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The Rev. Dr. Christopher Sugden is a retired clergyman of the Church of England. His 

engagement with Christian communities in the Global South began in the 1970s when he and 

his wife, Dr. Elaine Sugden, lived and worked in Bangalore, India. He remains a Canon of the 

Anglican Dioceses of Jos in Northern Nigeria and of Sunyani in Ghana. With Canon Dr. Vinay 

Kumar Samuel of India, he co-founded the Oxford Centre for Mission Studies and the Oxford 

Centre for Religion and Public Life, which have enabled dozens of Christian leaders from 

Africa, Asia and Latin America to earn advanced graduate degrees in Christian theology and 

social engagement. His own doctoral research included study of the Gereja Kristen Protestan 

di Bali in Indonesia, and was published as “Seeking the Asian Face of Jesus.”  

 

The Book of Genesis is a scripture revered in the Hebrew and Christian traditions, and many 

of its narratives are referenced by the Qur’an as well. It has a profound message relevant to our 

concerns for God’s creation and ecology.  

 

According to the first chapter of Genesis, God said: 

 

Let us make mankind in our image, in our likeness, so that they may rule over the fish in the 

sea and the birds in the sky, over the livestock and all the wild animals, and over all the 

creatures that move along the ground. So God created mankind in his own image, in the image 

of God he created them; male and female he created them (Genesis 1: 26-27). 

 

Genesis says that humanity is made in the image of God.  

 

Ancient rulers set up images, or statues of themselves in their realms, and especially in regions 

they had conquered, to impress on people who was in charge, especially if the ruler himself 

was many hundreds of miles away and could not be seen. These images were also placed in 

temples to represent the ruler before the presence of God. And these temples were usually 

situated within gardens.  

 

The first man and the first woman were placed in the temple of the universe to look after its 

garden, referred to as the Garden of Eden in the Book of Genesis.  

 

So Genesis teaches us that humanity is the representative of the Ruler Who is not seen. This 

applies to all human beings. We are all God’s representatives — just as a statue or image was 

erected, in the ancient Middle East, to represent an absentee king or landlord. Except that in 
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the case of humanity, we are living, breathing, moving representatives of God: i.e. stewards of 

His creation. We are here to manage, cultivate, and nurture the earth and all its creatures. 

 

We are to rule over the earth and its creatures. These words of Genesis have often been misread 

and misinterpreted to justify rapacious dominion. However, understood in the light of 

Scriptural teachings regarding the nature of God, such rule is to reflect the true face of the 

Ruler, Who governs with mercy and compassion, and is often referred to in the Bible as a 

shepherd, or, the “Good Shepherd.” Humanity is to care for and nurture creation like a 

shepherd. And in my own Christian tradition, Jesus is spoken of as the express image of God. 

He provides the model of how we are to care for creation. 

 

But the Bible does recognize that such rule can turn into misrule – exploiting, disrupting, and 

even destroying the fragile order of creation. 

 

Thus, according to the Bible, being made in the image of God signifies two things. First, we 

are accountable to God. This means we will be held responsible for how we exercise this 

stewardship. 

 

Second, we are the representatives of God. This means we are to look after the earth, in a way 

that reflects God’s infinite mercy and compassion for all creation. This responsibility applies 

to all people, and that is why we believe in the equality and dignity of all human beings. I 

understand that this parallels Nahdlatul Ulama’s own belief that the primary message of Islam 

is tauhid, or “Divine Oneness,” and rahmah, or universal love and compassion. 

 

As Christians, we believe that the perspective of Genesis should inform our work and witness 

in the world — to be stewards of God’s creation. And I hope that we may agree that this is a 

shared value that will inform our work here in R20. 


