possession of an immortal soul, are often given in this 
description of the image. The structural view was held 
by Augustine and Aquinas,17 and has been expressed 
by more-contemporary theologians such as Charles 
Hodge18 and Louis Berkhof.19 However, this view can 
be problematic when we think about humans who have 
undeveloped or diminished cognitive20 or physical 

abilities—are they less of God’s image? What about 
humans who are not yet born? There is certainly merit 
to considering the characteristics that make humans 
unique among God’s creatures, but we do not view 
such abilities as the primary meaning of being God’s 
image.21

The relational view, developed by John Calvin22 and 
furthered by Karl Barth,23 focuses on humans as fun-
damentally relational beings, both to God and among 
fellow humans, analogous to the relationships in the 
Trinity. Barth sees the creation of two genders as an 
“analogy of relation,” with the relationship among the 
persons in the Trinity demonstrated in some way by 
the relationships between male and female humans.24 
Douglas Hall and Colin Gunton refine this view, 
emphasizing that God is fundamentally a relational 
being and that humans are defined by their ability to 
reflect his image in relating properly (that is to say, 
in a loving way) to God, to others, and to creation.25 
Usefully, Hall does not reject the structural notion of 
the imago Dei wholesale but instead argues that 

if [humanity] is “endowed” with any qualities that 
are different from the qualities with which other 
creatures of God are endowed, these human quali-
ties should not be considered ends in themselves but 
only a means for the fulfilling of its relational ends.26

The structural view has tended to focus on the human 
distinction from the rest of creation. Neither the struc-
tural view nor the relational view requires much from 
the body, as they focus on intangible aspects, such as 
relationships (in the case of the relational view) and 
abstract qualities, especially rationality (in the case of 
the structural view). This has the effect of “exclud[ing] 
the body from the image (whether explicitly or by omis-
sion), thus entrenching a dualistic reading of the human 
condition.”27 

The royal representative, or functional, view is rooted in 
the function and actions of humanity, especially related 
to the cultural mandate in Genesis 1.28 This interpreta-
tion draws on contemporary ancient near east (ANE) 
usage of the term “image” (Hebrew tselem).29 Kings in 
the ANE were said to be sons of the gods, their tselem 
to the common people. Temples of the gods would con-
tain physical representations of the god—these were 
also tselem. It was understood that these images were 
not actually the god, but rather an embodiment or man-
ifestation—a vital representation of the god on Earth.30 
The king, then, has a responsibility to carry out the will 
of the god when ordering his kingdom. However, the 
use of tselem in Genesis differs significantly from that in 
the contemporary ANE: rather than just kings and cultic 
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statues, the Genesis account uses tselem to refer to all of 
humanity!31 Thus each human, individually and corpo-
rately, is given the vocation of pursuing God‘s will for 
creation.32 We see this corporate image, for example, 
in how the nation of Israel is called to be a light to the 
nations,33 but we also see that the individual has great 
value34 due to their identity as the image of God. An 
additional layer to the royal representative view is kin-
ship, whereby we have the royal role and name due to 
our kinship with our creator—just as a queen inherits a 
throne from her father, we inherit the royal responsibili-
ties by our kinship in being God’s image.35

While all of these descriptions of the imago Dei have an 
element of truth to them, we believe that the functional 
view is required to fully “flesh out” an authentic vision 
of humanity in the image of God. Just as Hall incor-
porates the substantive view as “means not ends” to 
imaging God faithfully in relationship, the functional 
view (and Hall arrives at a similar conclusion) gives 
form and direction to the quality of our image-bearing 
relations. Thus, we may say these things of the imago 
Dei: Humans are endowed with certain unique qualities 
and capabilities that enable us to engage relationally 
with God, each other, and creation; and they are given 
a unique responsibility and role in these relationships.

