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Theological Reflection: Genesis 1.1 – 2.3 

 

The first creation story in Genesis provides important opportunities for reflection around 

questions of control. In the traditional reading, God acts in a direct way with each aspect of 

creation. He separated night from day, moved land and sea. Such a view reflects a 

Newtonian perspective of cause and effect. God said, and it was. 

David Cotter, in his commentary in the helpful Berit Olam series, reflects the traditional 

viewpoint: 

God confronts an empty chaos of meaninglessness. This nothingness or 

meaninglessness is put into its proper place. The meaningless chaos is turned into an 

ordered universe. God then gives it a name and continues to separate and name its 

component parts. Light is placed over here, darkness over there.1 

Complexity theory provides another way of reading the text. First, the face of the deep is not 

chaos to be conquered, but something replete with creative possibilities. And God does not 

direct. God lets be. The beauty that emerges from the formless void reflects the mind of the 

creator, but there is a risky de-coupling of wish and outcome. As we shall see later, that risk 

ultimately led to the incarnation. 

Catherine Keller offers a different view, from this perspective. The breadth of her scope is 

captured in a single sentence: ‘As with Irenaeus’ Christology, so with Ilya Prigogine’s 

nonlinear dynamics.’ She observes: 

When we ignore most of the first chapter of Genesis (bored or blinded by its 

familiarity), we allow the linear reduction to divine fiat. If Elohim does not, contrary 

to most readings, unilaterally order a world into existence, Elohim ‘lets be’.2 

 

                                            

1  David W Cotter, Genesis (Collegeville: Liturgical Press, 2003), p8f. 

2  Catherine Keller, Face of the Deep: A Theology of Becoming (Abingdon: Routledge, 2003), p194f, 

italics orig.. The Ireneaus/Prigogine quote is on p56. I am not aware of any commentaries that use 

this approach, though Robin Greenwood and Hugh Burgess interact with Keller in Power: Changing 

Society and the Churches (London: SPCK, 2005). 


