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 The Place of Animals in the Purpose of 
God 

 
Issue 38 Editor: Rob Cook 

 
I was grateful for the honour of delivering these public lectures 
on animal theology during my final year of teaching before 
retirement after over twenty years of service at Redcliffe 
College. Barth described theology as ‘taking rational trouble 
over the mystery’ and what serious fun this has been over the 
course of my career! The subject of these lectures marks the latest of my eclectic interests 
and expresses my long commitment to the interface between theology and science, 
philosophy and the arts. Being in a nostalgic mood, for my conversation partners I have 
chosen a mixture of personal friends and mentors from my early theological training days as 
well as specialists in the field. From my London Bible College years I invited responses from 
Dr. Richard Sturch who inspired me to pursue philosophy of religion for my Masters degree 
and beyond and also Prof. Tony Lane who encouraged me to be bold and creative in my 
theological thinking. I then asked Dr. Simon Steer who was both former Principal of Redcliffe 
and the one who pioneered our Redcliffe ecological MA module, The Greening of Mission. 
Mr. Dan Button, a sometime lecturer at Redcliffe was invited because he has had a long 
interest in science and theology and is about to complete a PhD in eschatology and the new 
earth. Redcliffe College is a collaborative partner of the University of Gloucestershire and so 
I asked a senior lecturer and friend of the College, Dr. Dee Carter to respond as well. 
Turning to the science specialists, a former student, Dr. Darren Evans who is now teaching 
at the University of Hull in conservation biology agreed to join in as did both Dr. Martin 
Hodson of the John Ray Initiative and Steve Hughes of A Rocha. I am grateful to them all 
and they have enriched my thinking. So I hope you, dear reader, will enjoy this issue and 
have your boundaries widened and your commitment deepened to God’s fecund creation. 
What awaits you is a transcript of my public lecture delivered at Redcliffe College on 19th 
October followed by a number of rejoinders and then finally my own surrejoinder and an 
extra little piece written by me on animal ethics. Enjoy.   
 
Dr. Rob Cook 
 
Guest Editor and Lecturer in Theology, Redcliffe College. 
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The Place of Animals in the  
Purposes of God                                                   
Rob Cook, PhD, MTh, BA (Hons), BA (Hons) and  Head of Theology at Redcliffe College 

 
Introduction  

 

My recent interest in creaturely theology stems from three events: being adopted by a 
neighbouring cat called Leonora and spending meditative hours with her on my lap as we 
both mused over the slow drama of the garden, reflecting again on the problem of innocent 
suffering as I taught another generation of philosophy students, and reading the illuminating 
book, Second Nature: the inner lives of animals1. Questions bubbled up in my mind such as: 
where do animals fit into God’s purposes and what is our responsibility to them? What is a 
cat’s worldview? Is God happy when our cat brings in her offering of a dead mouse or are 
cats another fallen race and, if so, when did they and other predators fall? Given that this 
baby mouse never developed into a flourishing creature, for God to be good must we 
assume that animals too are given the gift of immortality and what could mutual flourishing 
be like for predator and prey? So I scurried into the literature and was surprised to find that 
creaturely theology is a burgeoning discipline. Some see it where feminist theology was 
thirty years ago. Creaturely theology tends to view us on a continuum with animals, or 
perhaps one should say, other animals. Together we constitute the ‘all flesh’ which God 
repeatedly addresses in Scripture. In fact, this is a much more common phrase than ‘the 
image of God’ which is the unique designation of us humans and this term probably refers to 
our role as God’s delegated ‘gardeners’ of the planet rather than any singular constitution we 
might possess as a species. Further, it is of significance that we are created on the same 
day as the land animals, we don’t even get a day to ourselves. Science confirms this 
continuum; evidently our genes are closer to those of the primates than a dolphin’s is to a 
porpoise or a horse’s to a zebra. 
 

 

Historical theology 

 

A look into historical theology is disappointing. The Reformers, following Aquinas who in turn 
leant on Aristotle, contended that animals lacked a rational soul and therefore have no 
rights. Their main purpose is to accommodate us, either as beasts of burden or as tasty food 
(the latter became known as the gastrocentric view!). Later, Descartes even doubted 
whether they we truly conscious. Watching cats covering their litter, he observed that they 
often missed, leaving their excrement exposed and concluded that it seemed that they were 
just acting from instinct, just going through the motions rather like a mechanical clock. He 
also noted that when parrots are taught to speak, they have nothing interesting to say 
although he had so many philosophical questions to ask them!   
 

 

Insights from science 

 

Science has changed our perceptions radically. Pace Descartes, we are now becoming 
aware of the subtle ways animals communicate. It has been discovered that prairie dogs, for 
example, have at least twenty different calls describing predators and, using modifiers, this 
number is increased to about a hundred ‘words’. They even have a term for a gun carrying 
human! We are also coming to realize that many animals have a rich inner life. Some 
species experience not just a series of disconnected events but a continuum of awareness 

                                                 
1
 J. Balcombe (Basingstoke: Macmillan [Palgrave]; 2010) 
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with memories, phobias due to past traumas and possibly projects for the future; they are not 
just alive but they have a life and a biography.  
 
They are not only more like us than we thought but we are more like them. In fact, the 
Darwinian revolution has revealed that, in a sense, they are our ancestors. When observing 
chimpanzees in the wild, Jane Goodall was at first convinced that these animals were 
peaceable, sociable herbivores but then she discovered that they hunted colobus monkeys 
for meat and to her dismay, it transpired that after a while the troop divided into two with one 
group moving away into the forest only to return sometime later to wreak violent murder on 
the males of the original group. Is this the legacy we still carry within us? We who, like the 
mafia, tend to be kind and attentive to those we consider our family but deeply prejudicial to 
the outsider, sometimes resulting in violent behaviour. 
 
The virtual universal acceptance of Darwinian natural selection strengthened by genetic 
research has raised many difficult issues for the theologian. OT scholars tell us that the 
genre of the early chapters of Genesis is something like myth written to correct neighbouring 
myths rather than scientific description, so that is not a problem. The main challenge is that 
the survival of the fittest mechanism seems so contrary to the nature of the ‘servant King’ 
creator. However one understands Jesus’ teaching on the Kingdom of God, or the Kindom of 
God as feminist theologians prefer, it cannot be interpreted as the form of fascism apparently 
preferred by animal life! This struggle for existence has had to pay a terrible price. It is 
estimated that about 98% of the species that have ever evolved are now extinct. We will 
return to this puzzle later. 
 

 

Biblical Perspectives 

 

When we turn to Scripture we get a mixed picture. On the one hand there seems to be rather 
a negative attitude to animals: some are considered unclean, animal sacrifice is commended 
and they are even victims of divinely ordained genocide. They don’t feature strongly in the 
NT but we find Jesus sending demons into pigs. Jesus himself ate fish and almost certainly 
lamb at the Passover and he may well have brought animals to sacrifice at the Temple (or 
was he undermining the whole system when he cleansed the Temple?). 
 
But on the other hand, the Edenic state is described as vegetarian and there seems to be no 
place for predation in the New Earth where the lion will lay down with the lamb. What is 
more, Jesus taught that God is even attentive to the fall of a lowly sparrow (Lk.12.6) which is 
in keeping with his compassion for the vulnerable. In fact there is a tantalizing Coptic 
fragment about Jesus’ encounter with an abused pack-mule. It reads as follows, 
 

It happened that the Lord left the city and walked with his disciples over the mountains. 
And they came to a mountain, and the road which led up it was steep. There they found 
a man with a pack-mule. But the animal had fallen, because the man had loaded it too 
heavily, and now he beat it, so that it was bleeding. And Jesus came to him and said, 
'Man, why do you beat your animal? Do you not see that it is too weak for its burden, and 
do you not know that it suffers pains?' But the man answered and said, 'What is that to 
you? I may beat it as much as I please, since it is my property, and I bought it for a good 
sum of money. Ask those who are with you, for they know me and they know about this.' 
And some of the disciples said, 'Yes, Lord, it is as he says. We have seen how he 
bought it.' But the Lord said, 'Do you then not see how it bleeds, and do you not hear 
how it groans and cries out?' But they answered and said, 'No, Lord, that it groans and 
cries out, we do not hear.' But Jesus was sad and exclaimed, 'Woe to you, that you do 
not hear how it complains to the Creator in heaven and cries out for mercy. But threefold 
woes to him about whom it cries out and complains in its pain.' And he came up and 
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touched the animal. And it stood up and its wounds were healed. But Jesus said to the 
man, 'Now carry on and from now on do not beat it any more, so that you too may find 
mercy.'2 
 

This fragment is of unknown date but some feel that it could be based on early material as it 
seems in accord with the Jesus one meets in the gospels. It is thought possible that it did not 
find its way into the canon because it was so contrary to first century instrumental attitudes 
to animals. 
 
