Animal Theology Talk

Introduction
My name is Daryl and today in our Soap Box series, I am going to be speaking on the subject of animal theology.

Animal welfare is something I have long had an interest in since I was a boy.

In fact one of my earliest memories, when I was around 5 or 6, was when my uncle recorded a video of me giving my first lecture on the subject.

Oh yes, there was little Daryl, proclaiming into the camera, about how we should all be kind to animals. 

To be fair to little Daryl, who grew up on the Isle of Wight, animals were pretty amazing. 

Beautiful animals were all around; birds, rabbits, bats, pheasants, foxes, moles, you name it, they were there. 

Right next door to my house was a field where a whole heard of cows would run from one end of the field to the other just for a scratch on the nose and a handful of grass.

They seemed remarkably fond of the spring onions which grew in my garden.

I remember because of the onion’s strength, they would shoot up their nose.

The result was me treated the sight of a cow needing to pick its nose with its tongue.

I assure you that to 6 year old boys, there is nothing funnier in the world! 

Little Daryl was very passionate about animals until… faith happened.

When I became a Christian in my teenage years and early twenties, my view of animals changed a lot. 

Obviously I didn’t not suddenly dislike them.

I slowly ceased to care.

George Bernard Shaw once wrote: 

“The worst sin towards our fellow creatures is not to hate them, but to be indifferent to them: that's the essence of inhumanity.”

So here I stand because I believe I got it wrong. 

I was wrong to think that theology only speaks on behalf of humanity. 

Rather I believe we need to revise how we regard other species in the 21st century, not in spite of our faith but rather because it.


Negative Tradition
Much like me in my teens and twenties, the history of Christianity has not always regarded animals very favourably.

The pre-Christian Aristotelian belief that there was a hierarchy of species was adopted by Christian thinkers such as Augustine and Aquinas.

Modernist philosophers such as Descartes and Spinoza reinforced these ideas and referred to factors such as language, rationality, skills, etc. as proofs for animal inferiority.

Such philosophical ideas set the standard line for much of where Christianity is today whereby it is believed God is solely concerns with humans.

Animals are offered a mere a providential shrug of the shoulders.

Little wonder critics of Christianity have seized upon this as a means of attack. 

The 19th century German philosopher Ludwig Feuerbach wrote:

“Nature, the world, has no value, no interest for Christians. The Christian thinks only of himself and the salvation of his soul”

Animals in Christian Tradition – Saints and Middle Ages
Yet, whilst Feuerbach had a point, despite this dominant negative tradition, the truth is that there has always been a subterranean pro-animal voice present within Christianity, particularly in the early traditions. 

There are many tales of devoted Saints, most notably St. Francis of Assisi who lived lives of communion and peaceable relations with other animals.

Through the Middle Ages and particularly within the Celtic Christian tradition, the natural world itself was thought to be very self-communication of the creator.


Resurgence of Animal Theology
Now as time went on, the negative tradition of indifference to animals came to overshadow this fascination with God’s creation.

Yet in the 18th and 19th centuries pro-animals voices again began to be heard.

In 1776, the Anglican priest Humphry Primatt, argued that kindness to animals was a doctrine of divine revelation and that the inflicting of suffering on any creature was an act of evil.

This proved influential to The Revd Arthur Broom and William Wilberforce who went onto found what was to become the RSPCA.

Influential theologians such as Albert Schweitzer also championed the cause of animal theology, believing we should revere all forms of life.

Today, interest in animal theology has grown immeasurably with numerous books being written, many of which you will be able to see on our animal theology bookstall downstairs.


Genesis – Making of all creatures – Nepesh and Kol Basar
Now whilst this is an exciting time to be interested in animal theology, its roots are firmly established in the Bible.

In our reading from Genesis, straight away humans and animals as seen to establish a close relationship.

In the first chapter God makes animals and humans on the same day.

God does this by speaking life into the dust; animating it and breathing in life.

When God makes both humans and animals, they are all described as “living souls” or “living beings”.

