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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 
created in God’s image, rulers over the birds and beasts and ‘a little lower than the angels’. 
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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. 
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