To discuss aspects of the image of God and how they 
relate to FIRE, we will organize our vocation into 
three categories: king, priest, and prophet—the munus 
triplex. These three roles, all of which were histori-
cally bestowed by anointing, were first identified by 
Eusebius36 and further developed by John Calvin.37 
Recent commentators have observed that Adam also 
occupies these roles,38 tying them to the image of God 
which is given to Adam, expressed corporately in Israel, 
and perfected in Christ, who is The Image (Col. 1:15). 
We see these three offices held by people throughout 
the Old Testament, but rarely does one person occupy 
all three. In fact, there appears to be a pattern of pro-
gressive fracturing of these offices: for example, the 
priestly role is removed from Moses’s duties during his 
meeting with God at the burning bush.39 While Moses 
still rules and talks to God, bringing God’s words to the 
people of Israel (thus holding both royal and prophetic 
offices), Aaron’s line and the tribe of Levi become the 
ones to officially hold the priestly duties. This division 
of the offices seems to continue through Joshua and the 
Judges, culminating in Samuel, who appears to fill all 
three offices due to the corruption of the priesthood. 
Eventually the people demand from Samuel a king. The 
royal office is then separated from the prophetic, leav-
ing the three offices in the hands of different people. 

Once Israel has a king, the office of prophet has little 
formal authority in society (not a priest, not royal) but 
still the responsibility to bring God’s word to the king, 
to the people of Israel, and to the nations (Nathan, 
Ahijah, and Huldah, to name just a few). The offices 
remain separate until the advent of Jesus, the Messiah, 
who brings them together again.

Thus the imago Dei runs forward from Adam in Genesis 
to Jesus, who is The Image (Col. 1:15), the Messiah/
Christos, anointed one. Because Jesus brings three frac-
tured offices into one person who perfectly images God 
as we should have, we can interpret the image given 
in Genesis to all of humanity in view of the revela-
tion of Jesus’s incarnation and life among us. We see 
Genesis  1–3 by a retroactive light, just as many pro-
phetic passages were reinterpreted in light of Jesus. 

Our analysis is helped considerably by a recent paper 
by Gijsbert van den Brink on the ecological implica-
tions of the threefold office, published in PSCF.40 He 
helpfully points out that the idea of the munus triplex is 
ecumenical, that is, shared broadly across the Christian 
traditions. Van den Brink also emphasizes the impor-
tance of integrating the roles: they are not three separate 
people but a single person fulfilling three responsibili-
ties. Thus, while he ties the royal role to concepts of 
stewardship and justice, the priestly role to identifica-
tion and love, and the prophetic role to truth-telling, all 
three of these aspects are required for faithful Christian 
living. We here repeat and elaborate on some of his 
work by discussing each office in turn, showing how it 
is present in Genesis 1–3 and how the life of Jesus guides 
our application of it to our human vocation today. We 
also tie each office to the FIRE paradigm, showing 
how each one points us to fractured relationships with 
the nonhuman creation and offers opportunities for 
reconciliation.

The Royal Office 
As noted above, the functional view of the image is 
rooted in royal language and metaphors. In Genesis 1, 
we see that God commands humans to “be fruitful and 
multiply, and fill the earth, and subdue it; and rule over 
the fish of the sea and over the birds of the sky and over 
every living thing that moves on the earth.”41 Further, 
in Genesis 2, Adam is placed in the Garden of Eden “to 
cultivate it and tend it.”42 These two verses have tradi-
tionally been interpreted as granting human authority 
over creation and expressing the nature of that author-
ity.43 The idea of human authority over creation has 
attracted its share of critics,44 but it is consistently 
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assumed in the biblical witness.45 In addition, the power 
humans hold over creation has become more and more 
an inescapable empirical reality during the last century: 
no matter what is thought of the ethics of dominion, it is 
clear that humans currently can dramatically order, or 
disorder, the nonhuman creation.46

Our contemporary reluctance to accept dominion over 
creation stems in part from our historical abuse of that 
authority. We believe it is important to critically exam-
ine the nature of the dominion conferred in Genesis 1–2. 
The job of the image (tselem) in the ancient Near East 
was to represent the gods on earth, and in the case of 
the king-images, to rule in their stead, “representing 
[their] deity … and … mediating divine blessing to the 
earthly realm.”47 This is the reason that the word “royal” 
appears in our description of the image.48 However, 
“royal” does not necessarily mean despot. “The image 
of God in the human person is a mandate of power and 
responsibility. But it is power exercised as God exer-
cises power.”49 Thus to properly exercise our dominion, 
we should look to God as our example. 

