
In the Beginning: Understanding Creation and 

the Human Person 

Introduction: A Story of a Free Gift 

Welcome. The story of creation, as told in Catholic teaching, is not primarily a scientific account of 

cosmic mechanics. Instead, it's the opening chapter of a profound love story—the story of a 

relationship between God and humanity. The central truth of this story is that the universe and 

everything in it was a completely free and unneeded gift from a God who is perfect and self-

sufficient. He chose to create simply to share His own goodness, truth, and beauty. This guide will 

explore the foundational beliefs about why God created, what makes humanity unique in His 

creation, and our place in this grand, unfolding story. 

1. The Divine Artist and His Masterpiece 

Before there was time, matter, or space, there was only God. Catholic teaching holds that God is 

"pure being, with no beginning and no end." He did not come from anything; He simply is. Every 

star, planet, and living creature that exists came into being from this one, eternal source. 

1.1. Why Did God Create? 

God, being perfect, did not need to create the world. He lacked nothing. His decision to create was a 

completely free choice, an overflowing of His own perfection. The purpose of creation was to 

manifest and communicate His glory—not to add to it, but to share it. By creating, God reveals His 

truth, goodness, and beauty to creatures who can know and love Him in return. 

1.2. Creator vs. Maker 

It is essential to use our language precisely when speaking about creation. A key distinction in 

Catholic thought is the difference between God's act of creating and humanity's act of making. 

God the Creator Humanity the Maker 

Only God can create ex nihilo, which is 

Latin for "out of nothing." 

Humans always use pre-existing materials to make new 

things. These materials were first created by God. 

God brings all matter and being into 

existence from a state of non-existence. 

An engineer builds a bridge using steel and stone that 

were drawn from the earth, which God originally created. 

He is the primary cause and the 

ultimate source of everything that exists. 

We are secondary causes, shaping and arranging the 

matter that God provides to bring forth new forms and 

uses. 



This distinction isn't just a matter of semantics. It reminds us of our fundamental dependence on God 

as the ultimate source of all reality. While our work can be beautiful and creative, it is always a 

participation in the world God first brought into being. 

1.3. A World That Reflects Its Artist 

Just as a painting or a sculpture reveals something about the artist who made it, all of creation 

reflects the majesty and beauty of God, the Divine Artist. The awesome power of a thunderstorm, the 

intricate design of a flower, or the overwhelming majesty of a mountain range can all teach us 

something about the God who made them. 

This is why many people feel a sense of the divine in nature, sometimes saying, "The woods are my 

church." While it's true that creation can raise our minds and souls to God, Catholic teaching holds 

that God is present in his fullness in a unique way inside a Catholic church. The Eucharist, reserved 

in the tabernacle, is believed to be the true Body of Christ, making a church more than just a 

reflection of God—it is a place where He dwells in a special and substantial way. 

1.4. An Ever-Present God 

Catholicism firmly rejects the idea of God as a "grand clock maker" who wound up the universe and 

then stepped back to let it run on its own (a belief known as Deism). Instead, the Church teaches that 

God is continually present and active in His creation at every single moment. He doesn't just create 

and leave; He constantly sustains everything in existence. This truth is captured in a profound 

theological principle that requires careful reflection: 

"Things are not known to him because they exist. Rather, they exist because they are known to him." 

This means that a thing only exists because God is actively knowing it and giving it being. If He 

were to stop thinking of something, it would cease to exist. His presence is the essence that gives 

creation its being. He is also present in His power, actively governing and sustaining all of creation, 

to which all things are subject. 

From this understanding of God's universal act of creation, we now turn to the most special and 

unique part of that creation: the human person. 

2. The Crowning Achievement: The Human Person 

Within the grand tapestry of creation, humanity holds a unique and privileged place. We are, 

according to Catholic teaching, the "crowning achievement of God's creation." All of the material 

world—the animals, plants, and planets—exists for mankind's good, for us to cultivate, care for, and 

use responsibly. 