As one would expect, Scripture offers valuable insights into the question, ‘why are there 
animals and what are they for? Firstly, as the supreme artist and the source of all beauty 
God simply delights in the unique grandeur of his created creatures as for instance, Job 39-
41 eloquently describes. God joyfully meditates on their incomparable being, their ‘thusness’, 
or to use Hopkins’ term, their ‘inscape’ and so should we, free of sentimentality and 
projection. Hopkins reaches towards this unique self expression very effectively in his poetry, 
 

As kingfishers catch fire, dragonflies dráw fláme;  
 
As tumbled over rim in roundy wells  
 
Stones ring; like each tucked string tells, each hung bell’s  
 
Bow swung finds tongue to fling out broad its name;  
 
Each mortal thing does one thing and the same:  
         
Deals out that being indoors each one dwells;  
 
Selves—goes itself; myself it speaks and spells,  
 
Crying Whát I do is me: for that I came.3   

 
In a sense, therefore, it is as absurd to ask what animals are for as to ask what a great 
symphony is for; their very being and self-expression adds great value to the universe. 
 
Secondly, because they have an inner life, God’s creatures are able to share in his delight 
and reflect it back in something analogous to worship (Ps.148.7-10). Most wildlife 
programmes give us a false picture of animals constantly either chasing or running away in a 
life and death struggle but in fact the majority of their time is spent in sleeping, browsing, 
having sex and even, according to the latest brain research amongst primates, musing 
contentedly in a semi-meditative state.  
 
Thirdly, they are there to teach us important lessons, for example the diligence of the ants 
(Prov.6.6ff) and even facets of the being of their Creator. D.S. Cunningham expresses it 
well, ‘The birds are like God in their ease of movement; the bees are like God in their 
simultaneous unity and multiplicity; the penguins in their constancy; and the cats, as T S 
Eliot reminds us, in their mystery possessed, as each one is, of a “Deep and inscrutable 
singular Name”’4. 
 

                                                 
2
 http://www.all-creatures.org/articles/an-tpr-jesusand.html 

3
 http://www.bartleby.com/122/34.html 

4
 ‘The Way of All Flesh: Rethinking the Imago Dei’ by D.S. Cunningham in C. Deane-Drummond & D. Clough 

eds., Creaturely Theology (London: SCM; 2009) p.113. 
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Finally, we are all creatures of God and together comprise the ‘all flesh’ for which our 
Creator provides food (Ps.136.25). Consequently there should be mutual respect and 
cooperation. As H. Beston has said, ‘We need another and wiser and perhaps more mystical 
concept of animals. They are not our brethren, they are not underlings; they are other 
nations, caught with ourselves in the net of life and time, fellow prisoners of the splendour 
and travail of the earth’5.  
 

 

An animal Fall? 

 

But again we must beware of sentimentality. How can this world rife with predation be the 
handiwork of a good God? Has something gone wrong and if so when? There are three 
possibilities. 
 
The first was espoused by Augustine and has been influential ever since, not least in 
evangelical circles. It is the view that the world was perfect until Adam and Eve sinned 
resulting in animal death and predation. Scientific discoveries have made this an impossible 
position however. We now know that death is at the heart of the universe’s development. For 
example, in their death throes some stars produce heavy elements such as carbon which 
then seed the universe as the stars explode as super novæ; our very bodies are made of the 
dust of dead stars. We also have dinosaur fossils which show the teeth marks of predators 
and the following picture shows two fossils: on the right is a velociraptor which has grasped 
the head and is kicking the belly of an herbivore creature which in turn has grabbed the arm 
of the predator in its strong beak: 
 

 
Picture Credit: Polish Academy of Sciences - blog.everythingdinosaur.co.uk/blog/_archives/2010/4/8/4500946.html 

 
We also have examples of fossils exhibiting diseased bones such as in the following picture 
which shows the result of a catastrophic jaw infection on a 275 million year old reptile which 
has lost its teeth and much of its jaw bone: 
 

                                                 
5
 http://thinkexist.com/quotation/we-need-another-and-a-wiser-and-perhaps-a-more/1634429.html 

blog.everythingdinosaur.co.uk/blog/_archives/2010/4/8/4500946.html
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Photo Source: Ghedoghedo - http://earthsky.org/biodiversity/the-pain-of-evolution-a-big-toothache-for-reptiles 

 
And, of course, the fossils themselves were formed by dead bodies. Dinosaurs died out 
about 66 million years ago and our species goes back barely 2 million years. Our earliest 
ancestors cannot be blamed.  
 
The second possibility held by some is that Satan caused the primordial fall which resulted in 
animal predation and death long before humans came onto the earth. The main problem 
with this hypothesis is that it is a textless doctrine. The reading of reputable commentators 
reveal that the adduced texts are not about this at all. For example, the fallen Lucifer is 
clearly the king of Babylon in the hyperbolic taunt song of Isaiah 14 and when Jesus says ‘I 
saw Satan fall like lightning’ (Lk.10.18) he is probably referring to his insight into the 
contemporary spiritual dimension of the victory of the seventy two disciples over the 
demonized. What is more, given that death and destruction are ubiquitous in the universe 
(including the collision of galaxies!) to blame Satan would entail that he has almost Godlike, 
virtually omnipotent powers. 
 
The third possibility which best accords with science is that entropy is a basic scientific law 
and death and struggle are intrinsic to this universe. Animal pain and death is an inevitable 
aspect of biological evolution which is consequently able to be creative and developmental. 
This is also true of species. It was the extinction of the dinosaurs that gave space for the 
evolution of mammals and ultimately – us. God is the genius who, in the words of 
Polkinghorne, ‘brings about a Creation that can make itself’. Process theology has worked 
hardest in making sense of this picture. It portrays a God who exercises infinite love rather 
than infinite power and this involves giving space and autonomy to every level of creation. 
God empowers but does not overpower. He empowers by lending existence to everything, 
he ‘let’s be’, and also by encouraging everything to maximize its potential through his lure of 
love. The results are often disappointing causing divine pain and since all creation is ‘in 
God’, he suffers empathetically with each birth and dying because for all life ‘there is a time 
to live and a time to die’ (Eccles.3.2). Divine vulnerability is as old as the universe. He is ‘the 
lamb that was slain before the foundation of the world’ (Rev.13.8) and so he remains in the 
glory (Rev.5.6).  
 

 

 
 

http://earthsky.org/biodiversity/the-pain-of-evolution-a-big-toothache-for-reptiles
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Animal suffering and the goodness of God 
 

So it looks like there never has been a cosmic Edenic golden age. It may well make sense to 
speak of a human fall but the universe has always known death and biological life has too. 
The ‘young lions roar to God for their food’ (Ps.104.21). What can it mean, therefore, to insist 
that God is good? 
 
Some theologians of creaturely theology try to drop moral goodness from the divine 
attributes. They see him rather as an inexhaustible creative force without moral scruples. He 
has the awesome grandeur of the rain forest seen from afar, its mysterious beauty 
containing on closer inspection the travail of myriads of life forms as they struggle with life 
and death. But this is a form of neo-paganism rather than Christianity and is inimical to the 
portrait of God that we find in the gospels. 
 
Another way of defusing the problem is to insist that either animals are not conscious and 
therefore only appear to suffer, rather like an electric organ which shrieks when someone 
sits on the keys, or that their suffering is minimal compared to ours. But we now know 
through observation of behaviour and brain scanning that animals can think and feel, and 
some are even self-aware. An ingenious test for this is to put a sticker on an animal’s face 
and then place a mirror in front of it. Does it recognize itself and realize that the sticker it 
sees in the mirror is on its own face so that it endeavors to take it off? The answer is ‘yes’ for 
great apes, dolphins, elephants and, astonishingly according to a recent discovery – 
magpies! Regarding the severity of pain, on the one hand it may be true that we are unique 
in anticipating our own death but on the other hand many animals have far more sensitive 
sensory awareness which probably results in more acute pain when damaged. Most 
vertebrates also show fear responses such as cringing, fleeing, freezing or threatening and it 
has been observed that grief hormones are released, for example, in a baboon who has lost 
her infant. Elephants return to their family graves year after year.  
 

 
Picture Source: Royal Society/Karen McComb - http://www.ufodigest.com/graveyard.html 

 
Like humans, rogue animals usually have dysfunctional backgrounds, such as elephants 
who have survived a family cull. We must conclude that suffering, both physical and 
psychological, is common to all flesh. 
 
A way of mitigating the theodicy problem is to acknowledge that animal life is by no means 
all bleak. Animals apparently experience delight when they play and some engage in helpful 
cooperation such as sharing food and assisting in birth. Help is even apparent between 
species. The leader of a herd of elephants was observed to move a young goat out of the 

http://www.ufodigest.com/graveyard.html
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way as the herd lumbered towards a water-hole. Within a group, dangerous fights are rare 
and primates handicap themselves when sparring with their young and are found to be 
longsuffering with the handicapped. Obesity amongst predators is virtually unknown and it is 
estimated that the predation rate of savannah antelopes is only 6-10%. Therefore, on the 
whole, animal life is by no means nasty, brutish and short. 
 
