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My kids are twenty-six and thirty now and they embarrassed me terribly    
 recently by telling me that when they were little and I was in seminary 
  they asked me if animals go to heaven and I said "No." 
My memory of what I said is different, and a lot more flattering, 
 but they are adamant that I spouted  some theology  
  they way young ministers often stupidly do. 
   Whatever I think I said, what they heard was "no." 
Today I confess that along with Job 
 I should have kept my big mouth shut. 
 
The answer to the sermon title,  
 as you may have guessed, is also “No.”  
No, you and I did not create the world  
 or the creatures that adorn it,  
  and no, you and I do not know the deepest secrets  
   of many forms of life despite decades   
    of scientific research in some cases.  

Nor at times do we have that much insight 
into many of the creatures we think we do know. 

Take the hummingbirds that buzz around your flowers in summer. 
 They are stunning, and dexterous, mesmerizing and,  

for such tiny little beings, incredibly aggressive.   
They are also the fastest things on wings 

    if you base the calculation  
on how many of their own body lengths they cover per second. 
 Measured that way, hummingbirds  

leave Peregrine falcons in the dust. 
 And peregrines clock in at 240 miles per hour. 

But did you know that hummingbirds have very distinct personalities? 
 Or that some hummingbirds recognize individual people, 
  a fact that amazed a hummingbird rescuer in Los Angeles 
   after she rehabilitated a bird she named Pepper.  

Pepper became distraught and nearly died 
when moved to the home of a more seasoned rehabber for treatment.  

She only regained health when returned to the original volunteer.  
 Was it recognition? A bond? Coincidence? Who can say? 

Then there is my cat, Bix,  
 whose quirky and playful personality  

has been well known to me since the day  
 I met him as a kitten at the animal shelter, 
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  his eyes gunked shut with infection.  
An completely ordinary looking kitten, plain black from head to toe, 
 I would not have picked him. But he picked me, 
  bashing me repeatedly with his big head  
   and purring like a motorcycle. 
That personality is back now that we’ve found another home 
 for a kitten we tried to introduce a year ago.  
  And no, you don't need to come after the sermon  
   and explain the intricacies of cat introductions, 
    which we've been through several times before at my house. 
  The match made Bix no longer Bix for reasons mysterious to us 
   but perfectly clear to him. 
 
In the Book of Job, God uses a series of questions  
 about the mysteries of creatures 

 to silence Job’s complaining when Job rages at God, 
over mysterious losses in his own life. 

After absorbing it all in silence for thirty-seven chapters,  
 God finally booms forth from a whirlwind 

 piling on the questions about the mysteries of creation 
 until Job wisely whispers “I uttered what I did not understand,  

things too wonderful for me, which I did not know.” 
 
I did not know that of this year’s Season of Creation themes, 

 today’s would end up being the most difficult to address.  
 It would be all too easy to tell stories of the animals we love,  

and even those we don’t, tugging at our heartstrings to remind us  
      that the animals with whom we share our planet  

have their own sensations and reactions to life,  
including feelings of fear, loss,  

and what we interpret as affection in many cases.  
It would be easy to tell sentimental stories that leave us all  

feeling warm toward the creatures of the earth  
and a little better inclined to do our best for them.  

And then leave it at that.  
And there are countless such stories. 
 Like the report by the farmer of the sow who,  

on the day she birthed a litter of piglets, then carefully 
bit off jonquil blossoms and arranged them in a bright circle  

  around the sleeping litter.i 
Or stories of animals who simply seem to give up and die  
 when separated from a companion of the same or even another species, 
  with whom they’ve formed a bond. 
The internet is full of stories of unlikely animal companions 
 like the orphaned hippo who found comfort in an giant land turtle 
  or the chimpanzee who had been taught sign language 
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 and who cried for a week after the accidental death  
  of the kitten the chimp had named “all ball.” 