2.1. Made in the Image and Likeness of God 

Genesis 1:26 states, "Let us make man in our image, after our likeness." This does not mean we 

physically look like God, but that we share certain spiritual characteristics with Him, much like a 



child bears a likeness to their parents. This "image of God" gives every human person a unique 

dignity and honor. The three most important characteristics that make us like God are: 

• Intellect: We possess the ability to know and to reason. We can think abstractly, understand 

complex concepts, and seek the truth. 

• Free Will: We have the ability to make choices and, most importantly, to love. Unlike 

animals that operate on instinct, we can freely choose to love God and our neighbor. 

• Relationship: We have the unique capacity to know and love our Creator. No other material 

creature can consciously enter into a relationship with God. 

2.2. Our Special Role: Dominion 

The concept of "dominion" given to humanity in Genesis 1:26-27 is more than a simple command; it 

reveals a profound and life-changing truth about what makes us human. It is not a license for 

exploitation, but a unique responsibility rooted in our rational minds. 

The key insight is that with our intellect, we can order and classify the world around us. We can look 

out and understand the difference between categories of things: "fish of the sea," "birds of the air," 

and "creeping things." No other animal can do this. A dog or a cat may show affection, but it cannot 

conceptually organize the world. This ability is what sets humanity apart from all other creatures and 

is what allowed Adam, in the Genesis story, to survey all of creation and recognize that he was 

fundamentally unique and "alone." 

Having explored the special nature of the human person, let's look at how the Church understands 

the biblical account where this story is first told. 

3. How to Read the Creation Story 

The first eleven chapters of Genesis, which contain the creation accounts, are understood as a 

"special kind of history." Their primary purpose is not to provide a literal, scientific play-by-play of 

events, but to communicate profound truths about God, humanity, and the world in a way that 

humans can best understand. 

3.1. Core Truths from Genesis 

While not a science textbook, the Genesis creation story teaches us several fundamental truths of 

faith: 

1. Creation from Nothing: God created everything that exists out of nothing. 

2. God's Intimate Involvement: God was personally and carefully involved in the creation of 

human beings. 

3. The First Humans: There was a first set of human parents, Adam and Eve, who were real, 

individual people possessing human souls. 



4. Work as Participation: Human work was intended from the beginning to be a noble 

participation in God's ongoing act of creation. 

3.2. Faith and Science in Harmony 

The Catholic Church teaches that faith and reason (including science) are two paths to the same 

Truth, and therefore they cannot truly contradict each other. Both ultimately come from God. In the 

1950 encyclical Humani Generis, the Church addressed the relationship between the doctrine of 

creation and the theory of evolution. 

The Church's position can be summarized in these key points: 

• Acceptance with a Condition: Catholics are free to accept scientific theories of biological 

evolution, as long as they do not contradict the fundamental doctrine that God is the Creator 

of all things. 

• The Uniquely Created Soul: This is a critical point. The human soul does not evolve. It is a 

direct and immediate creation by God for every single human person. While the body may 

have developed over time, the spiritual soul is a direct gift from God. 

• Theology's Role: Theology, as the study of God, serves to interpret scientific findings, 

especially those concerning human origins, to safeguard the essential truths of the faith. 

From the truths of our creation, we must now turn to the state in which humanity was originally 

created and how that state was tragically lost. 

4. The Fall from Grace 

When God created our first parents, Adam and Eve, He gave them more than just a natural human 

existence. He endowed them with extraordinary gifts, allowing them to live in a state of perfect 

harmony with Him, with each other, and within themselves. This original state is called "original 

justice." 

4.1. The Original Gifts 

The extra gifts Adam and Eve possessed are categorized into two types: 

• Supernatural Gifts (Sharing in God's Life): 

o Sanctifying Grace: This was the most important gift—God's own divine life 

dwelling within their souls, making them His adopted children. 

• Preternatural Gifts (Beyond Human Nature): 

o Immortality: They were not created to suffer from physical death. 



o Integrity: Their reason had perfect control over their passions. They experienced no 

inner conflict or war within themselves between what they knew was right and what 

they desired. 

o Infused Knowledge: They possessed a direct knowledge of God and creation, given 

straight to their minds, not acquired through the senses. 

