
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 “All Things Bright and Beautiful” 

Genesis 1:20-31, Isaiah 11:6-9 

The Rev. Jacqueline Decker Vanderpol 

 

We have reached the pop quiz portion of the service.  So, everyone get out your 

pencils…. I’m kidding about the pencil, not about the quiz.  It’s true/false, so let’s do thumbs up 

or down.  Are you ready?   

• When you are petting a dog, you should pat them rather than stroke them.   

o False, says Temple Grandin (the Professor of Animal Science at Colorado State, 

who wrote Animals Make Us Human).  Animals tend to interpret pats as hits, so 

stroking is preferable.   

• Marmalade-colored cats are more laidback than black cats. 

o Defying all Halloween stereotypes, this is false.  Again, courtesy of Temple 

Grandin.  Apparently, she knows this to be true because of horses and cattle who, 

when they have a hairwhirl high on their forehead, startle more easily.  I read this 

section a number of times but for the life of me can’t explain to you what a cow’s 

hairlwhirl has to do with a cat’s lack of eyebrows and then coloring, but I’m going 

to trust Grandin when she says they’re related.   

• Moving on to non-domestic animals… octopi are in the “reduce, reuse, recycle” business. 

o True.  They are some of the thriftiest invertebrates, building their shelters out of 

discarded debris like nut shells and clam shells.   

• Snails can sleep for up to three years. 

o True.  Thus, dethroning cats as championship sleepers. 

• Sloths are the only animal that cannot jump. 

o False.  That’s elephants. 

• Koalas fingerprints are so indistinguishable from human fingerprints that they have on 

occasion been confused at a crime scene. 

o True.  You can’t make that up. 

• Last one…  Prozac is effective on dogs.   

o Totally true.  And one of the many reasons people believe that animals have 

emotional lives as robust as our own.   

So many of us have been transfixed by an amazing example of this over the last 20 days, 

as Tahlequah took her “tour of grief,” as it’s been called.  Tahlequah is a 20-year-old orca, killer 

whale, who lives near Puget Sound, Washington, and is part of the critically endangered orca 

population there. “On July, 24, she gave birth to a female calf, who lived for just 30 minutes.  

The calf was emaciated, lacking enough blubber to stay afloat.  Tahlequah kept the body at the 

surface, supporting it on her hear or holding it in her mouth.  [But the calf didn’t survive.]  Orcas 

have been observed carrying their dead, but rarely longer than a day.”  [This grieved mother] has 

been swimming with her daughter’s body for 20 days, if it continues into today.  It’s been so 



long, in fact, that scientists are getting worried about Tahlequah’s health since she hasn’t been 

able to forage or eat. Asked by the media if they were considering taking the calf away to save 

the mother’s life, scientists said, “that is not on the table.”  

It’s an act of empathy and compassion not to interrupt this mother’s grieving, but it’s also 

a situation we’ve caused.  These endangered whales “haven’t had a successful birth in the last 

three years.  They contend with a host of stresses – pollution, development, and industrial marine 

noise – but their main problem is malnutrition.  [Not only have we overfished their primary meal 

– Chinook salmon – we’ve also] contaminated the fish with everything from flame retardants to 

lead to Prozac and cocaine.”  So, it’s one thing to feel empathy for Tahlequah on her tour of 

grief, and it’s another to feel some measure of responsibility for it.1   

Of course, the classic Bible passage about our relationship with creation, with plants and 

animals and birds and fish is the passage from Genesis 1 JoAnn read this morning: “Then God 

said, ‘Let us make human kind in our image, according to our likeness; and let them have 

dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the birds of the air, and over the cattle, and over 

every creeping thing that creeps upon the earth.’”  If we interpret “dominion” as “domination,” 

then we are doing a terrific job of honoring God – just ask Tahlequah.  But, if we translate the 

Hebrew more accurately as “skilled mastery,” we have strayed far from our faith.  Think about 

the difference: kids are starting school this week, and I very much want my children’s teachers to 

have a skilled mastery of their subjects and of teaching, in general, which is not close to the same 

as wanting the teachers to dominate my children.  The same is true of medicine – I want my 

doctor to have mastery, but I don’t want her to dominate my medical decisions.  We’ve had to do 

some incredible spiritual gymnastics to confuse the two, but confuse the two, we have…. 

A number of years ago, I buried a woman who was the greatest conservationist I had ever 

met.  A robust outdoors-woman, you could call her death tragic or you could say it was exactly 

right.  At 87 years old, she was hiking the Grand Canyon when she tripped, feel into the canyon, 

and died.  Preparing for her funeral, I couldn’t contemplate using any passage besides Genesis 1.  

