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Shortly before President Trump cleared a path through peaceful protestors with pepper 
spray, flash grenades, and rubber bullets, in order to take a picture in front of a church 
holding a Bible, he had a phone conference with state governors. In that conversation he 
called on them to “dominate.” In his words: 
 

You have to dominate. If you don’t dominate, you’re wasting your time. They’re 
going to run all over you, you’ll look like a bunch of jerks. You have to 
dominate…. I say that and the word is dominate. If you don’t dominate your city 
and your state, they’re gonna walk away with you. And we’re doing it in 
Washington, in DC, we’re going to do something that people haven’t seen before. 
But we’re going to have total domination. 

 
The word caught my ear because if the President had opened and read the Bible, rather 
than using it as a prop, he would have read the direction of God for dominion. 
  
Same root. 
Different understanding. 
Bear with me…. 
 
In the first chapter of Genesis we’re told three times that we’re made “in the image of 
God.” And then, as a way of understanding what that imaging means, there’s an 
injunction commonly rendered as “rule over,” or “have dominion over.” 
 

Let us make humankind in our image, according to our likeness, so that they may 
have dominion over the fish of the sea and the birds of the air…. 

 
Well, that translation is problematic. 

In part because “dominion” has been readily confused with “domination.” And 
history is long with how we’ve exercised domination over creatures and creation 
as if it was a matter of divine right or manifest destiny. That phrase has been 
invoked to support the conquering and enslaving of lands, peoples, and critters. 

 
It turns out that part of the difficulty is that the Hebrew phrase includes a preposition 
that’s not always equivalent to the English preposition “over.” The line might better be 
translated as:  

 
Let us make humankind in our image, according to our likeness, so they may 
exercise skilled mastery among (or, with respect to) the fish of the sea and the 
birds of the air…. 

 



And, by the way, those are the same creatures who are told on the fifth day of creation to, 
“Be fruitful and multiply.” We fulfill our role in the created order when we help 
perpetuate the fruitfulness of other creatures. 
 
Now. That may not seem like a big deal, but it suggests that from the very beginning, 
God invites a dynamic relationship with creation. God’s means of creating involves 
sharing power. God gives to creation the agency to produce, to change, to adapt, to grow, 
to evolve, to respond…. 
 
As Steve Bouma-Prediger puts it:  
 

Both human and nonhuman creatures are called to participate in the creative 
activity initiated by God. Like a risking parent, God lovingly empowers his 
creation for its own benefit. 

 
I like that. God creates, loves, and binds himself to creation – even to creation’s freedom. 
Therefore, rather than “dominion over” there’s a wonderful interplay, a shared dance, 
between God, humanity, and creation. And it makes perfect sense that the first 
commandment God gives to his image bearers calls forth our participation as God’s vice-
regents. 
 
In the words of Neil Plantinga:  
 

…a human steward of God’s good creation will never exploit or pillage; instead 
she will give creation room to be itself. She will respect it, care for it, empower it. 
Her goal is to live in healthy interdependence with it. 
 

We have a lovely little deck affixed to the backside of our house. At the first hint of 
spring and until the snow flies we like eat out there. I’ve noticed that dinner 
conversations last longer on the deck and there are some long summer nights that are 
absolutely idyllic. 
 
In an effort to extend its use Sandi wants to enclose the deck with screens – better shade, 
fewer bugs, more use…. 

However, I’m convinced that the footings of the deck can’t bear the weight of 
walls and roof and joists and shingles and rafters and any other building term I 
can think of…. 

I think we’d have to dig under the deck and set new footings. 
I think we’d have to dig under the deck to set a new foundation. 

 
Dear friends, I think it’s helpful to think of this first commandment in scripture as 
foundational. It’s the footing on which everything else is built. It bears the weight of the 
rest of scripture. 

 
You are my stewards, my vice-regents. 
You are the representatives of my reign on earth. 



 
And, every other instruction of God is an extension of this fundamental responsibility. 
Every prophetic call for justice, ever priestly law for purity, every voice for mercy, every 
directive to walk in humility with God and neighbor fills in and fills out the implications 
of that first foundational commandment. 
 
And therefore, even if you think this world is not our home and we’re just passing 
through – it still behooves us to care for this earth as an expression of loving our 
neighbor. And every system or institution that limits human flourishing, or injures based 
on race, class, religion or orientation, or exploits creation’s good gifts is an affront to this 
first commandment. 
 
For, how we are stewards of the earth is an expression of how we love our neighbor. To 
conserve and preserve the diversity, beauty, and richness of creation is at the core of how 
we live out the great commandment to love God and neighbor – the commandment upon 
which hangs all the law the prophets. 
 
Richard Millhouse Nixon said in his 1970 State of the Union speech that the 
environmental cause was as “fundamental as life itself.” But, it is also fundamental to a 
reformed biblical way of being. And that’s a far cry from domination or dominion 
over…. 
 
There’s delightful a story in the rabbinical tradition about two brothers. When their father 
died he left them his land. Their homesteads were at opposites ends of this great expanse. 
After considerable debate they reached an agreement over how to share the blessings and 
burdens of farming the land. They signed and sealed a covenant together, and then took 
up the work of tilling, planting, harvesting, and filling up their storehouses. 
 
Now, both brothers were married, and while one didn’t have any children the other was 
blessed with ten. As they lived into their covenant it began to bother the brother with no 
children that he had so much. He thought, “Why do I need all of this bounty when my 
brother has so many children to care for? Certainly, my brother’s need is greater than 
mine.” 
 
The other was bothered that his brother had no children and he began to worry, without 
children, who would care for his brother in his old age, help manage his affairs, and push 
him around in his wheel chair. He thought, “Why do I need all this bounty when my 
brother has no one? Certainly, my brother’s need is greater than mine.” 
 
Then one night, when there wasn’t a cloud in the sky, when the land was lit by the moon 
and the heavens were spangled with stars, each brother went to his storehouse, loaded up 
wagons of grain, and began the journey across their land. They both hoped to secretly fill 
the storehouse of the other and so help their brother. 
 
They met in the middle of the land, in the middle of the night, under a clear and cloudless 
sky, saw what the other was doing, and broke into great laughter at the joy of it all. Only 



to feel rain began to fall. They looked up into the heavens and realized it was tears of 
God freely falling on them – tears of joy because here were two brothers that got it. 
 
They got it! 
They got the fundamental thing! 

The way of God is not seizing, grasping, or hording. 
The way of God is not domination. 
The way of God is the shalom of creature and creation. 
The way of God is serving, giving up, and giving away. 

 
And, Jesus Christ is God’s fullest and clearest expression of that fundamental 
commandment. He is the capstone and final extension of God’s will for creation. For 
dominion looks like this in Christ Jesus….   

 
Who being in very nature God, did not consider equality with God something to 
be grasped, but made himself nothing, taking the very nature of a servant…. 

 
Dear friends, may we know great laughter at the joy of it all. 
May we get it. 
And, may we live in keeping with God’s will for creation expressed in this first 
commandment. 
 
Amen. 