4.2. The First Sin: A Choice for Self 

The first sin, known as Original Sin, was not a simple mistake. Because Adam and Eve possessed the 

gift of integrity, their sin was not one of passion or weakness, but a free and deliberate choice of the 

intellect. At its core, the serpent's temptation was to convince them that God was a tyrant holding 

them back from their full potential. 

The essence of their sin was a desire for autonomy—a word from the Greek for "self-law." They 

chose to be their own law, to decide for themselves what is good and evil rather than receiving that 

truth from God their creator. It was a sin of pride, a declaration of "I know better than God." In 

seeking to grasp divinity for themselves, they rejected the divinity that was already being offered to 

them as a gift. 

4.3. The Consequences: What Was Lost 

As a result of their choice, Adam and Eve lost the extra supernatural and preternatural gifts God 

had given them. It is crucial to understand what was lost and what remained. Adam and Eve lost 

these extra gifts, but their fundamental human nature, created by God, remained good. Therefore, 

Catholic theology holds that this nature was wounded and weakened—inclined to sin and subject to 

suffering—but not totally corrupted or destroyed. This contrasts with some Protestant views, such as 

Martin Luther's analogy of fallen humanity as a "pile of dung covered in snow"—outwardly clean 

but inwardly corrupt. The Catholic view holds that our nature is still fundamentally good, though 

weakened. 

This "state of original sin" is what is inherited by all of humanity. We are born without the original 

gifts of grace and integrity that Adam was meant to pass down to us, his descendants. 

This tragic fall, however, is not the end of the story. In the very moment of failure, God already had a 

plan of rescue. 

5. A Story Tinged with Hope 

In His infinite love and mercy, God did not abandon humanity after the Fall. He immediately began 

to unfold a plan of salvation that would be even more glorious than the original creation. 

5.1. The First Glimmer: The Protoevangelium 



In the very moment of judgment in the Garden of Eden, as God pronounced the consequences of 

their sin, He also made a promise. In his curse upon the serpent, God gave the first hint of the Gospel 

(the "Protoevangelium" or "first gospel"): 

"I will put enmity between you and the woman, and between your seed and her seed; he shall bruise 

your head, and you shall bruise his heel." (Genesis 3:15) 

The Church has always seen this as the very first prophecy of a future savior. It foretells a new 

woman (Mary) and her seed (Jesus), who would enter into a cosmic battle with the serpent (Satan). 

While the serpent would "bruise his heel" (cause Him to suffer through the Crucifixion), He would 

ultimately crush the serpent's head, winning the definitive victory over sin and death. 

5.2. The Happy Fault 

This leads to one of the most beautiful and paradoxical concepts in Catholic theology, expressed in 

the Easter liturgy with the Latin phrase "O Felix Culpa," or "O Happy Fault." 

The Church teaches that God's plan of redemption through Jesus Christ is an even greater gift than 

the original state of paradise in Eden. He has the power to turn every evil to a greater good. The 

greatest evil imaginable—the killing of God on the cross (deicide)—brought about the greatest good 

imaginable: our salvation and the chance to share in God's own divine life for eternity. The sin of 

Adam was a tragedy, but it "merited so great, so glorious a Redeemer." This principle of the "happy 

fault" gives us a framework of hope, teaching that God can and will turn even the most profound 

evils and sufferings in our own lives toward a greater good. 

Conclusion: The Unfolding Plan 

The story of creation and the fall is the necessary prologue to the main event of human history. God 

created the world out of love as a free gift. He made humanity in His own image, giving us a special 

role and incredible gifts. Through a free and tragic choice, humanity fell from that state of grace, 

wounding our nature and losing those gifts. But God, in His infinite love, did not abandon us. He 

immediately promised a savior, beginning a long story of salvation that ultimately leads to the 

person of Jesus Christ, who comes to restore our relationship with God and offer us a destiny even 

greater than the one we lost. 

 

 


