
 Animal themed sermon, Aug. 2018, Genesis 

 Long ago and far away, in my first year of ministry as an Associate Pastor in 

Grand Rapids, I was giving a children’s sermon to a decent sized little group of children.  

I don’t remember where I intended to go in the end, but I started out by asking, “Do you 

like animals?”  And pandemonium ensued.  10 kids trying to talk over each other, telling 

me how much they did like animals and all about their pets.  Sheer chaos.  So much so, 

that when the seasoned lead pastor got up later in the service to preach to the adults, his 

first words were, “I’m not going to begin by asking you if you like animals!”   Had he 

done so, however, he might have gotten a similarly enthusiastic response from the adults 

present that morning.  Because face it, a whole lot of us really like animals.  In fact, 

nearly 70% of American households include pets.  Dogs are the favorite, then cats, then 

fish, then birds.  And the blunt truth is that many of us like our pets as least as much as 

we like the people around us, and we quite possibly spend more time with them, in cozier 

settings, than we do with the vast majority of people we know.  It’s not just pets that we 

love, of course….we are inspired by the beauty of hummingbirds in flight, or horses 

running across a field, or a bear lumbering through the woods.  The stripes on zebras, the 

yellow of canaries, the long neck of the giraffe, they delight us and lighten our hearts.  

Animals partner with us in doing jobs, and animals provide food for us in a variety of 

ways. This morning, with our Creation service centering around animals, we think of 

ways that animals bless us, and that we bless animals.  Perhaps the most obvious example 

of the latter is the literal blessing of the animals that will follow this service.  This began 

as a European tradition, but it has gained a great foothold here, too.  This is a practice 

that, according to tradition, goes back to St. Francis in the 13th C. in Italy.   



 St. Francis is perhaps the most beloved and well known of the traditional cadre of 

saints.  He was a rich young man who had a dramatic conversion to Christianity, and 

renounced his wealth.  Along with his commitment to preaching and poverty, Francis 

loved nature, and many stories from his life spotlight his interaction with animals.  Once, 

as he hiked through Italy’s Spoleto Valley, he came upon a flock of birds.  When they 

didn’t fly away, he decided to preach them a little sermon: “My brother and sister birds,” 

he reportedly said, “you should praise your Creator and always love Him.  He gave you 

feathers for your clothes, wings to fly, and all other things you need.  It is God who made 

your home in thin, pure air.  Without sowing or reaping, you receive God’s guidance and 

protection.” 

 As Francis gave them God’s blessing, the flock, it is said, then flew off rejoicing. 

From this story grows the tradition of blessing animals.  When we bless animals, we 

recognize that creation isn’t just about us; we have fellow creatures on our world with us 

who are also the work of God’s hands.  We heard a portion of the Noah’s Ark story read, 

and one of the things I love about that Scripture text is that it reminds us that God didn’t 

just save humanity from the flood; God saved animals, too.  Their lives have immense 

value in God’s eyes, even as do our lives.  Scripture, in fact, is full of references to the 

delight God takes in animals and the joy animals have in their Creator.  Look at our first 

lesson, from the Creation account of Genesis 1.  We read in this lesson about God 

creating living creatures: sea monsters, land animals, birds, animals of the wilds, and 

domestic animals, all created intentionally and joyfully by God, because what do we read 

at the end of these acts of creation?  “And God saw that it was good”.  Animals, like all 

of creation, bear the imprint of their Creator, and they are deeply good.  



 In the next chapter of Genesis, we could read about Adam and Eve, representative 

of humanity, naming the animals, forming relationships with them. And indeed, animals 

have lived in relationship with humanity from the very start, haven’t they?  Whether as 

prey or predators, whether as domesticated farm animals or house pets, whether as  

moose thrilling us with sightings or eagles inspiring us in their flight; we have an ancient 

and time-honored relationship with animals.  And this is as God intended; we are 

stewards of animals, as we are of all nature.  And to be a steward is not to dominate and 

ravage, but to tend and care for.  When we read in Genesis 1 that we are to “have 

dominion”, that is a word that calls to mind kingly rule.  Again, the good king rules 

wisely and benevolently over their kingdom, not with short term greed and lack of care 

for the subjects they rule.  God entrusts animals into or wise and benevolent care in the 

very first chapter of Scripture! 

 Much later in Scripture, Jesus, in the New Testament, also speaks to God’s love 

for animals.  He is born in a stable, filled with animals, and his first crib is a cow’s 

feeding trough.  In his teaching, we know Jesus refers to the birds of the air as an 

example of trusting God’s providence, and also to the value of even sparrows in God’s 

eyes. In another instance, Jesus compares himself to a Mother Hen trying to gather her 

chicks. Jesus will enter Jerusalem to begin the final week of his life on a donkey, and not 

just any donkey, but one he specifically chooses.  Christ is referred to in images of 

animals:  the lion of Judah.  The lamb of God.  That’s how sacred animals are in God’s 

eyes.     

