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Good morning! As many of you know, my name is Emily Smiley and I am your summer Duke 

intern. I have been so privileged to be here in Birmingham with you. You are all so welcoming 

and I am having an amazing time learning from everything happening here. I have been in 

Michigan for six weeks now and I have learned a few things about you all. You definitely love 

the Tigers, definitely love Woodward, and definitely love going up north. I’m still figuring out 

the rest.  

 

Last week, I finally had a chance to go up north, too! As some of you know, my parents and 

sister were here last week and my boyfriend, John, is here today. My mom’s college roommate 

has a cottage on a lake and invited us all up to go boating and kayaking. I wasn’t planning on 

going but then I couldn’t resist and so, even though I am not a spontaneous person normally, I 

jumped in my car and began driving.  

 

That evening, I arrived in Hell, Michigan, only to discover that nobody from Michigan would 

consider Hell “north” and the beautiful lake was actually a flooded swamp!  

 

But that’s totally okay. I got to see the water turn into glass and reflect the sunset perfectly. I got 

to hear the frogs and the birds. I got to see the clouds fly across the sky. When we looked into the 

water at the sky, I swear the sky was bigger in the water. The colors that were reflected in the 

water were more vibrant than the actual colors in the sky. We all sat in silence and just looked 

around. How incredibly beautiful is creation. The best part? It belongs to us.  

 

Genesis 1:26-31 from the Message: 

 

God spoke: “Let us make human beings in our image, make them reflecting our 

nature so they can be responsible for the fish in the sea, the birds in the air, the 

cattle, and, yes, Earth itself, and every animal that moves on the face of Earth.”  

 

God created human beings; he created them godlike, reflecting God’s nature. He 

created them male and female. God blessed them: “Prosper! Reproduce! Fill 

Earth! Take charge! Be responsible for fish in the sea and birds in the air, for 

every living thing that moves on the face of Earth.” 
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Then God said, “I’ve given you every sort of seed-bearing plant on Earth and 

every kind of fruit-bearing tree, given them to you for food. To all animals and 

all birds, everything that moves and breathes, I give whatever grows out of the 

ground for food.” And there it was. 

 

God looked over everything God had made; it was so good, so very good! It was 

evening, it was morning—Day Six. 

 

The Word of God for the people of God.  

 

Even though I was on a flooded swamp and not a lake, and I was in Hell and not “up north,” I 

was seeing God at work and I was remembering my part in all of this. In the Genesis scripture, 

God gave you and me responsibility. Other translations call this “dominion.” What do you think 

of when you think of dominion?  

 

Maybe the new TV show where angels are fighting for control of the earth.  

Maybe ultimate power.  

Maybe kings and queens or the government.  

Maybe the power company or the card game.  

 

Does anyone think of responsibility? In this translation, God is giving you and me responsibility.  

Who here asked their mom for a dog when you were a kid? I did. My mom is allergic to dogs but 

her doctor said she could have a beagle, since she grew up with them if and only if the house was 

very clean. My mom did not have high hopes that I could keep the house clean. My room was a 

tornado and I’m pretty sure she knew I only pretended to clean the bathroom. I couldn’t keep my 

binders organized because I couldn’t stand hole punching things. I baked brownies about once a 

week and managed to leave a new dish unwashed every single time. By the time I was asking for 

a dog, I could easily make the kitchen as dirty as my room in no time at all and manage to not 

clean it up with obligations to do…anything else.  

 

“Sorry mom! I HAVE to clean my binder today and I have so much homework and I just got to 

the most exciting part of my book and besides, you LIKE brownies. Don’t you want me to like 

reading??”  

 

My mom had every reason to doubt that I could keep the house clean.  

 

However. Many tears, promises, and family meetings later, we had a deal. If my sister and I 

could keep the house cleaned, dusted, vacuumed, and scrubbed for four months straight, we 

could look for a beagle. I’m not sure how, but we did it. Mom said we could look. We found a 

beagle rescue place and began searching for a dog. We eventually found a beautiful beagle and 

named her Angel. She was perfect. My sister and I slept in the basement with her until she was 

house broken. After that, she slept in my room. Now, I have a poll for you.  

 

With a show of hands, who thinks the house never got messy again?  

Okay, who thinks we made it a year?  

Another four months?  
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Well, I think we made it a few weeks at least. It wasn’t long enough to help mom out, so she 

ended up picking up a lot of the slack. I bet all the moms here are familiar with that. Mom had 

hopes for us, but we didn’t do a good job of being responsible.  

 

You know what? God gave us a responsibility, too. God said, “Here is all of creation. Take care 

of it. Have dominion over it.” Then God said it was good. God didn’t ask if we wanted 

dominion.  

 

And maybe that’s not fair. What if I don’t want the responsibility of caring for all of creation! 

What if God picked the wrong people! What if I can’t do it? What if it’s too hard? What if we 

fail? “I didn’t ask for this, God! You’ve trusted me with too much!”  

