
We have a wounded relationship with the earth. Whatever else Genesis 3 might teach us, it is clear 

that humanity’s vocation to work the ground has been interrupted and frustrated, even cursed. 

How then shall we steward? After all that has been lost, what is left for us to keep? Such questions 

are complicated even further in this age of humans, the Anthropocene. 

Van den Brink, University Research Chair for Theology & Science at the Vrije Universiteit 
Amsterdam, researches how Christian theology can contribute to adequate responses to the 
problem of climate change, specifically by “focusing the rich resources of its theological 
anthropology on the predicaments of the Anthropocene.”  

The majority of contemporary climate scientists agree that humans are endangering our planet 
by “irresponsible patterns of behavior” (production, consumption, travel, etc.). Assuming they 
are correct, van den Brink wonders “what treasures from our doctrinal tradition might help us 
address this ominous situation in appropriate ways.” 

Theological Anthropology in the Anthropocene 

The concept of the Anthropocene is a recent one. The term has only been in popular use for 
twenty years or so, and even still its meaning is not always clear.2 Broadly, it refers to the 
proposed geological age which marks the significant impact of humans on Earth’s geology and 
ecosystems, specifically as it relates to climate change.  
 
Van den Brink himself only first heard of the term “no longer than four or five years ago.” We 
may come to a renewed understanding of our human task to further rather than frustrate this 
multifariousness. In his understanding, it refers to our current moment: “we might now, for the 
first time in the history of our planet, live in the epoch or era in which we humans can actually 
make or break the future of our planet.” 
 
Three questions arise for van den Brink as he thinks about what resources a robust theological 
anthropology might offer in an age such as this: First, does the so-called Anthropocene 
represent a new era from a theological perspective? Second, is the stewardship model beyond 
repair? Third, which biblical themes that highlight the interdependence of human and non-
human creation should be foregrounded today?  

These questions come together in van den Brink’s project as he explores to what extent climate 
change “is (partly) caused by dominant ways of thinking in classical theological anthropology.” 
This exploration will therefore involve examining the common metaphor of humans as God’s 
stewards. How—if at all—can the stewardship model be fleshed out in such a way that it can 
guide us towards a more sustainable future? 

Van den Brink believes one answer is that “we should envisage the earth that is to be 
‘stewarded’ not as something external and alien to us humans, but as something in which we are 
deeply and inextricably embedded.” Strengthening this awareness will involve appropriating 
“those parts of the biblical literature that highlight the mutual dependence of the human and 
non-human parts of creation.”  

The foregrounding of such texts may in turn correct our “deeply ingrained Christian 
anthropocentrism,” and instead open up avenues for a more theocentric approach. Van den 
Brink hopes that this change may enable more creative and helpful responses to climate change: 
“Once we appreciate that the glory of God in creation is to be found not just in the human 
species but in the intricate interwovenness of all its multifarious forms of life, we may come to a 
renewed understanding of our human task to further rather than frustrate this 
multifariousness.” 



Science, Theology, Creation 

Van den Brink is no stranger to the interdisciplinary work that lies at the intersection of 
theology and science. For instance, he says that his most recent book, Reformed Theology and 
Evolutionary Theory, enabled him to “find out to what extent as a Christian I should take 
seriously a ‘secular’ theory . . . and what that would mean for my Christian beliefs.” In this 
project, he is aiming to do something similar. 
 
Insofar as we believe that we will be held accountable for such dealings, we are pressed into the 
most intimate questions of human identity and vocation. Only now instead of working with a 
theory of biological evolution, he is canvassing the results of climate science. As in his earlier 
work, van den Brink is aware that “not all Christians are convinced of this” and thinks that such 
concerns “should be taken seriously.” He assumes, however, that climate scientists are right and 
believes that Christian theology might have valuable resources for those who are looking to 
respond rightly to the Anthropocene and its discontents. 
 
The doctrine of creation is “the place where the tension is most palpably felt between Christian 
faith of all ages and the results of contemporary science,” van den Brink says. At the same time, 
it is also the place “where Christian faith touches most concretely on our everyday earthly 
existence.” It does so as it “tries to make sense of the way in which our ordinary lives and the 
environment we live in are related to the triune God” and as it focuses on “perennial existential 
questions.”  

Life in the Anthropocene brings along with it a sense of human responsibility that requires great 
care. We continue to learn the ways that our dealings with nature have consequences that reach 
far beyond ourselves. Insofar as we believe that we will be held accountable for such dealings, 
we are pressed into the most intimate questions of human identity and vocation: Where are we 
going? Where have we come from?  
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