 It’s fair to say, then that both the writers of the Old and New Testament saw 

animals as a blessing, a gift from God, and we are wise to do the same.  To an astonishing 



degree, I think we do see them this way.  It amazes me how people cherish their animals; 

even people who might seem a little distant or inexpressive to other people may whole-

heartedly adore their pets.  And in the same way that a culture can be critiqued by how it 

values and treats vulnerable people, so it can also be critiqued by how it values and treats 

animals, who are generally vulnerable and subject to our dominion.  Not our abuse, but 

our wise stewardship.   

 As we think about the animals we steward, and the ways God chooses to bless us 

through animals, I’d invite you to reflect about the animals God has placed in your life.  It 

could be the deer along the road, the squirrels in your backyard, the birds at your feeders, 

the dog who rarely leaves your side, the cat who acts as a morning rooster to inform you 

it’s time to get up and feed him.  How has God blessed you through animals, these sisters 

and brothers of ours in the created world?  What lessons have you learned, how have you 

benefited from them?   My mini-dachshund, Meg, teaches me daily about exuberant joy 

and affection.  My cat, Reginald, loves every living thing, including other cats, dogs, 

people, and is a wonderful lapful of fur and purr.  Animals teach us things about 

ourselves, about the world, about God.  God has placed animals in your life, too.  How 

have they been a blessing to you?  What have they taught you? 

 This morning, though, I want to focus on a specific way that animals are gifts 

from God, and that’s through the God’s Barnyard program.  I was thrilled to pieces to 

receive a letter from the ELCA about a week and a half ago that included the following:  

“You are one of about 150 congregations across the ELCA that gives most generously to 

ELCA World Hunger based on average attendance.”  In other words, since there are 

around 10,000 congregations, our per capita giving to World Hunger puts us in the top 1 



and ½ percent of all those congregations across our nation.  That’s beyond incredible!  

And while we give to World Hunger in a variety of ways, the primary way is through 

God’s Barnyard.  This is the ELCA’s program for purchasing animals, seeds, or 

education to promote agriculture and nutrition in developing nations.  It’s our Children’s 

Church mission project, and many of us contribute to it through purchasing animals at 

Christmas time or through gifts to our Children’s Church, and they of course, bring their 

offering money for this cause.  They vote on how to use their money each year, in terms 

of which animals to buy, which makes it a fun project, as well as extremely beneficial.  

Between them and the rest of us, we are generous givers of animals!    In 2017, for 

instance, we purchased 22 flocks of chicks, 1 rooster, 10 piglets, 3 fish farms, 1 sheep, 4 

goats, 10 bee hives, 1 water filter, 1 set of school supplies, 1 set of farming tools, and 1 

water well, for a total for $4400.  And these gifts of primarily animals change the lives of 

their recipients and are a true blessing from God—and us—to them.  Did you know, for 

example, that chicks can begin laying eggs when they’re only 1 month old?  I didn’t 

know that!  This not only provides food for the family, but selling excess eggs provides 

income.  Cows provide milk, meat, and fertilizer, and so can strengthen a family’s 

financial stability.  When the cows give birth, the calves can be traded for other 

necessities.  Goats are great because they can adapt to live almost anywhere.  They 

provide fresh milk, not only for drinking, but for making cheese, yogurt, and other dairy 

products that can be eaten or sold.  Goats multiply rapidly, so families can share the 

offspring with needy neighbors, helping to left entire communities out of hunger and 

poverty.  And pigs!  Let’s think about swine!  A pig in the pen is like money in the bank.  

Within months, a tiny piglet grows to weigh over 200 pounds.  In the case of a failed 



harvest or medical expense, the pig can be cashed in for big bucks at the market.  These 

animals are a blessing to these families not only through providing immediate food 

sources, but through enhancing their financial stability overall, promoting independence 

long term.  When you consider all of that, as well as the way animals bless us by loving 

us as pets or inspiring us as beauty in the wilds, you can appreciate that God truly intends 

animals to bless us.  And that we are to bless them in return, through wise and humane 

care and practices of every kind.  

 Shortly, we will literally ask God to bless our animals.  In doing so, we’re not 

doing anything God hasn’t already done, both in creating them and sustaining them, acts 

we read about in Scripture and witness in our lives. Hopefully, of course, we continue to 

have a relationship of mutual blessing with our animals:  they are a blessing to us; we are 

a blessing to them in our care for them.   They are another sign of God’s abundance, 

mercy, and blessing; of God’s intention for a creation that lives in harmony and balance.  

This morning, we celebrate that God is good, and in goodness provided animals as a gift 

to us and all the world.  Amen.  

  

 

  