The Old Testament has a clear vision of the ethical 
responsibility of rulers to care for the poor and the vul-
nerable, to not show favoritism, and to execute justice.50 
Kings were specifically criticized when they used their 
power primarily for their own benefit.51 The human 
dominion over nature should be understood similarly.52 
The “task of dominion [in Genesis 1:26] does not have 
to do with exploitation and abuse. It has to do with 
securing the well-being of every other creature and 
bringing the promise of each to full fruition.”53 Many 
also point out that the Hebrew verbs abad and shamar in 
Genesis 2:15, translated “cultivate” and “tend” above, 
have meanings related to protection and service, result-
ing in flourishing.54 Thus Adam’s role in the garden was 
not merely to look after his own needs, but to preserve 
order and enhance the fruitfulness of the nonhuman 
creation, perhaps even extending the garden into the 
surrounding wilderness.55

This Old Testament evidence shows that dominion is 
expressly intended not only for human benefit, but for 
the benefit of all creation. Looking at Jesus’s exercise of 
royal authority provides yet more definition to how we 
should view our own authority over creation. While 
first-century expectations for the Messiah seemed to 
include political conquest of Israel’s foes, Jesus emphat-
ically rejects this use of power.56 Instead, he uses his 
power to serve, and ultimately to redeem, his subjects, 
at great cost to himself. He describes himself as “gentle 
and humble in heart.”57 From the beginning, we see him 

in lowly circumstances, born in a stable, not seeking to 
climb any power structures. He is a suffering servant, 
instructing us to follow in his footsteps by turning the 
other cheek and offering a second mile of carrying labor 
to the oppressor.58 Jesus does not allow the importance 
of his task (the redemption of humanity and of the 
entire creation!) to justify the use of alienating force.

We see Jesus working for the flourishing and peace of 
those under him,59 rather than for his own aggrandize-
ment; in fact, he quite literally sacrifices his own glory 
for the sake of the world:60

Have this attitude in yourselves which was also in 
Christ Jesus, who, as He already existed in the form 
of God, did not consider equality with God some-
thing to be grasped, but emptied Himself by taking 
the form of a bond-servant and being born in the 
likeness of men. And being found in appearance as 
a man, He humbled Himself by becoming obedient 
to the point of death: death on a cross. (Phil. 2:5–8, 
NASB)

Thus Christ’s rule is profoundly counter-cultural and 
other-focused. He emphatically rejects the power and 
privilege that the world associates with his royal office. 
And as those called to be conformed to “the image of 
Christ,” our rule should look the same. “A Lord who 
serves does not beget disciples who act like lordlings!”61

In addition, Christ’s rule over us is profoundly rela-
tional. Through the incarnation he “moved into the 
neighborhood.”62 Although he was already intimately 
involved in bringing the creation into existence and in 
sustaining the entire cosmos,63 he became even more 
intimately involved, in a way our eyes could see and 
our hands could touch, through the incarnation.64 The 
Gospels depict Jesus’s life with his disciples as filled 
with meals and travel, anchored in a specific time and 
place, and investing in specific people. He humbled 
himself not only to death but to friendship and family. 
The doctrine of the incarnation was a key entry point 
for us into the theology of creation care and FIRE. If 
Jesus became human, all this matter must truly matter.

In the same way, our calling is to serve the nonhuman 
creation which has been entrusted to us. We do this in 
part by acknowledging our shared creatureliness with 
creation.65 Ours is not a disinterested rule based on 
decrees from a distance. It is a rule that involves incar-
nation: direct availability and identification with those 
in our charge. We “move into the neighborhood” of 
creation, identifying with both its joy and its pain.66 
Only then can we truly understand the consequences 
of our actions and make wise decisions for those in our 
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charge.67 But Jesus’s rule over us is also not ultimately 
divorced from his desire for relationship with us. He is 
our King, not only out of obligation, but out of love. So 
we too are called to rule creation not as some transcen-
dent emperor handing down decrees, no matter how 
well intentioned, but as fellow creatures participating in 
the joy and travails of creation as we work to serve it 
with careful attention. 