A traditional plank in the advocacy of divine goodness associated with the thought of 
Irenaeus is the idea that this universe of pain and travail is a sort of gymnasium for the free 
development of virtue in humans. It is a dangerous world which affords us the opportunity of 
developing courage, patience, and compassion for those aversely affected by this danger. In 
principle some animals might also grow in this way. What is more, this same good earth 
sustains the evolutionary development of life and thus species themselves can develop 
various excellencies which add value to the cosmos. If all life were herbivore there would no 
need to develop splendid horns, speed, finely tuned eyesight and hearing, quick wittedness 
and beautiful camouflage. In the memorable words of Rolston, ‘The cougar’s fang has 
carved the limbs of the fleet-footed deer and vice versa’6. Predation is also a practical 
necessity in a world with limited resources. Without the wolf to cull the deer herd the latter 
would overrun their habitat and starve. Other life-forms would also suffer, including the 
plants they browse upon which other species also depend upon. And without predation we 
would all be overrun by insects! 
 
Another important point to re-emphasize is that God empathises with all since he himself 
became flesh – ‘in all their afflictions, he was afflicted’ (Is.63.9) as well as the fact that all 
creation is ‘in him’. Thus the world, in all its freedoms, from quantum indeterminacy to 
human choice, ‘befalls God’; he lets the world happen to him in all its grandeur and tragedy. 
But most importantly, he is also the world’s redeemer and so this travail is not futile, it is in 
fact birth-pangs with God as midwife (Rom.8.22). But will the glorified earth include animals? 
Indeed ‘who knows if the spirit of man rises upward and if the spirit of the animal goes down 
into the earth?’ (Eccles.3.21).  
 

 

Animal immortality? 
 

Various attempts have been made to answer this question in the affirmative. Those following 
the Process path recognize that one day this universe will terminate in heat-death but 
suppose that all entities that have existed, including animals, will be immortalized in the 
memory of God. Or if it is rather thought that God is outside time, they will constantly exist in 
his eternal awareness. However, biblical redemption is about transformation rather than fixity 
and an element of this even seems to be divine amnesia: ‘Behold, I will create new heavens 
and a new earth. The former things will not be remembered, nor will they come to mind’ 
(Is.65.17)! 
 
A second option draws an analogy from alchemical theory which contended that base metals 
such as lead were in fact ‘frustrated gold’; they found their fulfillment in becoming gold. 
Similarly the evolutionary tree leads up to us and is indeed recapitulated in us (the human 
embryo mirrors its evolutionary past as it develops in the womb, at one stage, for example, 
exhibiting gills technically known as visceral arches). Therefore all life is redeemed within our 
resurrected life and ‘the creation waits in eager expectation for the sons of God to be 
revealed’ (Rom.8.19). 
 

                                                 
6
 Quoted in C. Southgate, The Groaning of Creation: God, Evolution and the Problem of Evil (London: 

Westminster John Knox Press; 2008) p.2. 
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A third rather attenuated view is found in Rilke. Animals are not transformed into our 
resurrection bodies but into our consciousness. The expert at doing this is the poet who can 
immortalize them and beautify them within his own sensibility: 
 

they look to us for deliverance, we, the most transient of all. 
Will us to change them completely, in our invisible hearts, 
into – oh, endlessly, into us! Whoever, in the end, we are. 
  
Earth, is it not this that you want: to rise 
invisibly in us? – Is that not your dream, 
to be invisible, one day? – Earth! Invisible! 
What is your urgent command if not transformation? 
Earth, beloved, I will.7 

   
With the vast numbers in question, some have hypothesized that there is no hope for 
individual animals but the species will be represented in glory where praise is offered by 
‘every creature in heaven and on earth and under the earth and on the sea, and all that is in 
them’ (Rev.5.13) understood to mean ‘every type’. 
 
All of the above posit what we might call objective immortality for the animals but what of 
their individual subjectivity? Is there no hope for our cat Leonora? There is a lineage of 
theologians including Wesley, Tillich and more recently Keith Ward who think there might 
well be. But are we talking about all life forms including amoebæ and cockroaches? Most 
would answer in the negative, omitting invertebrates which almost certainly lack conscious 
experience. The rest have the potential to experience pain and a good God would want to 
give those who have not had the opportunity to flourish in this life a future opportunity for 
they too have been reconciled to God by Jesus (Col.1.20). 
 
Some would restrict immortal species further to those with self-consciousness which is 
necessary for the realization that this glorified existence is, in fact, a continuation of one’s 
earthly life. This would include mostly mammals, particularly those with a rich social life since 
it is through interaction with others that we develop a sense of self and particularly perhaps, 
as C.S. Lewis believed, through a loving relationship with humans. Hope for Leonora at last! 
But perhaps this heavenly potential is particularly clear in those animals that possess a 
primitive moral life. Those that show sympathy for the maimed such as elephants who 
attempt to hold up injured comrades. But particularly those few, such as the higher primates 
who punish through social distancing, shaming or ridiculing those fellows who are stingy, 
who thieve, who bully or commit incest, while rewarding those who demonstrate cooperative 
behaviour. Perhaps these creatures share the sort of moral awareness that young children 
enjoy and perhaps they even need divine forgiveness when they fail to respond to the divine 
lure to curtail their selfish tendencies preferring rather, in the words of Fiddes, the ‘no of self-
preservation, or the hoarding of space’8. 
 
There are many variations on the above. Perhaps lower animals will be represented by types 
and the higher by individuals. Perhaps all individuals or perhaps those who lacked earthly 
flourishing and again, maybe if the latter, they would enjoy a period of fulfillment and then 
‘rest with their ancestors’. What is clear is that Scripture implies there will be animal life on 
the new earth, for humans to fully flourish it seems that we need to be in an environment 
with other species and a successful theodicy may well require some kind of animal afterlife. 
 

                                                 
7
 http://integral-options.blogspot.com/2006/11/poem-rainer-maria-rilke.html 

8
 Quoted in C. Southgate op cit. p.68. 
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But a final major problem remains to be considered, what could a mutually enriching 
environment be like for both predator and prey?! A poem by James Dickey called The 
Heaven of Animals bravely takes this on: 
 

Here they are. The soft eyes open.    
If they have lived in a wood  
It is a wood.  
If they have lived on plains  
It is grass rolling  
Under their feet forever.  

 
Having no souls, they have come,    
Anyway, beyond their knowing.    
Their instincts wholly bloom    
And they rise.  
The soft eyes open.  

 
To match them, the landscape flowers,    
Outdoing, desperately  
Outdoing what is required:  
The richest wood,  
The deepest field.  

 
For some of these,  
It could not be the place  
It is, without blood.  
These hunt, as they have done,  
But with claws and teeth grown perfect,  

 
More deadly than they can believe.    
They stalk more silently,  
And crouch on the limbs of trees,    
And their descent  
Upon the bright backs of their prey  
 
May take years  
In a sovereign floating of joy.    
And those that are hunted    
Know this as their life,  
Their reward: to walk  
 
Under such trees in full knowledge    
Of what is in glory above them,    
And to feel no fear,  
But acceptance, compliance.    
Fulfilling themselves without pain  
 
At the cycle’s center,  
They tremble, they walk    
Under the tree,  
They fall, they are torn,    
They rise, they walk again.9 

                                                 
9
 http://www.poetryoutloud.org/poems/poem.html?id=171425 
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But the Bible offers a more radical prediction. ‘The wolf will live with the lamb, the leopard 
will lie down with the goat. They will neither harm nor destroy in all my holy mountain’ 
(Is.11.6, 9). But can this constitute the flourishing of the species which Dickey seeks to 
capture, rather than their suppression and inhibition? Two points need to be made here. 
First, it is futile to speculate or attempt to imagine what and how the new earth will be – what 
language will we be speaking, divine Esperanto? Will our glorified stomachs need glorified 
bacteria to aid digestion? And so forth. Better to just wait and see. But second, let us not 
forget that we ourselves are a part of ‘all flesh’ and we ourselves are the most efficient and 
ruthless predators on the planet! For example, the dreaded shark kills fewer than ten people 
per year whereas we slaughter between 26 and 73 million of them every year. Many just 
have their fins hacked off for soup and then are thrown back into the sea. Yet Jesus has 
shown us that fulfilled personhood can be both peaceable and noble and so shall it be for all 
flesh. 
 

 

Our responsibility 
 

God has appointed us his stewards and priests of creation. We are his gardeners to care for 
his world. For sure we must avoid sentimentality (‘bambi theology’) and the extremism of 
say, Jainism which advocates covering one’s mouth to avoid inadvertently breathing in an 
insect and sweeping the floor in front of one to avoid treading on insects. Nevertheless, 
animals have ‘theos rights’ to be treated with respect and dignity, and the Jesus way is to 
sacrifice the higher for the lower, not vice versa. Our responsibility is well expressed by 
Hefner, ‘Human beings are God’s created co-creators whose purpose is to be the agency, 
acting in freedom, to birth the future that is most wholesome for the nature that has birthed 
us’10. 
 
