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Helen Garton Chapter & verse

Half a century on this earth 
and I don’t think I’ve ever 
seen anything like it. There 
were some troubled times in 

the past. In the 1970s, I remember power 
cuts, living by candlelight, the three-
day working week, the hot summer of 
1976 and water shortages. There were 
summers of discontent, IRA bombings 
and race riots. There were strikes and 
marches for the rights of workers. I was 
working in central London on 7 July 
2005, amid the mayhem and confusion 
of the terrorist attacks there.  

There have been many moments 
when the world changed forever. But 
the scale of the crisis we now face, with 
global warming, is so alarming that 
I wonder if we can even admit to the 
magnitude of what the future holds. 

Has all this happened because we 
have subdued the earth and taken 
dominion over all the created world? 
We certainly seem to have made a mess 
of it and been too slow to act. Scientists 

tell us that we have maybe ten years 
to change our ways in order to halt the 
decline, so that global warming does 
not become any worse than it is already 
going to get.  

Has God not told us to ‘subdue’ the 
earth? The word ‘subdue’ in Hebrew 
(carbash) means to dominate forcefully 
and to bring into bondage or submission. 
There’s not much comfort there, but I 
want some hope, and to see action which 
will make a change. I want to be able to 
look generations younger than me in the 
eye and know that we haven’t completely 
let them down.

In the 70s, there were signs of hope. 
I remember taking pop bottles back to 
the newsagents and the introduction 
of bottle banks in 1977. I remember the 
days when you bought most things 
loose, not wrapped in plastic. Our bins 

were smaller. Every year our church had 
a jumble sale, and clothes were recycled. 
There are signs of hope now too, as we 
(or at least some of us) become more 
sensitive to the planet in how we live 
our daily lives. 

That sensitivity is implicit in 
Genesis. People then did not subdue the 
earth to the point of extinction. They 
did not exploit the land at the expense 
of rainforests and habitats, or denude 
it. Nor did they reap what they did not 
sow. They were unable to subdue the 
earth in the way that we do today, on a 
vast, industrial scale. As sophisticated 
as they were, people in Old Testament 
times worked with the seasons and 
were in tune with nature, so that they 
could reap their harvest year on year. 

Subduing the earth at the time when 
Genesis was lived or written down, 
during the time of the Babylonian 
exile, meant something quite different 
to subduing the land today. We have 
lost that sensitivity to nature. We no 
longer work with the seasons. Most of 
us are separated from the very means 
of production. Coming back from exile, 
where they were subject people, the 
words of Genesis gave Israelites their 
pride back. The Israelites had returned to 
stamp their mark and mastery over the 
land they’d returned to, and so subdue it.

Where does that leave us today? 
There is another word within the Bible 
text that tells us exactly what we need: 
rada. It means to have dominion, but as 
a king has dominion, and as God has 
dominion over us. We are made in God’s 
image, to do as God does: to create and 
not destroy, to respect and honour that 
which was made good, to repair and 
to restore, and to be the guardians of a 
better future. In the words of the British 
Methodist hymnwriter Fred Pratt Green: 
‘God reminds us every sunrise that the 
world is ours on lease / For the sake 
of life tomorrow, may our love for it 
increase.’
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‘Have we subdued
the earth?’

‘The scale of the climate crisis is alarming. 
Genesis tells us what we need’

Chapter & verse

‘… God said to them: “Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth and subdue it; and 
have dominion over … every living thing …’ 

Genesis 1:27-29 

‘The scale of the climate crisis is alarming. 
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Chapter & verse – Helen Garton (page 18) 
Read Genesis 1:27-29, followed by Helen Garton’s article. 
 
1. Helen begins her article by describing the troubled times she can remember, as well as 
‘moments when the world changed forever’. If you experienced those times, what were they 
like for you? Have you any troubled times or momentous moments to add to Helen’s list?

2. In her third paragraph, Helen argues that humanity seems to have made a mess of looking 
after the earth, and that individuals have been too slow to act in addressing global warming. 
Do you agree with this view? Why?

3. Helen’s fifth paragraph provides examples of signs of hope from the past. What signs of 
hope can you identify in today’s world?

4. What do you understand by God’s instruction to ‘fill the earth and subdue it’? Do you find 
comfort in the context that Helen provides, that people who lived during Old Testament 
times ‘were unable to subdue the earth in the way that we do today’?

5. The next verse on from our Bible passage tells us that God has given to ‘everything that 
has the breath of life … every green plant for food’. What conclusions can we draw from 
this? Does it suggest that God intended us to have a plant-based diet? 

6. Helen’s final paragraph explains the Hebrew word rada, which means having dominion in 
the same way that God does over us. She argues that we are called to be ‘the guardians of a 
better future’. What might a better future look like? What actions can we take to realise such 
a future?

For further reflection: ‘He is … the firstborn of all creation, for in him all things in heaven and 
on earth were created …’ Colossians 1:15-16

Prayer: We thank you, Father, for the trust you have placed in us, the responsibility we have 
for our own world. We are sorry for the ways in which we have abused that trust and failed 
our responsibilities. Make us better, more sensitive and more fruitful in our care for creation 
we pray. Amen. 