The Hebrew word is nephesh and it is used in Genesis 1-2 to describe sea life, land animals, birds and humanity.

Likewise when the Bible refers to “all flesh” or kol basar in Genesis 6, it speaks of both animals and humans alike and denotes a basic kinship that all divinely made creatures share.

Co-sharers of the ruach
Scripture also tells of how within this dust, there dwells something divine.

The writer of Genesis uses the word Hebrew word ruach, to tell of how the "wind", "spirit", or "breath" of God brings forth life.	

Genesis 6:17 and Psalm 104 confirm humans and animals share the same spark of life; this same ruach.

According the Bible the same life-giving divine breath that you and I share as humans is likewise shared by all creatures.

This is so important because it shows animals as created to be fundamentally spiritual beings which, as we see in chapter 9, from whales to ants into a divine and holy covenant promise.

Whilst great theologians and philosophers have dismissed animals as irrational, mindless and without language, surely if scripture is true, every purr, every bark, every roar from God’s creatures testifies to the sacred, animating force within.


God is Pro-animals
Now, I’m not doing to tell you the whole of the Bible consistently preaches animal liberation from start to finish.

Nonetheless Genesis turns out to be a book that is far more pro-animal than many dared think.

This is because I believe God to be a God who is pro-animals.

Animals and humans alike are made by God in love, by love and for love and are part of a very good creation.

The culmination of God’s love and His covenant promise for all of creation is met in the coming of Christ.


Foretelling of the Peaceable Kingdom
Christ’s promise of a future peaceable Kingdom is proclaimed throughout scripture as good news to all creatures.

Isaiah 11 envisages this new world ushered in through the work of the Messiah where the lion shall lie down with the lamb.

Paul in his letter to the Roman Church tells of how all of creation has been “groaning and suffering”, awaiting its liberation.

A liberation spoken of in the book of Revelation which tells of a new heaven and a new earth involving the destruction of pain and death.

The animals, far from forgotten, are central to God’s redemptive plan.

Ephesians 1:10 tell us that Christ’s sacrifice is “a plan in the fullness of time to unite all things to Him, things in heaven and things in earth.”


The Kingdom Come
The promised end of pain, suffering and death for all creatures will be a wonderful day.

Yet surely we are not to just twiddle our thumbs waiting for this Kingdom Come.

Rather Jesus’ teaches us to challenge the established order of things.

We not just to say the words “Thy Kingdom come” but live the words.

This is why we called to exercise dominion as God’s special creatures who are made in the image of God.


Dominion and Image of God
If we are to understand what dominion means Biblically, we have to look to Christ’s model of how He chose to exercise Lordship.

We read in the Gospel of how Jesus is the Good Shepherd.

He was no hired hand who cared nothing for the flock but rather was the self-sacrificing servant who laid down his life for the sheep.

The template for human dominion should be what Christ modelled for us; namely the exercising of Lordship through service and the moral priority of the weak.


God’s Rights
The call to exercise dominion is therefore nothing to do with human rights being superior animal rights.

We have dominion in order to uphold God’s rights. 

Creation is a result of the loving work of God.

It is the outpouring of divine love. 

God cannot help but love and care for all creatures which He has made in love!

If God is for animals, how we be against them?

We must give to animals what is owed to them.

This is a matter of divine justice by virtue of the rights of their creator.

Animals can be wronged because God can be wronged.

In light of this, what is the starting point in exercising Biblical dominion?


Adam Names the Animals
In Genesis 2:19, God instructed Adam to name the animals.

In the ancient Jewish culture, your name was not simply “what you are called”.

Your name spoke deeply of your very essence.

To ask someone’s name is ask “who are you?”

I believe every generation is called to repeat Adam’s task.

Now how we go about doing this?

[bookmark: _GoBack]Society teaches us to use words like “Product, ingredient, entertainment, sport and experimentation” to name the animals.

Yet the Bible teaches us to us names such as “nephesh, ruach, and kol basar”.

Names of divine justice, compassion, kinship and, above all, love in sure promise of the Kingdom Come.