There is not the space to enjoin the ethical discussion of, for instance, whether (unlike 
Jesus) Christians should be vegetarians and indeed most relevant ethical issues regarding 
animals are more complicated than they look, such as whether endangered species should 
be transported to new locations. So I will simply end these lectures with some challenging 
images of what we are doing to God’s creatures with the prayer that the Spirit of God will use 
these to prompt our consciences and to show us a better way. 
 

Animal cruelty through neglect: 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Picture Source: http://www.sodahead.com/entertainment/do-you-think-there-should-be-tougher-laws-for-animal-cruelty 

 
 

                                                 
10

 Quoted in C. Southgate op cit. p.104-5. 

http://www.sodahead.com/entertainment/do-you-think-there-should-be-tougher-laws-for-animal-cruelty
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Hunting for sport: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Picture Sources: Left image - http://wheretheheckareyou.com/guided-hunting-in-new-zealand.html/deer-hunting 
                                   Right image - http://www.conservativesintouch.com/uploaded/files/dianaforslough_com/foxhunting.jpg 

 

Poaching: 

 
Picture Sources: http://bushwarriors.wordpress.com/tag/dawie-groenewald/ 

 

 

Cosmetic testing: 

 
Picture Source: http://arkforanimals.blogspot.com/2011/05/loreals-animal-testing-practice-is.html 

 

http://wheretheheckareyou.com/guided-hunting-in-new-zealand.html/deer-hunting
http://www.conservativesintouch.com/uploaded/files/dianaforslough_com/foxhunting.jpg
http://bushwarriors.wordpress.com/tag/dawie-groenewald/
http://arkforanimals.blogspot.com/2011/05/loreals-animal-testing-practice-is.html
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Genetic manipulation for spare parts: 

 
Picture Source: http://jtoycen.blogspot.com/2011/08/bleeding-edge.html 

 

Imprisonment in zoos: 

 
Photo Source: http://kharashov.deviantart.com/art/Baby-Monkey-at-Edinburgh-Zoo-209086446 

 

Battery farming: 

 
Photo Sources: http://www.greenfootsteps.com/battery-farming.html 

http://jtoycen.blogspot.com/2011/08/bleeding-edge.html
http://kharashov.deviantart.com/art/Baby-Monkey-at-Edinburgh-Zoo-209086446
http://www.greenfootsteps.com/battery-farming.html
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Disrespect of animals: 

 
Photo Source: http://davidlasnier.com/tag/metabolic-cooking 

 

The provocation of extinction through e.g. deforestation: 

 
Photo Source: Greenpeace - http://www.factsofworld.com/deforestation-facts 

 

Mass extinctions through global warming (unless there is restriction of green-house gasses, 
climate change could rise by 3% resulting in the loss of 25-60% of mammals): 

 
Photo Source: Arne Naevra - http://trcs.wikispaces.com/Global+Warming 

http://davidlasnier.com/tag/metabolic-cooking
http://www.factsofworld.com/deforestation-facts
http://trcs.wikispaces.com/Global+Warming
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‘The wild, cruel beast is not behind bars of the cage, he is in front of it’ (A. Munthe11) 

 
Photo Source: http://forum.pakistanidefence.com/lofiversion/index.php/t42933-400.html 

 

Let us pray: 
 
We praise you for the creation of the world and all the living creatures in the earth, sky and 
sea. 

 
We are thankful, O God. 
 
For the gentle eyes of the deer, the friendship of the dogs, the purr of cats, the strength of 
bears, the beauty of a hippo, the humour of chimps, the intelligence of gorillas, the grace of 
dolphins, and the magnificence of whales. Help us to keep them safe. 
 
We are thankful, O God. 
 
Give us a voice to speak in protest when any of your beloved creatures are treated cruelly. 
Help us to be advocates for those innocents who cannot speak for themselves. 
 
Give us speech, O God. 
 
Give us ears to hear the cries of those creatures tortured in the name of science, skinned in 
the name of fashion, and neglected in the name of economy. 

 
Let us hear their cries, O God. 
 
Give us eyes to see our responsibilities, not just to the human community, but to the 
community of all living creatures. Let us be mindful of the Rabbinic injunction that, ‘The way 
a person treats an animal is an index to his soul’. 

 
Help us to see, O God. 
 
Amen. 
 

<back to top> 

 

                                                 
11

 Quoted in J. Balcombe op cit. p.163. 

http://forum.pakistanidefence.com/lofiversion/index.php/t42933-400.html
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Dan Button’s rejoinder                                                    
Dan Button, visiting lecturer at Redcliffe College  

 

Under normal circumstances, the old adage “fools rush in where angels fear to tread” would 
be tagged posthaste onto anyone brave or foolish enough to tackle a topic related to animal 
theology. But these are not normal circumstances, and Rob Cook is not a typical theologian.  
I should preface this by disclosing that my sporadic association with Rob over the past 
decade has given me the rare privilege of regarding him as both a friend and a mentor, one 
whom God has gifted with the excruciating ability to sharpen others’ thinking - as is apparent 
once again in “The Place of Animals”. 
 
Rob came to theology from a philosophical background, and it would seem once again his 
unrelenting philosopher’s inquisitiveness - to seek answers to unanswerable questions -
would not allow him to simply fine-tune some previous topic of inquiry. This is no culmination 
of years of scrupulous research, but rather a typically enigmatic foray into a theological 
quagmire – the place of animals in God’s ultimate purpose for creation. Even actors shy 
away from working with children or animals, but thankfully for us, Rob’s desire to probe the 
imponderables of the universe overrules professional caution.  For those who appreciate 
philosophical speculation, biblically rooted and skillfully reasoned, “Animals” is a breath of 
fresh air; but for those who (like my former theology professor who often remarked, 
“speculation is the devil’s work”) believe that where Scripture is silent, so should we be, this 
is a noisy rushing wind – which will doubtless pass over and leave behind it the quiet calm 
unknowingness which only heaven may awaken. 
 
Even those in this latter camp however, will be caught up by the intimate resonance of the 
opening remarks.  Who has not pondered the inner workings of the mind of a beloved pet cat 
or dog?  Do they have feelings?  Guilt, shame?  Self-awareness?  And what happens when 
they die?  Despite any theological acumen, when confronted by my own 3-year old 
daughter’s first encounter with death, I heard myself saying with tears in my eyes, “Don’t 
worry darling, God will look after Bobo in heaven.”  “But Daddy, won’t he be lonely there?” 
“Of course not, he’ll be playing with all the other cats who have died before him”.  Yes, we’ve 
all said these things, and when it’s our own Bobo who’s died, we don’t really want to hear 
anything to the contrary.  Secretly, I’m a dog-person, so if cats don’t make it, well, all part of 
God’s good plan.  But if there are no cats, who will Monty chase in the new creation?  Where 
do we draw the line?  Mice, lizards, cock-roaches, slugs?  Surely mosquitoes are a result of 
the Fall?   
 
Cook tackles all these questions and more, using a combination of biblical, theological, 
scientific and historical perspectives to delve in where angels fear to tread.  Yet his is not the 
rushing in of fools, simply kicking up the dust of controversy.  Circumspect philosophical 
methodology combined with awareness of recent scientific advances into our understanding 
of animals, and an openness to the contributions of non-biblical literature, poetry, and 
theology, all build up an edifice of new understanding (albeit a speculative one), on solid 
biblical grounds. He takes us with him on a journey of discovery, pursuing any interesting or 
hopeful avenue, dismissing arguments which lead nowhere, and refreshingly conjecturing 
about possibilities which (ironically), lie at the heart of everyone’s imagination of a heavenly 
new creation, yet barely receive a whisper in theological discourse. 
 
Rob’s tendency is perhaps to lean in the opposite direction to the prevailing winds, and his 
emphasis on the continuum between animals and humans, the genetic and evolutionary 
similarities, and the “all flesh” designation in Scripture, certainly accentuates our unity with 
animals and runs counter to the historical emphasis on human beings as different, uniquely 



 

Encounters Mission Journal Issue 38: September 2011 19 of 35 
 

 www.redcliffe.org/encounters 
 

created in God’s image, rulers over the birds and beasts and ‘a little lower than the angels’. 
In this sense, his essay could be seen as overly weighted toward a naturalistic evolutionary 
view of humans as animals, neglecting (as naturalism does), the distinctive spiritual 
component of human beings.  But I believe this is done intentionally, perhaps surreptitiously 
to swing the pendulum back a bit, but more crucially to discover God’s greater purpose for 
‘all flesh’ which does not (contra- naturalism) concede a diminished value of human life, but 
rather seeks to raise our valuation of animal life.   
 
Rob’s forté is in re-applying the age old philosophical and moral questions – God’s goodness 
in the face suffering and death –  to animals rather than humans, and much of his essay 
examines these issues, which have their own intrinsic value.  But for my money, they were 
put there merely as a necessary prelude to explore the ultimate (i.e. immortal, eternal) 
purposes of God for all creatures, animal and human, in the new creation.  Will animals be in 
heaven?  Yes.  Will my daughter’s Bobo be there?  Or will it just be any old white cat with a 
black tip on its tail?  Will pets join in the resurrection?  Or does “all flesh” refer subjectively to 
humans, but only objectively to animals?  Answers in either direction raise serious questions 
and contentious issues which Rob Cook unflinchingly explores, but unsurprisingly (like any 
good philosopher) refuses to commit to.  I was however, quite dismayed to read in the 
penultimate section the words, “it is futile to speculate or attempt to imagine what and how 
the new earth will be.”  Rob, you owe us another essay. 
 

