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The Dominion of the Park Ranger 

Genesis 1:26-31 (God’s creates earth with an “ecosystem.”) 

 

Preached by Carolyn Bohler 

Redlands First United Methodist Church 

April 22, 2012 (Earth Day) 

 

 [Earth image on screen.] Isn’t this a majestic creation story in the first chapter of 

the book of Genesis? “And God said, ‘Let us make humankind in our image, according to 

our likeness; and let them have dominion over the fish…birds… the cattle…the wild 

animals…” “So God created humankind…” “God blessed them, and God said…be 

fruitful and multiply…have dominion…” This creation story ends with a powerful 

affirmation, “God saw everything that God had made, and indeed, it was very good.” 

 This creation story is the first of the two big creation stories in the Hebrew Bible. 

(There are a couple of shorter creation stories tucked into the bible as well.) Sometimes 

we get the two longer creation stories mixed up in our heads and combine them. The 

other creation story generates Eve out of Adam’s rib, but this story in Genesis Chapter 1 

is quite a drama…taking place over seven days in which we keep hearing the affirmation 

that each aspect of the universe’s ecosystem is good, very good.  

 This first creation story culminates with making humans (male and female at the 

very same time) in “our”
1
 Divine image (as if God were a Divine Couple) and giving 

these new humans dominion over all the land and sea.
2
  

 For a very long time we humans believed we had dominion, and we acted like we 

had dominion. And, in large measure, we still do act that way. 

 However, at least four decades ago Christians became conscious of the fact that 

our theology may actually be hurting Earth. I attended a conference at the Claremont 

School of Theology in 1974 entitled, “Is It Too Late?” at which Christian theologians 

seriously confronted our biblical heritage to “take dominion.” Christians began looking at 

the concept of “dominion” and realized that just doing whatever we want, being in 

charge, “using” the earth for our own needs surely was not good, let alone very good. 

 Reflection helped us to realize that the meaning of the word translated into 

English as “dominion” was, in the original language, far closer to our word, “steward.” 

[Demonstrate by putting a napkin over my arm to look like a “steward.”] 

 We don’t use the word, “steward” very often. We might encounter a “wine 

steward” if we happen into a fancy restaurant. That person is responsible for taking care 

of fine wines. Those of you who are young probably never called “flight attendants” on 

airplanes “stewardesses,” but we who are a few decades older certainly did appreciate 

“stewardesses” who took care of us when we were flying.  

 Understanding ourselves as “stewards” of the earth rather than “having dominion” 

over the earth was a huge improvement--theologically. We Christians realized that we 

are to “take care” of Earth and live in cooperation with other beings. 

 However, even the word “steward” is a bit old fashioned. Searching for something 

more relevant, I resorted recently to checking the Thesaurus for a synonym that would be 

even more contemporary to our ears. There were only two options. One was “park 

ranger.”
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 What a perfect contemporary image!  



 2 

 In this first creation story humans are entrusted as “Park Rangers” of 

creatures on earth. Don’t you consider that quite an honor? Quite a calling! [Image 

of woman Park Ranger on screen.] 

 When I mentioned to Karen [our Associate Pastor] this fascinating translation of 

what started out as “having dominion” --that is, that we are asked by God to be Park 

Rangers of the earth... Karen said, “You know, my brother is a Park Ranger, and he’s 

going to be in church on Sunday.”  

 Well, I could not resist consulting an expert, so would Dave Marquart come 

forward? [He comes forward in Park Ranger attire] 

 Carolyn: “May I ask you, Dave, ‘What is your most important job as a Park 

Ranger?’” [Image on screen of Dave with park visitors engaged with him.] 

 Dave: Our two major goals in this awesome and important job are to maintain 

natural beauty and a sense of wildness--wildness that provides opportunities for solitude 

and reflection.   

 Carolyn: You have written that people who visit Mono Lake, where you live, 

describe the place as: “Extremely peaceful; tranquil; serene; …soul-soothing.” 

 Why is it that so many of us feel so embraced by nature? What exactly is it that 

nature does for us? 

 Dave: I see nature as being a wise and powerful teacher for those who are willing 

to listen. For me, communing with Mono Lake and its silence can allow me to more 

clearly realize  

 who I am as a human being,  

 what is important to me, and  

 where my place is in this world 

 Carolyn: So, the earth, if we let it teach us, helps us to know who we are, what is 

important to us, and the earth helps us humans to find our correct place in this world. 

 What if nature and wisdom are in conflict?  

 Dave: I quote the 1
st
-2

nd
 century Roman poet Juvenal: “Never does nature say 

one thing and wisdom another.”  

 I’d like to add. The earth, when we get out into it, teaches us to relax. Studies 

show that communing with nature does, in fact, reduce stress. Research has also shown 

that people who are able to be around nature or even view images of nature following a 

stressful event can recover more quickly from that event than others. 

 Thank you so much, Park Ranger Dave. [He sits down.] 

 The mood
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 created by this responsibility as Park Rangers is quite compatible with 

the Native American value of caring Seven Generations forward, that is, thinking of 

future generations, our great great great great great grandchildren. [Image on screen of 

child with Park Ranger hat on.] 

 Not many of us humans who were given “stewardship” over the earth consider 

recent crazy weather crises, global warming, the loss of habitats and species and 

ecosystems as punishment from God. We’re pretty honest with ourselves that these 

consequences are due in great measure to our lack of Park Rangership, not God’s 

punishment.  

