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mandate, especially the sections in which Adam is placed in the garden
“to work it and keep it” {Gen 2:15) and in which God brings the animals
before Adam so that Adam can name each of them (Gen 2:19-20).

While it is beyond the scope of this essay to go into full exegetical
detail of these passages, it is worth noting four points particularly
relevant to our concern. First, it is clear that God’s command for man to
exercise dominion over creation does not malke said dominion a foregone
conclusion, as though dominion is instituted via divine fiat rather than
through an intentional exercise on man’s part.'” Man must act in order
to have dominion, and it is clear that action is in mind in the subsequent
Genesis 2 passage, in which God places man in the garden “to work it and
keep it.” Thus, a proper understanding of creation is not as an object in
which man passively exists, but rather as an object with which man must
actively do something. Adopting “object” terminology does not betray a
crass utilitarianism, nor is it license for man simply to do whatever he
wishes with creation. Rather, it is an acknowledgment that the creation
into which man was placed was not intended to remain in its initial,
uncultivated state. Man, under divine command, must act upon
creation—indeed, creation has been designed and structured so that man
will act upon it.

Secondly, it is no coincidence that in Genesis 1:26-28 one finds a
direct connection between being made in the image of God and fulfilling
the cultural mandate. While the exact meaning of the imago Dei and its
implications have been a matter of debate within theological
anthropology for quite some time,™ the more convincing interpretations

"Wictor P. Hamilton notes that the way 777 (*have dominion”) is used later
throughout the Old Testament to describe a dynamic of authority in ather
spheres of human life indicates here within the creation narrative an
understanding that man is created “to rule” the rest of creation from the
beginning of his existence, The Book of Genesis, Chapters 1-17, NICOT (Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1990), 137-38.

¥As the reader is likely aware, this is an understatement, to put it mildly.
Complicating the matter are the differences between the strictly exegetical
conclusions reached within Old Testament scholarship and the more theological
interpretations thereof within theological anthropology. For an overview of the
former, see Gunnlaugur A. Jénsson, The Image of God: Genesis 1:26-28 in a
Century of Old Testament Research (Stockholm: Almqvist & Wiksell, 1988). For
an overview of the latter, see John T, Kilner, Dignity and Destiny: Humanity in the






MILLSAP: Infinite Dominion 51

over the fish of the sea” (Gen 1:26) if he does not engineer the means to
remain afloat while in the sea. Likewise, concerning Genesis 2:15, one
should not expect that man would be able to work the garden and keep it
effectively were he not to devise agricultural techniques and contrive
physical tools to implement these techniques.

Lastly, the cultural mandate itself implies that fulfillment of the
mandate involves both travel and exploration. The language used
throughout the passage is expansive in nature. In Genesis 1:26,
mankind’s dominion is to be “over all the earth and over every creeping
thing that creeps on the earth.” In 1:28, mankind is instructed to “[b]e
fruitful and multiply and fill the earth and subdue it.” Although God
clearly places man within the garden of Eden for the purpose of
cultivating it, there does not appear to be an expectation of remaining
confined to the garden. The garden is not some mere subset of creation
over which God has given man dominicn, whereas the larger creation is
intended to be left as-is, untouched by human hands. Rather, man is
given dominion over all earthly creation, and if he is to exercise this
dominion and thus fulfill the mandate, one can only logically conclude
that—as originally intended—doing so will involve either Adam, his
progeny, or both leaving the garden voluntarily prior to the Fall (Gen 3}.
This travel outside the garden naturally involves journeying into
unknown territory, exploring places with which man has no familiarity.

[ have identified four points of interest regarding the cultural
mandate: that fulfillment of the mandate requires intentional action on
man’s part, that man’s exercise of dominion over creation stems from a
sub-creative impulse as found in the imago Dei, that the mandate logically
demands the developrnent of means to fulfill it, and that the mandate’s
expansiveness necessitates travel and exploration for fulfillment. With
these four points in mind, I now move toward considering in what ways
No Man's Sky might correlate to the cultural mandate.