 

<back to top> 
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Dr. Dee Carter’s rejoinder                                                    
Dr. Dee Carter, senior lecturer at the University of Gloucestershire 

 

Many thanks to Rob for his paper and the invitation to respond. This will not be a close 
(critical) response, but more a complementary, conversational contribution. Much could be 
said, but word limits require brevity. Suffice to say that I am in agreement with the thrust of 
his narrative, and should argue the need for theologians, scholars of religion/theology, and 
for the body of the church as a whole to think about this issue. For historically, the whole of 
creation – human and non-human – has not been adequately addressed, theologically; 
mainly the tradition has concentrated on humanity as the sole subject of God’s redeeming 
concern. 
 
The issue is not simply one of ethics, important though these are. For theology is an attempt 
to understand and articulate God’s engagement with the world; hence Christian hope in the 
ultimate goal, summed up in the concept of shalom - peace, justice and the integrity of 
creation – is a commitment that is not merely an ethical imperative. Rather, all the processes 
of life in its materiality are always already at stake in the theological task. 
 
Animal/creaturely theology is, as Rob alludes to, a form of contemporary contextual 
theology. It participates in modern, reconstructive theology alongside feminist and liberation 
theologies, et al, and is closely related to ecological theology. All of these have come to the 
fore over the past 40 years. But they should not be seen as ‘hyphenated’ or ‘partial’ 
theologies that depart from the Christian tradition. Rather they are legitimate developments 
of an always moving tradition of revelation and insight. That animal/creaturely theology, 
shaped by the particular context of developments in human awareness and concern, is a 
relatively new endeavour does not mean that the task has not always been there to be done; 
simply that certain theological issues have been marginalised or not addressed in the past, 
due to human short-sightedness. Contextual theology should not be understood as 
somehow aberrant. All adequate theology should always be inclusivist and liberative. That it 
has so often failed to be so in the past bears witness to a falling short that needs to be 
addressed. 
 
So, Rob is here contributing to this lively endeavour of critical, reconstructive contemporary 
theology. He points to a paucity of sources in the tradition and his observation is reasonable 
in some measure. Indeed, as is well known, Christianity has been blamed, somewhat large-
scale, for the contemporary environmental situation due to its purported inherent 
anthropocentrism;12 that it established a dualism of humanity and non-human beings/nature 
and then fostered science and technology as instruments for the exploitation of animals and 
the natural world. Although this analysis has become accepted as common stock of 
‘knowledge’ among animal rightists and the environmentally aware, it is rather crude. It is 
more the case that Christianity, albeit without conscious intention, has served since the 17th 
century to legitimate developments that have had deleterious consequences for animals and 
nature.13 (Not that ‘without conscious intention’ lets Christianity off the hook; now, with raised 
consciousness, we need to do better.)  
 

                                                 
12

 White, Lynn, "The Historical Roots of Our Ecologic Crisis," Science 155 (1967):1203-7. This oft-
cited and much reprinted short article has been widely and uncritically accepted in the ecological 
literature. 
13

 For an extensive discussion of this issue, see my article: Carter, Dee 'Unholy Alliances: Religion, 
Science and Environment,' Zygon 36/2 (2001): 357-372. 
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Arguably, though, Rob understates the resources in the tradition for it is more promising than 
he suggests: in brief, Athanasius14; the cosmic Christology tradition (from 
Colossians/Ephesians); St Francis of Assisi; the Celtic tradition. The latter two may be 
ambiguous and problematic, but positive sources can be elicited from these. Rob provides 
various examples – a ‘mixed picture’ - from the biblical source. Other important scriptural 
references include Mark 1:13 where Jesus is with the wild animals in the wilderness.15 Also 
there is implicit witness to the universal scope of the redemption wrought by Christ; 
commenting on Ephesians 1.10, John McIntyre writes: “So God gathered up the entirety of 
the universe, nature as well as man (sic), in the single redemptive act of the death of Christ, 
and the benefits of that redemption were deployed cosmically into the whole of the universe, 
and God’s purpose for the whole creation was consummated.”16 Here one would quibble 
with McIntyre’s failure to reflect the eschatological nature of God’s purpose of universal 
redemption, but not with his construal of assumption.  
 
Looking at the Hebrew Bible it seems to me that there is a relevant and most eloquent text 
that is always ignored in discussions about the place of animals in divine purposes, and yet it 
is surely an extraordinarily strong statement. (It may have been cited somewhere, but I have 
never seen it.) This text is Genesis 49:5-7.17 We have here a narrative where a patriarch, 
Jacob, disinherits and indeed despises two of his sons on account of their behaviour. He 
does this for their violence not only to human beings, but also for cruelty to animals. This is 
surely a radical move - a rejection of blood family in a patriarchal, tribal culture, where the 
belief in ‘my family, right or wrong’ would likely prevail - and this cannot be explained away 
by reference to the stylistic conventions of Hebrew poetry. Parallelism could have been 
maintained by a second line referring to the murder of humans; that is, there was no need for 
the writer to mention animals. 
 
I hope here to contribute to the conversation by suggesting the need to think about the place 
of animals in terms of their inclusion in God’s broad redemptive remit. That is, to attend to 
central theological themes as well as to ethics. At heart, we are trying to specify relationships 
between God, humanity and non-human nature. Creaturely theology is right to collapse the 
false distinction between human and non-human beings, though we should not be ditching 
imago Dei. Humans are differentiated from non-humans but this is a relationship of partial, 
not total, differentiation. (Total differentiation is a past error.) And while humans are in the 
image of God, non human nature images God in that it mirrors God’s work.  
 
The most obvious ethical response will, of course, be what is often called the ‘stewardship’ 
model; the notion of a duty of care towards animals and the non-human world based on 
humanity’s priestly, mediatorial role in creation. This ‘functional’ response is, of course, 
important, but it does have inherent problems, theologically. That is, it is not sufficient on its 
own, for two main reasons: (i) it can fail to specify that human beings are also creatures and 
part of, not separate from and above, the created world. And (ii) by mediating between God 
and animals/nature, it precludes relationships directly between them: divine-nature 
relationships that do not depend on human mediation. E.g., Leonora has God-given 
‘cathood’: a divinely ordained good-of-her-own. 

                                                 
14

 See, for example, De Incarnatione Verbi Dei (III/17) (London: Mowbrays, 1982). 
15

 On the significance of this, see Richard Bauckham, ‘Jesus and the Wild Animals (Mark 1.13): a 
Christological Image for an Ecological Age’, in Green, Joel B and Turner, Max (eds.) Jesus of 
Nazareth: Lord and Christ (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1994) pp 3-21. 
16

 McIntyre, John, The Shape of Soteriology, (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1992) p 106. 
17

 Simeon and Levi are brothers; weapons of violence are their swords. 
  O my soul, come not into their council; O my spirit, be not joined to their company; 
  For in their anger they slay men, and in their wantonness they hamstring oxen. 
  Cursed be their anger, for it is fierce; and their wrath, for it is cruel! 
  I will divide them in Jacob and scatter them in Israel. (RSV)  
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Rob has raised various other issues but space inhibits engagement. Should Christians be 
vegetarians?18 I think probably ‘yes’, but admit to failure in this respect. 
 
A final word regarding ‘the purposes of God’ in Rob’s title: human redemption is bound 
irrevocably with the redemption of animals/nature, and it is this binding together that is 
expressed in the incarnation. God joins Godself to all creation. “Christ represents, and is, 
God-for-the-world, God involved in nature, God as part of his own creation.”19 Through 
resurrection, Christ is brought into a constitutive relation with all creation, and it is his 
particularity that renders his universal salvific significance. 
 
 

 

<back to top> 
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18

 Arguments can be made for and against vegetarianism and these can’t be set out now. Certainly it 
is inadequate to say that because Jesus ate meat that it is permissible for us to do so. Against that, 
one might say that he would not do so now, given factory farming and the practice of rearing animals 
merely to kill and eat them. But it’s more complicated and there should be no acquiescing in the 
WWJD ethic, which is not only infantilising, but is also a contemporary heresy, given its by-passing of 
Cross and Resurrection! 
19

 Faricy, Robert, Wind and Sea Obey Him: Approaches to a Theology of Nature, (London: SCM, 
1982) p 49.  
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Darren Evans’ rejoinder                                                    
Darren Evans, lecturer in conservation biology at the University of Hull 

 

With the world currently hurtling towards what many scientists term the ‘sixth mass 
extinction1_ENREF_1’ of life on Earth, we find ourselves facing enormous global problems. 
For many animals, the future looks particularly bleak. Currently 25% of the world’s 
mammals, 13% of birds and 41% of amphibians are threatened with extinction2 (it is almost 
impossible to calculate a figure for invertebrates, many of which have yet to be discovered), 
mostly as a result of human exploits. It has therefore perhaps never been timelier for us to 
explore The place of Animals in the Purposes of God and Rob’s lecture is an excellent 
attempt at bringing together genuine insights from science, history and Scripture. Inevitably 
such an approach will draw controversy both from scientists and theologians, but we must 
make space for, and encourage, intelligent debate. 
 