When we do not properly discharge our rule, cre-
ation is not simply disorganized and unproductive; it 
groans.68 There is a break in relationship, a lack of jus-
tice. It is clear to us that humans have misused our royal 
authority by turning dominion into subjugation. One 
of the characteristic features of the Anthropocene, the 
new human-dominated geological epoch,69 is a vastly 
increased rate of species extinction.70 Far from protect-
ing those under our care, we have destroyed them for 
our convenience. Far from helping God’s creatures to 
flourish, we have systematically impoverished creation 
in pursuit of our own selfish purposes. The prophets 
often called Israel’s rulers to task for misusing their 
royal authority, and the proper response was always 
confession and repentance.71 So, we too must become 
aware of our sin against creation (step 1), confess and 
lament it (step 2), and start working to exercise our royal 
vocation rightly, as demonstrated by Christ (step  3). 
(We will address steps 4 and 5 later in this article).

The Priestly Office
A priestly role is one of mediation between God and the 
creation. Scripture is clear that Jesus fulfills a priestly 
office toward the people of the church,72 mediating our 
relationship both by his death and resurrection, and by 
his ongoing intercession. Both Israel73 and the church74 
are referred to as a nation of priests. For both commu-
nities, this involves an aspect of performing service in 
worship of God (in the temple for Israel, and as a gath-
ered community of the church), and in displaying God’s 
love to the nations. In a similar way, commentators 
have argued that Adam had a priestly vocation in the 
garden: one of tending a sacred space75 and of “offer-
ing” creation to God in service.76 Adam’s and our role 
as priests with respect to creation may be understood 
through these two primary actions: that of worship 
(mediating creation’s praise to God) and that of loving 
care (mediating God’s love to creation).

Worship
One of the duties of the Levitical priests was to offer 
sacrifices on behalf of the people. This is associated not 
only with atonement but also with the act of worship.77 

In a similar way, we suggest that part of the human 
vocation is to worship God both with and on behalf 
of the nonhuman creation. As we “tend and keep” the 
world, we so order it into a place where God’s presence 
is happy to dwell: a place of shalom, of flourishing, and 
of justice. In doing so, we necessarily utilize the non-
human creation. This is clearly seen in the arts—for 
example, when creation (paints, clay, charcoal, ink) is 
ordered in ways to express human worship of God. It is 
less clear, but no less present, in other cultural activities: 
in the human use of creation in ways that glorify God by 
loving God, neighbor, and creatures in uniquely human 
ways—that is, as we image God in creative ways, by 
participating with God in the act of (sub)-creation, we 
draw creation into our worship of God.

We must be careful, however, to not assume that cre-
ation requires human intervention to worship God. 
Scripture is quite clear that it does not: whether it is in 
litanies calling all creatures to praise the Lord, such as 
Psalm 148, or in the image of all creation praising God 
in Revelation 5:11–14. Jesus, though likely intending to 
be hyperbolic, speaks in Luke 19:40 of even the inani-
mate creation as able to praise God.78 Thus, even as we 
draw creation into our praise, we also allow creation to 
draw us into its own praise of God. The ability of either 
one of us to praise God “on our own” surely does not 
invalidate the ability of our joint efforts to add to that 
praise in unique ways. Human praise and creation’s 
praise may rise together in harmony: each may enhance 
the other, with the result more than the sum of its parts.

Many are rightfully fearful that casting humans as a 
component of creation’s praise will end in subsum-
ing creation’s inherent characteristics or unique voice 
beneath that of humans:79 that humans will dominate 
(and not just direct) the resulting symphony of praise. 
This may be what we typically observe, but it is not a 
necessary outcome of the partnership in praise. A sculp-
ture may draw out rather than obfuscate the character 
of the stone from which it is made, giving new expres-
sion to the unique characteristics of this part of creation. 
A human may tend a garden, providing a home to birds 
singing God’s praise. And as creation takes new form 
under human guidance, it itself may praise God in new 
ways. Human cultivation can enhance the diversity of 
flora and fauna, bringing new notes into the symphony 
of praise: consider the varieties of flowers or apples, that 
have resulted from human attention and care; or the 
domestication of dogs from wolves. Do these creatures 
not uniquely praise God on their own, even though 
they are in part a result of human intervention?80
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To ensure that our worship is a partnership with cre-
ation, we must again look to Jesus as our supreme 
example of the imago Dei. Jesus did not merely use 
humanity to enhance his own worship of God. He 
rather gave himself up for us that our own worship 
of God might be revived. In such a way, our worship 
with creation needs to be characterized by love for that 
creation. God does not merely want to hear our praises 
enhanced by the creation, but rather the true polyphony 
of our diverse voices.81 In this sense, our worship can-
not be properly separated from the other sense of our 
priestly vocation: to show God’s love and concern for 
the creation.