   
As moving as such stories are, sharing them is not enough 

to honor the deeply complex problems that we face today  
when it comes to the relationship  

between humankind and the animals in and out of our care. 
And just having our hearts warmed will not honor 

 our biblical heritage, at all. 
 
On top of all this, there happened this very week to be not one but two  

tragic stories in the news about endangered animals,  
one about the gorilla in Cincinnati who was put down  

in order to rescue a three-year boy, 
and the other about a Buddhist temple in Thailand  

where a police raid found the bodies of 40 tiger cubs in a freezer.  
.  To complicate things even further  
 emotions run so high around animals 
  there are people who are happy to attack 
   the mother at the zoo, and the zoo the director,   

for actions in response to situations the attackers did not witness  
and for which they have only media reports to go on.  

I was grateful for the comments  
of other mothers on the scene in Cincinnati  

who had the grace to say they were right there,  
saw what was happening, and couldn’t even prevent it.ii  

 
In our tribal time we have divided into camps about everything 
 and animals are no exception, with people on opposing sides  
  convinced they, and they alone, know what’s right or true.  
There are the animal behaviorists who claim stimulus–response models  

provide sufficient explanation for animal behaviors  
that other people describe as emotions.  

Many behaviorists insist animals have no self-awareness at all,  
certainly no consciousness like ours, 
 which has led some to assert animals do not suffer.  

Their arguments have been used by some in the food industry 
to justify the miserable treatment of animals raised 

for our meal tables, treatment we are  
very carefully kept from seeing up close. 
 

On the other side of the debate are a growing number  
of scientists and others who work or live closely  

with animals and birds, who make the opposite assertions.  
Yes, many social animals do know who they are.  

They have friends and rivals. 
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They know what their social status is and try to enhance it. 
But even so-called lower animals try to stay alive, get food and shelter,  

raise young for the next generation. 
 How different can they be? 

Perhaps Harvard biologist E. O. Wilson comes close to the truth 
 by suggesting humans have an inborn affinity with other creatures. 
  Over the millennia, our nervous systems evolved 
   through interplay with a wild environment,  
    so we naturally respond with fascination to the animals  
     who are members of our own family tree.iii  
 
In 2012 an international group of prominent scientists 

signed The Cambridge Declaration on Consciousness 
in which they announced their support for the idea 

that animals are conscious and aware to the degree that humans are,  
citing a list of animals that includes all mammals,  

birds, and even the octopus. 
So the battle rages on.  

Of the things I read to prepare for today, 
I was most struck by the value of these words from Matthew Scully,  
 a former speech writer for President George W. Bush,  

 and author of Dominion, the Power of Man,  
  the Suffering of Animals, and the Call to Mercy. 

Published in 2002, the book has already been deemed likely 
 to become “a classic" in defense of the humane treatment of animals.iv 

 “Animals are more than ever a test of our character,” writes Scully,  
“of [human]kind’s capacity for empathy and for decent, 

 honorable conduct and faithful stewardship.  
We are called to treat them with kindness,  

not because they have rights or power or some claim to equality,  
but in a sense because they don’t;  

because they all stand unequal and powerless before us. 
Animals are so easily overlooked, 

their interests so easily brushed aside.  
Whenever we humans enter their world,  

from our farms to the local animal shelter  
to the African Savanna, we enter as lords of the earth  

bearing strange powers of terror and mercy alike.”v   
 
The unknown author of the Book of Job was also aware  
 that human beings have strange powers of terror and mercy.  
  Why else would he or she lift up the freedom of the wild donkey 

 roaming the plains and laughing at his harnessed cousins? 
Or dare us in our arrogance to try and keep buffalo in our barns? 
 Bison are the animal responsible for the most injuries to tourists  

 in the national parks. 
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 There is something about the totally free wild creature, 
  unsullied by human contact, that still thrills us all.  
 