Rob correctly asserts that it is absurd to ask the question “what are animals for?” and quickly 
reminds us that all life was created for God and not for us. This must surely be our starting 
point as we explore and understand our relationship with creation and the Creator. 
Moreover, God delights in the grandeur of his creatures and thus our response must surely 
be to lovingly tend what has been entrusted to our care (the theology of which is already well 
developed). But it is what we consider the harsh cruelty of nature – what appears to be 
needless death, deformity and suffering -   that sits so uncomfortably with our understanding 
of a loving God. Indeed, my understanding of the response of prominent Anglicans to the 
publication of Darwin’s The Origin of Species in the 19th century was not that they opposed 
the fact that life on Earth had evolved per se, but that it had done so through a harsh, cold, 
‘tooth-and-claw’ process which they could not reconcile to their Victorian worldview.  I 
wonder therefore to what extent Romanticism (or indeed other movements and eras) has 
shaped our current understanding of nature (and how it might possibly be obscuring our 
understanding of God)?  
 
Rob contends that, however uncomfortable it might be to us, death and struggle are intrinsic 
to the universe. This concurs with both my scientific understanding of the world and the 
centrality of suffering in Christianity, yet the processes ultimately lead to staggering creativity 
and new life. 
 
Rob ends his lecture on a conservation theme and warns us against sentimentality towards 
animals. Indeed, with an estimated 9 billion humans living on the planet by 2050_ENREF_2 
it is likely that conflicts between people and animals will increase as we compete for 
resources. Elephants may well be loved and revered by wealthy westerners, but they are 
hated by farmers who have lost their crops (and even family members) to a hungry herd. It is 
therefore pressing that we re-examine not only our understanding of God’s purposes for 
animals, but also our relationships with them and that we act quickly to prevent losing them. 
 

 

 

<back to top> 

 

 

 

Please Note: The views expressed in this article are those of the author and do not necessarily reflect the 
position of Redcliffe College. 

This and other articles can be downloaded from the Encounters website (www.redcliffe.org/encounters). 

www.redcliffe.org/encounters


 

Encounters Mission Journal Issue 38: September 2011 24 of 35 
 

 www.redcliffe.org/encounters 
 

Dr. Martin Hodson’s rejoinder                                                    
Dr Martin Hodson, John Ray Initiative 

 

I have spent most of the last few months writing an undergraduate text book on plant 
science. Much time has gone on thinking about how the plant works, looking into the latest 
discoveries in molecular biology, pondering how plants interact with their environments, with 
each other, with pathogens, and with animals. So I found it somewhat ironic when Rob 
asked me to comment on his paper, "The Place of Animals in the Purposes of God", just a 
few days before we handed in our final manuscript on plant science to the publishers. As a 
plant scientist with environmental leanings I would certainly not regard myself as an expert 
on "creaturely theology", but I have read quite a bit on this area, particularly from students on 
the various courses I have taught. The first thing to say is that Rob has covered the ground 
in a very comprehensive and comprehensible way, and that if anyone wanted a good 
introduction to this topic then here it is! Having said that there are a few areas where I could 
add some comments and ideas so here goes. 
 
I guess my biggest surprise was that there was no mention at all for Maimonides and 
intrinsic value! Surely here is a person to turn to when answering, “why are there animals 
and what are they for?” Admittedly he was a Jewish theologian, but he was a towering figure 
in this area, and had great influence on people like Aquinas (although perhaps not enough in 
this specific case). Maimonides (1135-1204) was born in Cordoba in Spain, and was a 
doctor, rabbi, philosopher and theologian- one does wonder how he found time to fit it all in. 
He had to leave Cordoba as a tolerant Islamic sect gave way to a more extreme one, and he 
wandered North Africa before dying in Egypt. His tomb is in Tiberias on the Sea of Galilee, 
and is much venerated to this day. Maimonides gave considerable thought to the value of 
nature, and concluded that animals and humans have "intrinsic value". In other words they 
have value in their own right, and do not have to depend on us to decide whether they are 
valuable. For some reason Maimonides did not extend this idea to plants, and thought they 
were created for the use of humans and animals. As a plant scientist I would have to 
disagree with the great man here! But more seriously it is encouraging to see that 
Maimonides’ idea of intrinsic value is now recognised as important by those scientists 
seeking to protect global biodiversity. It is acknowledged that far more biodiversity will be 
conserved if we adhere to this concept than if we stick to our more normal anthropocentric 
ways. 
 
No account of creaturely theology would be complete without a good look at the problem of 
evil, and Rob considers three possible views. I tend to go along with the third, “that entropy 
is a basic scientific law and death and struggle are intrinsic to this universe.” I would add that 
whilst “nature red in tooth and claw”, can seem somewhat barbaric to us at an individual 
organism (animal) level once you zoom out to look at biogeochemical cycling, and at the 
incredible way all the different cycles balance, you can see the hand of a loving Creator at 
work again. Is the reason we have so many difficulties in this area because we are looking 
for answers at the wrong level? I freely admit that this view has its problems, but in this area 
all ideas have their problems- nothing ever seems to quite fit with our present knowledge of 
science, theology, philosophy and ethics. Move one piece of the jigsaw of ideas to a new 
position, and some other piece jumps out of the puzzle. The recent earthquake and resulting 
tsunami in Japan just serve to remind us how difficult this whole area is. 
 
Finally, to a question asked by children the world over when losing a much loved pet, “Has 
Fluffy gone to heaven?” Actually, of course, this is a good theological question. And then 
what happens in the End Times? Will the animals we know be there in the New Heavens 
and New Earth? Rob gives us a lot of possible answers to these questions. A few years back 
at one of the JRI/Redcliffe College environment days my wife, Margot, considered this topic 
from an “environmental angle”. What will the New Earth look like, and will Fluffy be there? 
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Her conclusion was that only humans are offered individual salvation, but that the whole 
environment including the animals (and plants I hope!) will be collectively restored. Fluffy, or 
indeed Leonora (Rob’s adopted cat), will be there, but they may not be quite the same. 
 
To be honest this whole topic always leaves one with more questions than answers. Rob 
started it all off in his insightful essay, and I have added some more questions, and no doubt 
you will have even more! In the final section we are then left to consider some disturbing 
pictures of our cruelty to animals. This is one area where the questions come into a sharp 
focus. There is clearly no Biblical, ethical, theological or philosophical justification for wanton 
cruelty to animals. But then one thinks about the whole area of animal experimentation. 
Many would say that all such experimentation should be banned, but others would seek to 
justify some of it. Even more questions here. Rob ends with a prayer, the concluding line of 
which is the rabbinical injunction, “The way a person treats an animal is an index to his soul.” 
I will add an Amen to that. 
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Steve Hughes’ rejoinder                                                    
Steve Hughes,  A Rocha  

 

The concept of a ‘creaturely theology’ is an interesting one. So how do I respond to this 
article? 
 
In A Rocha our theology is built around the understanding that ‘all things’ were made by, for 
and through Jesus (Colossians 1) – and that the ‘world’ described in John 3:16 is the 
‘kosmos’. Jesus love extending beyond the human race to all that was created. 
 
Our role as people is to act as ‘stewards’ of this creation (Gen 1:26). As those who are ‘a 
little lower than the angels’ to have a custodial role for the created world.  
 
The world’s eco-systems are in delicate balance and with creaturely extinctions running at 
dozens of times the natural rate we are clearly failing in our custodial role as the human 
race. 
 
How we regard the animal kingdom is therefore important. Nature can be ‘red in tooth and 
claw’ but this is how it was made, with each creature existing in its own unique position as 
part of the complex web that God has created.  
 
Passages such as Matthew 6 ‘consider the birds of the air’ encourage us to observe and 
learn. I recently returned from a regular retreat to Bardsey Island off the Welsh coast with a 
group of A Rocha supporters where we spent many hours together observing the natural 
world: the schools of dolphins passing offshore, the choughs playing in the wind, the 
peregrines causing havoc amongst the local pigeons, and the migrant Willow Warblers 
appearing like magic in their hundreds overnight on their interrupted migration south. There 
was a real sense of wonder at God’s creation - not in any sentimental sense – the pigeons 
certainly did not appreciate it! – but in how it all fitted together as the handiwork of its creator. 
 
Will there be creatures in the renewed heaven and the renewed earth? I certainly hope so – 
eternity just with people seems a trite dull…. 
 

 

 

<back to top> 

 

 

 

Please Note: The views expressed in this article are those of the author and do not necessarily reflect the 
position of Redcliffe College. 