 

But if we think like that, we’ve missed the point. You’re right. God didn’t ask us if we could 

handle this. God didn’t slowly walk us through what it would take to do it well. In fact, we’ve 

been messing it up from the beginning. In Ezekiel, God sends a prophet to defend God’s sheep 

from their shepherds. I’m not going to read it exactly, but here’s the gist. God grabs one of God’s 

prophets, Ezekiel, and gives him a message for the shepherds in Israel. It sounds something like 

this: “Hey, Human! I am angry! Tell the shepherds that I am angry at them for feeding 

themselves instead of MY sheep! You shepherds had one job! Caring for the sheep! Instead, you 

drink the milk, you make clothes from the wool, you roast the lambs, but you do not feed the 

sheep! You don’t build up the weak ones, don’t heal the sick, don’t doctor the injured, don’t go 

after the strays, don’t look for the lost. You bully and badger them. And now they’re scattered 

every which way because there was no shepherd—scattered and easy pickings for wolves and 

coyotes. Scattered—my sheep!—exposed and vulnerable across mountains and hills. My sheep 

scattered all over the world, and no one out looking for them!”  

 

You see, we aren’t the first people to use the wool without feeding the animal. In the passage, 

God removes the shepherds’ authority because they exercised poor dominion over the sheep. It’s 

the exact same word as in Genesis and this word is only used 25 times in the Bible. That tells me 

that God doesn’t often grant dominion. In fact, more often, God seems to be rebuking people and 

taking it away because they’ve abused their power. And we have a lot of power.  

 

But let’s go back to the creation story. In that story, we learn that we are made in God’s image, 

as a reflection of God’s nature. I bet God’s nature is to care for those weaker than God. I know 

God cares for me and I am definitely weaker than God. We humans failed our very first test. 

“Don’t eat from the tree.” God’s grace is what keeps us going. Maybe my mom was thinking like 

God. My mom knew I wouldn’t be able to keep the house clean permanently. But she loves me 

and wanted me to be happy and wanted to give me responsibility. I did my best and I am better 

than I was before. She gave me responsibility and I remember that. I bet we remember our first 

test too. We know we ate the apple. No matter who is to blame, we just didn’t pass the test. But 

that wasn’t the only test. I think God gave us a longer test. God gave us each a body.  

  

Bodies are pretty cool. I’m pretty blown away that I can breathe. Everyone try that. Try 

breathing. It’s a silly request right? We all know we can breathe without thinking about it. But do 

think about it for a second. You inhale, oxygen travels through your body quickly and exchanges 

itself for carbon dioxide and the carbon dioxide travels back out. Instantly. That’s insane. I can’t 
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control that at all.  Could you create something that could breathe without you and without 

thinking about it? I can’t.  

 

God gave us responsibility over creation and we are creations of God. See where I’m going with 

this? If I am creation and I am supposed to care for creation… I should probably start eating 

better. I think bodies are a test. We don’t know what God meant when God said we are made in 

God’s image. What image? I don’t know if my body looks like God. And that’s okay. That isn’t 

necessary to understanding that I need to care for the body that I’ve been given. Have you 

noticed that you only get one? You only get one. What are you going to do with yours? “Or do 

you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit who is in you, whom you have 

received from God, and that you are not your own?” That’s 1 Corinthians 6:19. That’s a verse 

about you and me. Somehow, God lives in me. I don’t know exactly what that means, but think 

about it this week. How are you going to respect your body this week? Your temple. Your test 

case. This week.  

 

I think it matters what we eat, what we drink, how much we exercise, what we wear. I think what 

we think about matters! Is God your focus? Is God-like dominion something that you consider 

when you make decisions? We have unlimited possibilities for how we can use our bodies. Do 

you think about the world? Do you think about maximizing oxygen when you are gardening 

because we are clearing out the rainforest? Do you research the ecosystems impacted by building 

projects? Do you care for the least, the lost, the lonely? Do you love the unlovable? All of that 

matters. 

 

We have been dropping the ball on this since day one. Jesus eventually came and offered us 

something we can’t understand. That’s grace. So we will still mess up. We will miss details. We 

will forget things. But if we are earnestly trying and we change things little by little, then maybe 

we’re closer to passing the test.  

 

In the video this morning, we saw a man give food and medicine to a boy who wanted to help his 

sick mom. Later, that little boy grew up to be a doctor. When the old man got sick, his daughter 

couldn’t pay his hospital bills. Luckily—I would call it a miracle—the little boy was his doctor 

and he paid the bill. The old man used his body for others. He walked into the street and used his 

mouth to speak to the woman and the little boy. He used his hands to carry the food and take out 

money. I don’t know how he cared for his body, but he gets it. He already passed the test.  

 

Do something this week. Are you going to start with your body? Maybe you need to eat healthier. 

Maybe your body is asking for something you aren’t giving it. Maybe you need to exercise. 

Maybe you’re already eating well and exercising. Go further. Put your body where it needs to be. 

We all interact with people every day. How will your interactions be different because you have 

a responsibility to care for the world the way God would?  

 

Let’s pray. God, thank you for trusting us with more than we ask for. Please help us to be good 

stewards and to exercise good dominion over the things you have given us. Help us to love and 

nourish our bodies the way you would, but don’t let us stop there. Help us to see how we can use 

our bodies for your good in the world. Amen.  


