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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 
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from an “environmental angle”. What will the New Earth look like, and will Fluffy be there? 
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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