This and other articles can be downloaded from the Encounters website (www.redcliffe.org/encounters). 

www.redcliffe.org/encounters


 

Encounters Mission Journal Issue 38: September 2011 27 of 35 
 

 www.redcliffe.org/encounters 
 

Prof. Tony Lane’s rejoinder                                                    
Prof. Tony Lane; Professor at London School of Theology 

 

I greatly enjoyed reading this paper and learned much from it. Let me just add an anecdote 
from classical antiquity. According to Cicero, Chrysippus the Stoic believed that pigs have 
souls. The soul of the pig serves the same function as salt — it preserves the meat from 
corruption until we are ready to eat it! 
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Dr. Simon Steer’s rejoinder                                                    
Dr. Simon Steer, former Principal of Redcliffe College  

 

It is a great pleasure to offer a brief response to Rob Cook’s immensely stimulating Redcliffe 
Lecture. Rob’s presentation exhibits many of the characteristics that I came to value so 
much during the ten years that I had the privilege of serving as a colleague of Rob’s at 
Redcliffe: the courage to sail the theological ship into uncharted, or at least less well-charted 
waters; the creative melding of exegesis, systematic and historical theology with insights 
from the scientist and the poet; and a provocative insistence on utilising resources that take 
evangelicals outside our comfort zones. Such an approach demands of hearers and readers, 
both critical discernment and a willingness to be challenged, discomfited and, frequently, 
liberated from the narrow confines of our tidy minds. 
 
I confess that I was very receptive to the thrust of Rob’s lecture, having recently watched a 
television programme called ‘Ocean Giants’, which presented compelling evidence that 
dolphins are even more intelligent than we had thought them to be. Research suggests that 
these remarkable creatures communicate in quite sophisticated ways through sound, touch 
and posture. More controversially, perhaps, the programme claimed that dolphins can 
empathise with the feelings of others and are, themselves, self-aware. Intriguingly, the 
marine biologist who is the leading expert in dolphin communication, held out the prospect of 
human – dolphin communication within the next decade. 
 
All of this would seem to support Rob’s argument that ‘’They are not only more like us than 
we thought but we are more like them’’. A word of caution, however, is in order. There is a 
temptation that we anthropomorphise animal communication. The truth of the matter is that 
the more we understand how human language works, the more we realise how different 
human speech is from the communisation systems of other animals. In his hugely influential 
book, The Language Instinct, Stephen Pinker (William Morrow,1994) makes the point 
cogently: 
 

     Language is obviously as different from other animals’ communication systems as 
the elephant’s trunk is different from other animals’ nostrils. Nonhuman 
communication systems are based on one of three designs: a finite repertory of calls 
(one for warning of predators, one for claims of territory, and so on),  a continuous 
analog signal that registers the magnitude of some state (the livelier the dance of the 
bee, the richer the food source that it is telling its hive mates about), or a series of 
random variations on a theme( a birdsong repeated with a new twist each time: 
Charlie Parker with feathers). Human language has a very different design. The 
discrete combinatorial system called ‘grammar’ makes human language infinite 
(there is no limit to the number of complex words or sentences in a language), digital 
(this infinity is achieved by rearranging discrete elements in particular orders and 
combinations, not by varying some signal along a continuum like the mercury in a 
thermometer), and compositional (each of the finite combinations has a different 
meaning      predictable from the meanings of its parts and the rules and principles 
arranging them). (Pinker, p. 334). 

 
A further difference between human and animal communication relates to the parts of the 
brain involved in the production of language and other forms of vocalisation. Pinker writes: 
 

Even the seat of human language in the brain is special. The vocal cells of primates 
are controlled not by their cerebral cortex but by phylogenetically older neural 
structures in the brain stem and limbic systems, structures that are heavily involved 
in emotion. Human vocalisations other than language, like sobbing, laughing, 
moaning, and shouting in pain, are also controlled subcortically… Genuine 
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language… is seated in the cerebral cortex, primarily in the left perisylvian region. ( 
Pinker, p334). 

 
These important differences should warn us against romantic notions of animal-human 
proximity. The uniqueness of human beings, created in the divine image, is enhanced rather 
than reduced the more we understand about language. This is all the more important, given 
the crucial role played by what Pinker calls ‘genuine language’ in our relationship with God 
and in the task of mission. 
 
I was disappointed that the scope of the lecture did not allow Rob to address the practical, 
ethical implications of his theological tour de force. The last section of the paper, merely 
listing a number of contemporary challenges of great significance for animals, humans and 
the planet that we share, was inevitably anticlimactic. I found this particularly regrettable 
given Rob’s own determination to ask ‘So what?’ of any theological exercise, a determination 
I have witnessed countless times in lecture room, staffroom and around the meal table. I 
recall that the Redcliffe Lectures in World Christianity, as they were originally conceived 
back in 1999, were a pair of lectures rather than a single presentation. This longer format 
was designed to allow the lecturer to develop a thesis and then to apply it to contemporary 
global concerns. Perhaps Rob, in his usual modesty, will feel that the task of application  is 
better left to others but I, for one, would have welcomed his theologically-refracted take on at 
least some of the ethical issues he lists. Perhaps this issue of Encounters will begin to fill this 
gap, not least by providing suggestions for further reading. 
 
My only other reservation about an otherwise excellent lecture is that it doesn’t address 
enough explicitly missiological questions. As I know that Rob is deeply interested in such 
questions, this absence may again be caused by the restrictions of space. In my own article 
on ‘Ecology/ Environment’ in the Dictionary of Mission Theology  (John Corrie, ed.: IVP, 
2007), I suggested that we may need to repent of an excessively anthropocentric theory and 
practice of mission. A properly biblical understanding of mission embraces the whole of 
creation within its remit. That is one reason why I was so delighted by Rob’s choice of topic 
for the annual Redcliffe Lecture. Given Redcliffe’s reputation for outstanding mission training 
and rigorous, biblically faithful and yet innovative missiological  thinking, it is entirely 
appropriate that the College’s Head of Theology for the past 20 years should choose to 
address such a topic in this, the year of his retirement. I wonder, however, if Rob might have 
adopted a more missiological point of view. What changes to individual and organisational 
mission strategies would we expect to see if animals were given the attention that Rob’s 
lecture so persuasively implies? 
 
These reservations aside, Rob has done us a great service in bringing his great intellectual 
gifts to bear on such an interesting and important topic. I am quite sure that creaturely 
theology will be something of a growth industry in the years to come and the enterprise will 
be greatly enriched if Rob continues to do creative meditations with his cat. 
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Rev. Dr. Richard Sturch’s rejoinder                                                    
Rev. Dr. Richard Sturch, former lecturer at London School of Theology 

 

It is a pleasure and an honour to be invited to "respond" to Rob Cook's excellent and wide-
ranging paper. With most of it I am in whole-hearted agreement. (I should indeed differ from 
him on the matter of whether God can be said to suffer or be vulnerable in Himself- He 
chose to suffer and be vulnerable in the Incarnation - but that is a side-issue.) 
     
My one query is this. Rob rejects the suggestion that animals are not conscious and 
therefore only appear to suffer. He may well be right. But it is by no means certain. Even with 
human beings there is the well-known "Problem of Other Minds": how do I know that you 
have sensations in the way that I do? One answer to this lies (I believe) in the fact that 
philosophers down the years have discussed what at various times have been called "ides", 
"impressions", "sense-data" and "qualia"., and unless philosophers are constituted differently 
from other people, this implies that many of us do have this aspect to our lives. Now it seems 
possible that not all people are in fact like this, that some are, in the jargon, "zombies", 
reacting to stimuli (including pain) exactly as others do, save in this respect: lacking the inner 
life that gives rise to the language of "qualia", they will, if they are philosophers, deny that 
qualia are real at all. 
 
It is at least possible that this is true of animals generally. The things Dr Cook mentions like 
the reactions some of them display to mirrors would be perfectly consistent with qualia-less 
lives. And if so, then the peculiar feelings we associate with pain might be missing in animal 
lives after all. Unfortunately, we cannot discuss the matter with them as we can with 
humans, so we cannot be sure. 
 
This does not relieve us of any responsibilities towards animals. We have to give them the 
benefit of the doubt; better to treat them as fully "conscious" and find that they are not than 
treat them as not conscious and find that they are. But the point is I think worth considering-
and might affect questions of theodicy. 
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Rob Cook’s surrejoinder                                                    
Rob Cook, PhD, MTh, BA (Hons), BA (Hons) and Head of Theology at Redcliffe College 

 

Thank you all for the expert, thoughtful, challenging and sometimes humorous replies 
(Tony’s allusion to the theory of Chrysippus the Stoic reminded me of the equally nasty, ‘If 
God had not wanted us to eat animals he would not have made them out of meat’!). I was 
relieved that neither my theology nor my scientific understanding was seriously challenged 
although I was aware that the contention that predation seems intrinsic to the universe would 
be difficult for many evangelicals to accept. In reply to the cry of Dan’s professor, 
‘speculation is the devil’s work’ I would claim that all theology is speculative to a degree 
since the old foundational epistemology is dead, otherwise why would ‘bible believing 
Christians’ disagree about so many particulars (literal Adam and Eve? Social trinity? Double 
predestination? Hell as eternal conscious suffering? The damnation of all non-Christians? 
Penal substitution? Literal millennium etc. etc.). Theology is explorative, heuristic, building 
revisable models for we see through a glass darkly and we need to remain alert to all fresh 
discoveries as we seek to understand God’s two books – the book of the Word and the book 
of the World and if we are tempted to claim that the former is our sole authority, we must 
realize that it itself points beyond itself (e.g. Ps.8) to God’s other book.    
 