 
Yet, writes Scully, "…where we no longer recognize  
 the animals in a factory farm as living creatures  
  capable of feeling pain and fear, or when we insist  
   on an inalienable right to stalk and slaughter intelligent,  
    magnificent creatures like elephants or polar bears  
     for the sheer, bracing thrill of it…then," he insists, 
      " we debase ourselves."vi 
I confess I have not read Scully's book, and I admit that I am a little afraid to.  
 Do I really want to know the details  
  of what the animals I eat go through, 
   and would  I still be able to be the carnivore I most decidedly am? 
    Scully himself is a vegan. 
As one of Scully's reviewers put it, " Caring for God's creatures  
 can go just so far before it becomes fanaticism…. 
  Distinctions need to be made…."vii 
I agree, but that can't be an excuse 
 to turn a blind eye when we learn  
  that inhumane treatment is taking place. 
"Scully argues that there is a kind of natural moral governor  
 that tells us what is acceptable if we will only pay attention.  
  Reasonable lines must be drawn. But it won't be simple."viii 
 
Sadly, the history of Christianity does not help.   
 As was shared on our first Sunday of this Season of Creation, 
  the language about our "dominion" from Psalm 8 
   has been used again and again to justify treating animals vilely for   
    our economic benefit. 
  The evangelical church in particular has been on the side  
   of making creation bow to our mastery. 
    Fortunately younger evangelicals are bringing change. 
  In part because of texts like the ones we read today 
   which tip the scales away from dominion toward awe.  
 
The poet who wrote Psalm 104 clearly delighted 
 in praising God through depictions of the creatures of the earth. 
  He or she even praises God that the lion goes to bed in the morning 
   so that people can get up and go to work unmolested! 
In Revelation we have a vision of all the creatures on the earth  
 praising Christ the Lamb, and the news  
  that there are creatures in heaven doing the same thing! 
Surely an attitude that says humankind can treat animals,  
 and therefore their habitats,  any way we want to  
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  is not consistent with a vision of animals 
   giving thanks for Christ the slaughtered Lamb  
    before the throne of God.  
In his book The Souls of Animals, Episcopal priest Gary Kowalski 
 offers us a way forward. 
"We have long been accustomed to regard animals as things: 
 as objects, tools, commodities or resources… 
  [to] regard other creatures as a means to our own fulfillment, 
   not as ends in themselves." 
    When we do this, he writes,  
     "…we injure both their nature and our own." 
Kowalski tells a story from theologian Martin Buber 
 who as a child would visit the stall of a dapple-grey mare 
  with whom he had a special bond. 
"One day, as he stroked the mares side, 
 he thought what fun he was having  
  and became aware of his own hand. 
   Then with a start he realized that the spell of camaraderie was broken. 
His attention had wandered from the horse itself 
 to his own thoughts about the horse.  
  And in that instant he had ceased to relate to the mare as a friend. 
   Instead turned the animal into a thing… 
    The horse also sensed the change. 
 The next day when Martin returned to the stall at feeding time 
  the horse no longer raised its head in greeting. 
   Martin continued to pet the mare,  
    but the relationship had changed. 
"There is an inwardness in other living things" Kowalski writes, 
 "that awakens what is innermost in ourselves…. 
  Can we greet animals as beings  
   who like ourselves possess dignity and depth? 
 To do so we must learn to revere and respect the creatures  
  who, like us, are part of God's beloved creation,  
   and to cherish the amazing planet  
    that sustains our mutual existence."ix  
Finally this, from a letter perhaps written by Chief Seattle  
 of the Duwamish Tribe to then President Franklin Pierce. 
  “If all the beasts were gone,  
   men would die from a great loneliness of spirit,  
    for whatever happens to the beasts also happens to the man."x Amen. 
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x There is evidence to suggest that this “letter,” purportedly from Chief Seattle to President Franklin 

Pierce, is apocryphal, and may have been written by environmentalists between 1970 and 1972. The 

sentiments, however, are nonetheless powerful. 

 

                                            