 But we do often act as if God will step in and make things right again. We don’t 

take our Park Rangership as seriously as it seemed to have been given to us.  
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 The two purposes of Earth Day are to help us rekindle our love of Earth and 

to challenge us to behave more Park Ranger-like. These two are clearly connected, 

aren’t they? It’s pretty obvious that the more we love nature the more we try to care for it. 

And, the more we care for Earth, the more we actually love Earth. 

   Notice that Park Ranger Dave mentioned that the earth teaches, if we listen.  

 This past Lent, I read Psalm 19 in a brand new light. I came to love Psalm 19 so 

much that I have put it all over the place. You’ll find it in the latest newsletter; it’s even 

on the back of our bulletin today. The Psalm is beautiful as we came to love it in the New 

Revised Standard Version, starting with “The heavens are telling the glory of God...” The 

last line of the Psalm is the most famous, “Let the words of my mouth and the meditation 

of my heard be acceptable to you, O Lord, my rock and my redeemer.”  

 I’m always grateful when someone teaches me, or points out something to me I 

just had not noticed before. In studying Psalm 19 for Lent, I learned that the Psalm was 

saying that the EARTH TEACHES US… That is, if we are observant earthlings, then 

we’ll learn some things even about God. 

 In the midst of that revelation, I noticed that the paraphrase translation of this 

Psalm 19 in the Message is crazy-fascinating. “God’s glory is on tour in the skies, 

…Madame Day holds classes every morning, Professor Night lectures each evening. 

Their words aren’t heard, their voices aren’t recorded. But their silence fills the earth: 

unspoken truth is spoken everywhere. … “There’s more: “God’s Word warns us of 

danger”…Prayerfully, “Keep me from stupid sins, from thinking I can take over your 

work; Then I can start this day sun-washed, scrubbed clean…” 

 Given this understanding of Psalm 19, our Church and Society Committee 

decided to focus today, Earth Day, upon The Earth as Our Teacher. Some of us brought 

apples as a symbolic gesture, a gift in honor of our teacher, the Earth.  

 What now is the earth teaching us? 

 You and I live on the same earth, but we just may experience slightly different 

teachings. In preparation for Earth Day, we’ve asked you to consider what Earth teaches 

you. We’ve collected some of your ideas, and we’ll publish those. But I asked a few 

people in advance, so we’d have a good sampling.   

 Dennis Bull is a psychologist, and he told me the earth is a good teacher in his 

work. [Dennis explains how nature moves from storms to calm; the same is true of our 

human situations, and we are wise to recognize this.]  

 So we can draw some encouragement to carry on, from Earth’s teaching regarding 

storms and calm. 

 Rev John Wolfersberger … John, what does the Earth teach you? [The earth 

teaches me essentially two things: 1.Awe and reverence at the beauty and mystery of a living 
planet which sustains limitless forms of life and the reproductive capacity of those forms. I marvel 
that it is so finely tuned in air, water and soil to sustain life. 2. The earth is teaching me that it is 
vulnerable to our human footprint. That it's delicate balance of air, water and soil is being 
disturbed by human activity, primarily the use of fossil fuels, causing the planet to warm, ice to 
melt, storms to rage, oceans to acidify, deserts to grow, and many species to become extinct. 
The stinger: If we are not "good park rangers" we are in jeopardy of not only becoming an 

endangered species but ultimately a dead planet. ] 

 So, for John, Earth teaches mystery but also that some pretty dangerous events 

are currently happening on earth. We are in a frightening situation. 

 Tor Shuler will be leading our congregation’s EarthCare Ministries, with our 

first meeting on Tuesday. Tor, what does Earth teach you? [Tor: the earth gives us hope.. 



 4 

I try to look for the positive.. there are many situations in which the earth does heal 

itself…with and without us… there’s something bigger than us that helps…] 

 “Mitakuye oyasin” is a popular Lakota Native American phrase which means 

“We are all connected.” Our tradition’s first creation story, too, presents a world in which 

all is connected. We, made in the image of God, are expected to be benevolent and 

creative. Maybe God expected too much of us. Maybe we were given too much 

responsibility—to care for the earth, to be its Park Rangers, to make humble footprints 

with our own feet. 

 Earth may be teaching us that Earth is now ill, maybe so ill that humans and other 

creatures are truly at risk. Earth may be teaching that there are enough Healing Forces to 

heal even an ill Earth if we lackadaisical Park Rangers start doing our job.  

 In either case, if the Earth is Our Teacher, then we humans are called to be 

serious about doing our Homework. 
 You found on your pews as you sat down “Homework Assignments” turned over. 

Now is the time to turn them over and begin our work. This is a homework project that 

we grade ourselves, and it’s on the “Honor system.” In honor of our church’s 125
th

 

Anniversary this year, the Church and Society Committee came up with 125 things we 

can do to care for Earth. 

 This is serious business; we were given “dominion.” [I put on ranger hat and an 

image of the hat appears on the screen.] May we take the dominion of our Park 

Rangership very seriously; may we be what our own creation story tells us God made us 

to be.  

   

   

                                                 
1
 The reference to God is plural, which is not unusual for Elohim references to God. Some have pointed out 

the metaphorical link between us being made “male” and “female” and the “our” image nature of God. 
2
 The description here gives us ancient biblical encouragement to be vegetarians, if you read it carefully. 

3
 The other was ‘warden’!  

4
 Sallie McFague places great import upon the “mood” created by important metaphors. Metaphorical 

Theology. 