Loving Care
As a priest expresses the community’s worship to God, 
they also express God’s loving care toward that com-
munity on God’s behalf. As priests, then, humans are 
called to “tend and keep” creation with loving atten-
tion.82 While there is overlap here with the royal 
steward’s call to bring order and peace to creation, we 
wish to focus our discussion of this role on the preser-
vative and protective aspect of our calling. However 
disordered or unpleasant creation may be, we are still 
called to love it and serve it. Robert Farrar Capon puts 
it succinctly: “Man’s real work is to look at the things 
of the world and to love them for what they are. That 
is, after all, what God does, and man was not made in 
God’s image for nothing.”83 Moses intervenes for the 
people of Israel even in the midst of their rebellion,84 
and through Jesus, “God demonstrates his own love 
toward us, in that while we were still sinners, Christ 
died for us.”85 For this reason, our care for creation must 
include some responsibility to preserve natural systems 
as they are: even as we domesticate wolves into dogs, 
we also must love the wolf for what it is, ensuring that 
it has the habitat it needs to flourish, and that human-
wolf conflict is minimized.

This love extends beyond mere provision for the needs 
of creation, or attention to its flourishing, as discussed 
with the royal office. It includes the act of knowing and 
valuing the individual aspects of the creation. Jesus did 
not love us by merely ordering things for our flourish-
ing from afar; he became incarnate and loved individual 
people. Indeed, it is a tenet of orthodox Christianity that 
each person is not loved by God in the abstract as a 
member of the human race, but is, in fact, loved indi-
vidually, as a person precious in God’s sight.86 

Such a loving attention to the things of the world both 
requires and results in attachment through webs of 
relationship. This is a difficult thing to grasp in our day 

because we are not used to thinking of the nonhuman 
creation in relational terms. In The Embers and the Stars, 
Erazim Kohák, no less a product of modernity than we 
ourselves, reflects on his years of living “beyond the 
power line” in a cabin he built in a forest clearing in 
New Hampshire. He observes that our modern concep-
tion of creation as fundamentally “matter in motion” is 
neither historically common nor necessarily more true 
than older, relational concepts of creation. Based on his 
own experiences, he suggests that it is at least as valid 
to consider creation as “a society of persons”87—and 
all the more so because it is created by a personal God! 
This is not to say that the nonhuman creation is popu-
lated by human persons, but that the fundamental way 
of relating to creation is as to a subject with inherent 
(God-given) value and meaning, rather than an object 
that is only valuable in so far as it is useful.

Relations between human and nonhuman persons are, 
of course, different from those between human and 
human persons—and different yet again from those 
that exist between different nonhuman persons. As 
bearers of the imago Dei we express God’s love toward 
creation in ways that uniquely affirm creation’s good-
ness, and perhaps even add elements of purpose and 
direction to its praise. Kohák says, “Humans … by the 
power of their love … bring the world alive, [and] give 
things the love, care, and use they need for their fulfill-
ment. Thus, they act out the incarnation. That is not a 
matter of taking possession of the world but of making 
it our own in a bond of mutual belonging.”88 This “bond 
of mutual belonging” is not a legal title to possession, 
but rather a bi-directional relationship characterized by 
interdependence and reciprocated respect.89