After all, she had spent her entire life enjoying and caring for God’s world.  I suggested it to her 

partner who flinched as if I knew nothing of Barb and said, “she loved God’s world; she would 

never want to have dominion over it.”  Bad biblical translation, mixed with greed and pride, have 

impoverished our natural world,… and they have impoverished us.   

Assuming that we were the pinnacle of creation and therefore the best, we’ve dismissed 

some of the best teachers God put before us.  Maybe that’s why a variety of faith traditions – 

ours included – continue to talk about the spiritual life through analogies with animals.  Just 

think of how slim the New Testament would be if we took out all of the references to sheep and 

shepherds.  The Hindu tradition has this great image of calling followers to love God with the 

same devotion a mother cat has for her kittens.  And Jews, Muslims, and Christians share 

passages like the one from Isaiah: “The wolf shall live with the lamb, the leopard shall like down 

with the kid, the calf and the lion and the fatling together, and a little child shall lead them….  

They will not hurt or destroy on all my holy mountain; for the earth will be full of the knowledge 

of the Lord.”  It’s a passage that we Christians usually read at Christmas when Jesus is born, a 

passage that, if we’re being honest, we treat as naïve and utopic and without much relevance to 

our modern, daily life.  But, Dear Lord, in this modern life, wouldn’t we be grateful for some of 

the lions and some of the lambs in Washington to get together and not try to eat each other alive?  

Mentioning Washington and people coming together doesn’t make this passage sound any less 
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naïve or utopic.  We’ve simply written off the possibility of the lion and the lamb laying 

peacefully together.   

But you know who hasn’t?  Literal lions and lambs.  Or, to be more precise, a polar bear 

and two huskies.  We’ll get to that story in a minute.  It comes from Stuart Brown who founded 

the National Institute for Play, which may also sound irrelevant, but listen how Brown got into 

researching play.  He was researching the mass shooting at the University of Texas Tower that 

happened in 1961 when Brown discovered that extreme play deprivation – it didn’t cause the 

shooter to do what he did – but it caused the shooter to be more vulnerable to doing what he did.  

That conclusion has remained consistent even through more recent incidents, and it also caused 

Brown to devote his life to studying play and its less-extreme implications.   

Now there were almost no studies about play in people when Brown started because it 

felt like fluff, but Brown tells the story of one study on rats.  There was a control group of rats 

who were allowed to live life like usual and another group in which researchers suppressed play 

(which for a rat means no squeaking, no wrestling, no pinning each other down).  Then all of the 

rats were exposed to a cat odor-saturated collar.  They all ran away and hid, but only those who 

had been allowed to play ever dared venture back out, ever dared imagining that the danger may 

have passed, ever dared to be curious about what else exist.  All of the play-deprived rats died in 

hiding.   

Which brings us back to the polar bear and huskies.  This wasn’t a study Brown did but 

an anecdote he found thanks to a photographer in Manitoba who was taking pictures of two 

huskies who were tethered to the ground.  It was October or November when the 1200-pound-

male polar bear would have been particularly hungry, and then he sees dinner.  The photographer 

takes pictures of him coming in with an unmistakably predatory gaze, descending on the huskies, 

when one of the huskies did that thing your lab does every time she wants to play fetch: she bent 

her front legs into downward dog pose and kept her tail wagging.  And, what should have been a 

short fight to the death, almost instantly became a lighthearted wrestling match.  Brown 

concludes: “It’s a marvelous example of how a differential in power can be overridden by a 

process of nature that’s within all of us.”2   

And here’s the conclusion I draw from it: sure, the polar bear gets some credit for not 

turning the huskies into dinner, but it’s the huskies who flipped the script.  We assume because 

of the “differential of power” that it’s the lions who make the call of how to relate to the lamb, 

that they’re the ones who determine when it’s hostile and when it’s peaceful.  But, these canine 

preachers of ours remind us that the lambs aren’t without power, aren’t without influence and 

that some well-timed play is not fluff.  Just like our coworkers with an appropriate sense of 

humor show us how to effectively disarm the boss.  If the lion really is to live with the lamb, 

maybe it’s not just about declawing the lion.  If the husky is going to live to be more than just 

dinner, maybe it’s about remembering the primitive power of leaning into those front haunches, 

bum in the air, tail wagging.  Amen.   
 

                                                           
2 “Play is More than Just Fun,” TED Talk, Stuart Brown.   