Thank you all for challenging our attitudes as well as our minds. You have helpfully pointed 
to other historical resources from Maimonides (thanks Martin) to the Celtic tradition (thanks 
Dee) as well as some intriguing biblical texts that I omitted to mention. But I wish to limit my 
detailed comments to the arguments of Simon and Richard. 
 
I understand why Simon was disappointed that I failed to do justice to the ethical issues but it 
was largely a matter of space and lecture time (just two 50 minute lectures). To partly make 
up for it I have added a short paper entitled, The Philosophical Basis for Animal Ethics which 
clarifies criteria and, as an example, applies them to the issue of animal research. I am not 
as convinced as Simon of the sharp disjunct between human and animal communication 
however. It seems that we are constantly looking for some basis for an absolute distinction 
between us and the other creatures in order to preserve an ontological understanding of the 
imago dei (as I intimated in the lecture, I tend to favour a functional interpretation). It used to 
be tool making until we saw monkeys using sticks to plunder termite nests and now 
communication is suggested. But I think Simon and Stephen Pinker whom he cites are 
wrong. Not all animals are restricted in their communication ability to mating, warning and 
territorial calls. In the late ‘60s Allen and Beatrice Gardner of the University of Oklahoma 
taught a chimpanzee named Washoe to be able to use about 350 words of American sign 
language which the monkey learned to manipulate in complex and inventive ways. In 
Second Nature J. Balcombe tells a moving story about Washoe, 
 

When Beatrice became pregnant, Washoe became more attentive than usual and 
regularly asked questions (using sign language) about the baby. Washoe had had 
two pregnancies of her own, both of which had resulted in the infant’s death. When 
Beatrice returned after an extended absence, Washoe acknowledged her return but 
was aloof. The teacher explained that she had had a miscarriage and signed to 
Washoe; ‘My baby died’. Washoe looked at Beatrice and signed ‘Cry’, then signed 
‘Please person hug’ as Beatrice was leaving. (p.132) 

 
Washoe died at the age of 42 in 2007. I have a hunch that if and when we understand, for 
example, dolphin and whale ‘language’  
better we will discover that they communicate in very subtle ways. This is not to deny that 
God has given us a special calling and responsibility, and indeed status and worth: ‘Fear ye 
not therefore, ye are of more value than many sparrows’ (Matt.10.31). 
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Now on to Richard who raises the time-honoured conundrum of the evidence for other 
minds. Scientific knowledge works by induction which is the generalization from a large 
number of observations to some universal principle e.g. all observed swans have webbed 
feet, therefore it is a universal characteristic of swans to have webbed feet. Now the trouble 
with inferring other minds is that I only have one example of such – me, and yet we go about 
our everyday business just assuming that other embodied minds are all around us – that is 
until a film like Blade Runner or Alien begins to raise doubts! Those who conclude that there 
is only sufficient evidence to deduce that mine is the only mind in existence are called 
solipsists and there is a joke amongst philosophers: ‘All my best friends are solipsists’! Get 
it? Even if we give our fellow humans the benefit of the doubt, what about animals and how 
far down the phylogenetic scale do we go? Monkeys? Cats? Spiders? Jelly fish? Amoebae? 
The question can be posed in the interesting ‘what is it like to be…?’ form. ‘What is it like to 
be a monkey?’ seems an eminently sensible question while ‘what is it like to be a tree?’ 
doesn’t. But what of ‘what is it like to be Leonora?’ Richard raises radical doubts as a 
possible way of mitigating the theodicy problem. Leaving aside his claim that mind deficient 
zombies feel pain (surely pain is a mental phenomenon as opposed to nociception which is a 
purely physiological reaction to dangerous stimuli found in primitive, non-conscious 
organisms), his speculations raise an interesting paradox. Let us change the thought 
experiment from zombies, fascinating as they are (come to think of it, a new philosophical 
joke could be, ‘All my best friends are zombies’) to AI, that is artificial intelligence in 
computers. Will a computer ever be sentient and how would we know? Will it ever be a 
sensible question to ask, ‘what is it like to be my desktop?’! Richard suggests we ask them, 
‘do you experience qualia?’ Now they might say ‘yes’ simply because they have been 
programmed to respond thus and we’d need to check with the programmer. But if she hasn’t, 
what kind of question is it? Surely it pre-supposes that one is talking to another mind. The 
computer or zombie cogitates, wonders, observes itself to see if it has a mind but these very 
activities are in themselves mental events!! But let us move away from philosophical 
sophistry to hard science. 
 
There are two main lines of evidence that animals have minds. Firstly behaviour: when a 
creature (a) moves to avoid pain, (b) cries for assistance after a dangerous event and (c) 
limits the use of any damaged limb to enable healing it is probable that it is sentient. As we 
have noted, (a) alone could merely be an evidence of nociception (insects exhibit this but 
seem to carry on as normal after the loss or damage of a limb). On the other hand, (b) is 
common amongst social animals such as mammals and birds while (c) is found in 
vertebrates. Those in category (b) also manifest (a) and (c) and are the clearest candidates 
for sentience – they are able to experience genuine pain and so probably are all vertebrates 
(and some would include octopuses and squids). 
 
Secondly the physiological evidence. Vertebrates share with us the neurophysiology and 
neuroanatomy of pain as well as the biological mechanisms for moderating pain such as with 
endogenous opiates. In a nasty experiment punished rats were found to lose their desire to 
drink which was restored once given anti-anxiety drugs. Animal behaviour also suggests 
their ability to feel pain and therefore possess sentience. As with us, anxiety is expressed by 
heart pounding, sweating and rapid breathing. They become jumpy and hyperattentive as 
they rapidly scan their surroundings just as we do.  
 
For the non-solipsist, these together provide a cumulative case for rationally inferring that, at 
least vertebrate animals are sentient, that is to say that it is like something to be them. 
 
So let the conversation continue. Whether you are a contributor or simply a reader, please 
send in your comments to this web-site and I will endeavor to respond. Do you agree that 
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there never was an animal fall? Will God grant immortality to some animals? Would Jesus 
be a vegetarian if he were alive today?... Over to you! 
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The Philosophical Basis for  
Animal Ethics                                                    
Rob Cook, PhD, MTh, BA (Hons), BA (Hons) and Head of Theology at Redcliffe College 

 

In my paper, The Place of Animals in the Purposes of God I do not venture into the ethical 
debates except for showing a few provocative pictures. To remedy this I now offer some 
notes which I hope will prove helpful. 
 
Differences of opinion in ethical debates about such issues as animal research and meat 
eating often emerge from divergent views on the moral status of animals – what exactly are 
their rights if any? There seems to be five sorts of answers to this question as outlined below 
(for this taxonomy I lean heavily on the book Animal Rights – A Very Short Introduction by D. 
DeGrazia [OUP; 2002]). 
 
 
Various views on animal rights: 
 
1. Indirect duty sense 
 
We are only morally obliged to other humans. Obligations regarding animals (e.g. not 
torturing them) are grounded entirely in human interests e.g. cruelty to animals can escalate 
to cruelty to fellow humans and should therefore be avoided. 
 
 
2. Moral status sense 
 
Animals have intrinsic value and therefore should be accorded some rights since they 
consequently possess moral status. Animals do not exist solely for our use (Philosophers 
call this a deontological approach). 
 
 
3. Sliding-scale sense 
 
Humans deserve full, equal consideration. Other animals deserve consideration in proportion 
to their cognitive, emotional and social complexity e.g. a monkey’s suffering matters more 
than a rat’s. 
 
 
4. Utilitarian sense 
 
The right action is that which maximises the balance of benefits over harms, where the 
interests of all affected parties – including both humans and animals – are impartially 
considered (Philosophers call this a consequentialist approach). 
 
 
5. Equal consideration sense 
 
Equal moral weight must be given to animals and humans e.g. animal suffering matters as 
much as human suffering. It is an absolute, non-negotiable duty to e.g. honour all animals’ 
right to liberty. 
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Let us see, as an example, how this taxonomy sheds light on the often heated debate about 
animal research. Presumably advocates of 1 would have no problem with using animals for 
testing anything from medicines to beauty products no matter what pain it caused the 
creature. 2 and 3 would have some qualms however. 3 would worry more about using 
primates for testing than rats. 5 would preclude animals from research unless it caused no 
harm whatsoever or was necessary to cure that animal of a malady. Advocates of 4 would 
commend animal research provided that the benefit (e.g. successful treatment of a disease) 
outweighed the cost (the animal’s discomfort and, usually for laboratory animals subsequent 
enforced death). 
 
What is your view and how would you apply that view to, say, keeping animals in zoos or fox 
hunting? 
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