For both Kohák and Capon, these two aspects of priest-
hood are intrinsically related: in loving things, we offer 
them to God as they are, precious in his sight and in 
ours.90 Far from enveloping creatures into human-cen-
tered artifice,91 we are to first love creation for what it 
is, and then, through our care-filled and respect-filled 
interactions with creation, live out our lives in joyful, 
creation-affirming cooperative worship. When we con-
sider this aspect of our vocation, it is easy to see how 
horribly humans have failed. Rather than truthfully 
mediating God’s love for creation, we have instead used 
creation for only our own ends. We have substituted 
utility for intrinsic value, breaking the loving relation-
ship we were meant to have with the creation, treating 
it as object instead of subject. Once we are aware of this 
failure (step 1), it is clear that repentance (step 2) and 
reconciliation (step 3) are needed.
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The Prophetic Office
The biblical prophet characteristically communicates 
directly with God and conveys God’s messages to 
the Israelites and to the nations. In this sense, we see 
that Adam and Eve’s direct communion with God92 
displays the prophetic aspect of the imago Dei. Later, 
Israel receives God’s revelation through both the Torah 
and the prophets; they are meant to “be a light to the 
nations,”93 welcoming the nations and pointing them 
to worship of the true God.94 Israel’s rulers (Moses, 
Joshua, and the judges) occupied the role of both regent 
and prophet until the institution of the monarchy, when 
the offices appear to have split (Samuel retaining the 
role of prophet and Saul taking the role of king). We see 
Jesus as the exemplary prophet in Hebrews 1:1, reveal-
ing the truth of the character of God and his plans for 
the world. Jesus announced his ministry95 by quoting 
from Isaiah 61, which itself speaks of proclamation of 
truth and good news from God.96 Finally, the church is 
called to speak God’s truth clearly to the people within97 
and around it,98 and even to all creation.99

If the prophet speaks God’s truth, how are humans 
called to speak truth to creation? While this may con-
jure images of preaching to the creation, as purportedly 
practiced by St. Francis of Assisi, words are only one 
way of speaking. In fact, there is a strong biblical tra-
dition of prophetic acts that convey God’s truth.100 It 
seems clear that humans can still act out God’s truth101 
with respect to creation, and we suggest that we are 
called to speak the truth that God made creation “very 
good” by extending God’s loving rule and care to cre-
ation as outlined above. This behavior demonstrates the 
truth, that God cares for creation, to both the creation 
itself and to other humans who witness such behav-
ior.102 It also means that we should be willing to speak 
difficult truths, even if we ourselves are implicated and 
need to consider changing our behavior.103

However, the role of prophet has something else to 
offer, in that the prophet is concerned with commu-
nicating truth even if nobody listens. The history of 
Israel’s prophets is largely one in which the prophets 
are ignored, resulting in ridicule of the prophet and 
the people’s willful disobedience to the will of God. 
Some prophets were even informed beforehand that 
their message would fall on deaf ears.104 Yet they were 
still called to speak and are commended for their obe-
dience.105 In the context of creation care, the role of 
prophet empowers us to speak and act even when such 
action seems ultimately meaningless, since our hope is 
ultimately not in the power of our actions but in Jesus 

Christ our Lord who created, sustains, and will redeem 
and restore all things. Steven Bouma-Prediger is worth 
quoting at length here: 

If God is really at the center of things and God’s 
good future is the most certain reality, then the truly 
realistic course of action is to buck the dominant con-
sequentialist ethic of our day—which says that we 
should act only if our action will most likely bring 
about good consequences—and simply, because we 
are people who embody the virtue of hope, do the 
right thing.106

This is an important point to make, because the scope 
of environmental devastation coupled with the avail-
ability of information about it can often cause despair.107 
The quasi-designation of the Anthropocene as a dis-
tinct human-dominated epoch108 in some sense signals 
a quickening and gathering together of these negative 
perceptions into “anxiety-laden narratives.”109 We the 
authors have attended more than one environmental 
seminar which seemed to point only toward despair: in 
effect, “go and visit the coral reefs before they all dis-
appear.” It is in this context that prophetic action can 
speak, offering direct examples of a different world, 
one that is ruled by God’s truth rather than by worldly 
wisdom. Even if this holy work of reconciliation is 
eventually lost, it is precious in God’s sight. And it 
points toward a powerful truth: that ultimately the rec-
onciliation of the world depends on God, and God is 
faithful. He will accomplish the work he has set out to 
do.110 In this sense, the prophetic action of caring for cre-
ation not only offers a vision of the sure future, but it 
also convicts the hearts of those who destroy creation in 
apathy or despair, thinking “there is no other choice.” 
We must offer not only chastisement for wrongdo-
ing but also a vision of faithful action, powered by 
hope in God’s faithfulness and eventual restoration of 
all things. Efforts such as A Rocha’s work to preserve 
the estuary near their field station in the Portuguese 
Algarve111 show that, while the odds often seem against 
those engaged in faithful creation care, God’s care for 
creation can prevail.