Three Possibilities for Correlation

In this essay, [ am arguing that the appeal of playing No Man’s Sky is
largely due to its correlation to the cultural mandate. Having provided an
overview of the game, discussed what is meant by the cultural mandate,
and included four points of consideration, I now move te the open
question of just how No Man's Sky might correlate to the cultural
mandate. Here [ shall offer three possibilities and choose one as the most
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Likewise, concerning the second proposition, it is difficult to argue
convincingly that there is no qualitative difference between actions
undertaken in virtual realms and those undertaken in physical reality.
For playing No Man’s Sky to be an actual fulfillment of the cultural
mandate, in-game actions must be of the same value and weight as their
counterparts in physical reality. For example, in No Man’s Sky, if, while
mining Omegon ore, I accidentally fall from a precipice I knew to be
unstable and die, in most cases I can restart nearby and perhaps go look
for Omegon somewhere else I know to be safer. Alternatively, if Tam a
coal miner in West Virginia and [ make a calculated risk in mining in an
area of the mine known to be unstable, and then end up on the losing
side of that risk, I do not have an opportunity to rectify my life-changing
mistake. Moreover, in the first case, choosing not to mine Omegon may
negatively impact me financially in the in-game economy, but the
consequences involved exist only insofar as they apply to the well-being
of my in-game character, whereas in the second case, I might be
motivated to take such a risk by the fact that my family for whom I am
providing has not purchased food in over a week. Clearly there is a
qualitative difference between in-game actions and real-world actions in
these instances. Since each of the two propositions in this section should
not be affirmed, understanding the playing of No Man's Sky as a
micracosmic fulfillment of the cultural mandate would not appear to be
a viable option.

Competitor to Fulfillment

The second possibility for correlation is that playing No Man’s Sky
competes against fulfillment of the cultural mandate. If this possibility is
correct, then whether intentionally or unintentionally, the player plays
the game instead of undertaking activities that fulfill the cultural
mandate. More specifically, the actions undertaken in-garme that exercise
dominion over the game world effectively replace actions undertaken in
physical reality that would exercise dominion over the earth. When
examining the four points of interest addressed earlier, one sees how
such a scenario might unfold. The player recognizes that he must take
action within “creation” on the planets he visits in the game. After all,
there is no leaving the initial planet without first cultivating the
resources necessary to power the ship to its next destination.

In the “competitor to fulfillment” possibility, the player also is
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by sinful human nature, and when virtual activities that mirror those
right and good actions that bring about dominion over creation became
so dominant as to displace the actions they were meant to mirror, one
moves into abrogation of responsibility. In sum: Can playing No Man's
Sky compete against fulfillment of the cultural mandate? Of course. But
just because it can does not mean that it must, and just because it
possesses this capacity does not necessitate the conclusion that
“competitor to fulfillment” is the best candidate for correlation to the
cultural mandate.

Recreational Mirror of Fulfillment

The final possibility for correlation is that playing No Man’s Sky is a
recreational mirror of fulfillment of the cultural mandate. This
understanding is predicated on similar observations to those previously
expressed. The actions undertaken in the game itself, in fact, mirror
actions that are legitimate expressions of exercising dominion over
creation in physical reality. Each of the in-game actions is intentional, as
the player rightly concludes that they are necessary not only for survival,
but also for progression. Hypothetically, a player could, in fact, remain
on his starting planet, never repair his ship, and simply spend hundreds
of hours within a small radius of his starting position doing nothing but
harvesting exactly what he needs to survive. But the chances of a player
actually doing this are slim, as there is something inside him which
compels him forward, even if he ignores the communication from the
unknown intelligence at the beginning of the game. The desire is for
more than mere subsistence; it is for flourishing.

The imago Dei also informs the player’s activities rightly, as this
move toward flourishing is driven by the player’s sub-creative impulse.
The player does not create anything ex nihilo, as he must use only those
resources allowed by the game’s design, just as any human creates
anything on earth only through the use of the existing materials brought
into being by God’s creative act. Again, as applied specifically to the
context of No Man's Sky, there is something satisfying about working
toward crafting the materials necessary to improve one’s starship even if
the modifications provide no substantive advantage in playing the game.
Likewise, many players find creative joy in the discovery and naming of
undiscovered planets, or in extensively exploring such a planet, scanning
its local wildlife, and naming each new species. The parallels to Adam
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Conclusion

In this essay, [ have argued that the appeal of playing a popular video
game, No Man’s Sky, largely owes to its correlation to the cultural
mandate. This correlation is informed by the nature of the mandate
itself, as real-life actions that legitimately demonstrate exercising
dominion over creation have strong virtual counterparts within the
game. Playing No Man's Sky, though something that can be abused as
can any other recreational activity, is good when done within its proper
confines. When the cultural mandate is taken in conjunction with
playing No Man’s Sky recreationally, one perhaps sees how an appealing
video game may be rightly enjoyed in a God-glorifying manner.