The prophetic aspect of the image thus removes one of 
the most visceral objections to creation care: that, in the 
face of overwhelming ecological destruction, our indi-
vidual actions have little value. Have we erred so much 
that acknowledging our sin will lead only to despair? 
The prophet insists not; confession and repentance will 
always produce a meaningful outcome, and even if 
much will be lost, a remnant will be saved and the king-
dom will ultimately come to fruition.112 
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The Image and Eschatology
Throughout the previous discussion, we have shown 
how the royal, priestly, and prophetic aspects of the 
imago Dei connect with steps 1, 2, and 3 of the faith-
infused reconciliation ecology paradigm proposed by 
Warners, Ryskamp, and Van Dragt. It remains to be 
shown how the doctrine of the image of God connects 
with the last two steps. Step 4, which requires “accept-
ing forgiveness from the agent that was wronged” is, 
the authors concede, difficult to visualize. They state 
that “We will not be directly granted forgiveness by cre-
ation, but when we work to restore degraded streams, 
replace lawn areas with native habitat, or advocate for 
preserving tracts of forest, creation will respond.“113 
Kohák makes a similar observation about his own 
existence in the New Hampshire forest.114 In a sense, 
forgiveness is offered and received by experiencing 
the restored relationship itself (step 5). However, it is 
also important to remember that, as God has given us 
the task of caring for creation, failure to fulfill our obli-
gations is also an offense against God. Thus, we seek 
forgiveness not only from creation, but from God, for 
our sins of environmental destruction.115

Step 5 is “moving forward in a new relationship 
marked by mutual flourishing.” What does this look 
like? While examples can be drawn from contemporary 
environmental work,116 we can also look to the escha-
tological vision of the Bible for how restored humans, 
bearing the image of God, interact with nonhuman cre-
ation. Much of the work of being a Christian comes in 
opposing sin and healing brokenness in the world. But 
the way we do this is motivated by the knowledge that 
Christ has fully dealt with sin, and that God will wipe 
away every tear.117 Both the vision in Revelation and 
how the human vocation is depicted before the Fall, in 
Genesis 1–2, can offer strong indications of what this 
will look like, and we are called to foreshadow that real-
ity in meaningful, tangible ways.118 In our sin, we do not 
live out the image fully as we should, but we still are 
the image. A virtuous and regenerate life is a renewal 
of that image119—a whole human living toward shalom. 
Combining the renewed scenes in Revelation with the 
earthly calling from Genesis 1 and 2 also counters the 
notion that heaven sounds boring. Heaven is not our 
ultimate hope. We are waiting for the “life after life after 
death.”120 The biblical vision of eternal life is physically 
embodied, taking place in the physical “new heavens 
and new earth.” Christ’s resurrection was not the end of 
his triumph over death: He is only the “first fruits from 
among the dead.”121 Whatever Revelation means, it 
means that humanity will be resurrected as Christ was. 

On the cross and in the tomb, Jesus defeated not only 
sin and the powers but also death itself. Unfortunately, 
many Christians do not see the resurrection as being a 
future event. Heaven is as far as their sights go. Instead 
of a renewed creation they look forward to going 
“where God and glory shine … where feet nor wings 
could never climb”122 and “like a bird from these prison 
walls I’ll fly.”123 The idea of release from our bodies into 
heaven is present in many hymns and other church 
songs,124 but this gnostic-dualism impulse of separating 
soul and body is from Plato rather than Christ. Gerald 
Hiestand puts it in clear terms: The “Platonic and Stoic 
narrative has steadily pulled Christian eschatology 
up and out of the material world into the world of the 
forms, gods, and spirits. The problem with the Platonic 
eschatological narrative, of course, is that it is wrong. 
Heaven is not the final resting place for the people 
of God. God has created us from the earth, as earth 
people.”125 

This ethereal existence is a diminishment of not only 
our embodiment (the doctrine that our bodies are part 
of who we are), but also of Christ’s life and resurrec-
tion. The whole chapter of 1 Corinthians 15 has much to 
say about the resurrection (Christ’s and ours), but espe-
cially starting in verse 16: 

For if the dead are not raised, then not even Christ 
has been raised; and if Christ has not been raised, 
your faith is worthless; you are still in your sins. 
Then also those who have fallen asleep in Christ 
have perished. If we have hoped in Christ only 
in this life, we are of all people most to be pitied. 
(1 Cor. 15:16–19, NASB) 

An embodied existence after the events of Revelation 
points to an aspect of the image that we have alluded 
to but not explicitly named: that we are beings made 
to work. This work is paired with rest, as God demon-
strated with the seventh day, but humans who spend 
their time only resting or only working are missing 
out on a pattern God has set for us.126 In Genesis, we 
see humanity given work before the Fall,127 so the Fall 
did not introduce work but it did introduce futility into 
our work—“thorns and thistles” and “painful toil.”128 
So a restored cosmos will presumably remove the futil-
ity but not the good work that we have been called to 
do since the beginning. What might that work look like 
in the new creation? As we do now, we will work with 
God and in his power to further his kingdom and bring 
shalom (peace, wholeness, and flourishing) to creation. 

The clearest picture of the renewal of creation is in 
Revelation 21–22, where John reports seeing “... a new 

Abigail Tamkin and David Wituszynski



168 Perspectives on Science and Christian Faith

heaven and a new earth … I saw the holy city, the new 
Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, 
prepared as a bride adorned for her husband.”129 In 
Revelation 22, we see the “river of life” flowing from 
the throne of God through the middle of the city, and 
watering “the tree of life” growing on either side of 
it.130 The imagery in Revelation draws heavily from the 
Old Testament, and this passage is a clear reference 
to Ezekiel’s vision of the restored temple in Ezekiel 
40–48.131 In this vision, Ezekiel sees a river flowing 
out of the temple. Trees crowd around its banks, and 
it winds through the Arabah desert and into the Dead 
Sea. When it enters the sea, it makes its waters fresh, 

And it will come about that every living creature 
which swarms in every place where the river goes, 
will live. And there will be very many fish, for these 
waters go there and the others become fresh; so 
everything will live where the river goes.132 

The overall vision is one of restoration—not only of 
humans but of the whole creation!

This is God’s work: the work of one who is “reconcil-
ing the world to himself.”133 The doctrine of the imago 
Dei is a clear call for us to be engaged in that work, to 
labor with God toward the vision—the vision of the 
reality—of the restored earth, watered from the river of 
life that flows from the New Jerusalem, the garden city 
where human culture and nonhuman creation flourish 
together under the loving headship of Christ. 

Conclusion 
We believe that some Christians are skeptical of the 
call to care for creation because it is perceived to be a 
concern imposed from outside the Christian tradition. 
What we have shown in this article is that care for the 
nonhuman creation is, in fact, an essential part of our 
vocation as God’s image bearers. As royal representa-
tives, we order creation to promote its fruitfulness and 
peace. As priests, we join creation in its praise to God, 
while showing loving care for each individual part of 
God’s world. And as prophets, we speak the truth of 
God’s love for all God’s creatures by both our words 
and our actions. 

We contend that God’s intent for the human vocation 
is to exercise loving and self-sacrificing dominion over 
the nonhuman creation and to “tend and keep” God’s 
world in ways that promote peace and fruitfulness—
indeed, in ways that mirror God’s own loving dominion 
over humanity. We believe that there is a strong rela-
tional component to this dominion, and that therefore 

the failure of humans to care for nonhuman creation 
requires repentance and reconciliation. 

Our hope is that our readers will see this not as another 
burden to bear, but as a hopeful vision of the future—
where deep, mutually self-giving relationships exist not 
only between humans and God, and humans and other 
humans, but also between humans and the nonhuman 
creation that sustains and delights them; that all our 
voices would rise together in a symphony of praise to 
God. This vision gives us direction as we confront the 
environmental challenges of today, but it rests secure in 
the hope that God is the one who “reconcile[s] all things 
to himself.”134 While its ultimate fulfillment awaits 
the return of Jesus, our lives are meant to proactively 
anticipate this future by acting it out—however imper-
fectly—today. In doing so, we not only care for our 
fellow creatures (human and nonhuman) but also show 
the love of God to a scared, cynical, and hurting world. 
The Good News that God loves the world is just as nec-
essary today as it was 2,000 years ago, and we have a 
chance to speak it.
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