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This is the second volume in the series. Our arrival in China, initial impressions, as well as the story of how I came to work at a Chinese zoo are captured in the first chapters of the previous book, God, Pandas and a Stethoscope, but here is a brief recap, and a little background.

My darling wife, Michelle, and I, along with our four little ones, had landed in China on a sweltering August evening. I had landed a job as a staff veterinarian at the Chengdu Zoo in Sichuan Province several months earlier, and we had arrived to start our big adventure together. 

The first few weeks were a hailstorm of new impressions and experiences, but I carved out the time to write them down, knowing that in a few months, the strange and exotic would become trite and ordinary. 

This journaling continued at the zoo, where the bizarre was so common that it seemed a shame not to keep track of it.

This book also includes reflections. One of the great joys of my life is to marvel at the ingenious hand of God in the creatures he has made. The diversity of animals at a zoo seemed to highlight his inexhaustible inventiveness. Having studied comparative anatomy in some depth, I had become convinced that the marvelous creatures I was working on did not come to exist as the result of some random cosmic sneeze, but through the skilled hand of a brilliant Creator. 

During my studies at university, though I was raised as a Christian, I determined to open my mind to every logical worldview, including the nonexistence of God. Several of my professors were ardent atheists with a great dislike for all things religious and a special vehemence for the God of the Christians. They were determined to convince any who entered their halls of learning that God was a fantasy and that evolution, guided by statistical probability, caused our existence. 

However, as I studied embryology, pathology, and the many subjects I delved into during my six-year sojourn in vet school, I became more and more convinced that such complexity, beauty, and infinite detail as we see in the animal world could not have come about by chance. It was deliberately designed and created. But that does not mean I gave up on science. Rather, science allowed me to see the staggering beauty and intricacy of the creatures I studied with renewed fascination. 

In the book of Proverbs, Solomon, the famously wise king, said, "It is the glory of God to conceal a matter: but the honour of kings is to search out a matter" (Proverbs 25:2). God has concealed many of his miracles deep in the bodies, functions, and behaviours of the animals he made. I have searched out some of these matters, and though I am not a king (or even remotely royal), it has truly been an honour to do so. Understanding how the various animals functioned gave me glimpses into the creative mind of God, and as I learned, I marvelled. David said it well in Psalm 111: "Praise the LORD. I will extol the LORD with all my heart in the council of the upright and in the assembly. Great are the works of the LORD; they are pondered by all who delight in them. Glorious and majestic are his deeds, and his righteousness endures forever. He has caused his wonders to be remembered; the LORD is gracious and compassionate."   

It is by his grace that we may "remember his wonders," and experience his glory. As David said, "When I consider your heavens, the work of your fingers, the moon and the stars, which you have set in place, what is man that you are mindful of him, the son of man that you care for him?" (Psalm 8:3-4). 

Though we are infinitely small in the economy of God, his love is so vast that he has called us to see him in what he created. Romans 1:20 says, "For since the creation of the world, God’s invisible qualities—his eternal power and divine nature—have been clearly seen, being understood from what has been made, so that men are without excuse." Being without excuse, we come to God as his creation, seeking a relationship with the one who made us. But God needed to take the first step. He sent his Son to bear the consequence of our sin, in order to bridge the gulf that separates us from our Creator. Jesus willingly died so that we might delight in the glory of God forever. God stands before us, opening his arms to us, welcoming us to know him in all his majesty. At the zoo, I have had the incredible privilege of climbing onto the lap of the great Creator, and being allowed a small peek into his sketchbook.
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​The Red Panda Adventure
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We had been in China for six months, and life at the zoo had settled into a comfortable rhythm—the gatekeeper waved with pleasant disinterest as I drove in, the twisty maze of paths between exhibits was now familiar, and my colleagues had transitioned from polite acquaintances to close friends. Even my coat and stethoscope had found their own personal nooks in my office. 

It was a Monday morning, and I had expected the usual—a fresh case or two on the whiteboard, everything a little messy after the weekend, and the staff happily buried in morning newspapers. So, it came as a bit of a surprise when I peeked in the staff lounge and saw, sitting on the table in a cage, surrounded by the newspaper-absorbed staff, a panda! A red panda, but a panda nonetheless. 

"What's with the panda?" I asked, bending down to meet the little face that stared at me from the wire cage.  

"She came in Friday afternoon," Director Li replied, looking up from her cup of tea.

Of course, I thought, all the good stuff happens when I'm not here.

"Some villagers found her about a week ago and had been feeding her milk before they brought her in." She rolled her eyes.

Cautiously, I held a finger out to the little red face. A curious nose leaned forward and sniffed. She had woolly thick fur, soft eyes, and a darling little bandit mask. I was in love. 

Her back legs, however, were matted, stained with iodine, and folded under her like wet rags—a paralyzed red panda. It was oddly intriguing. 
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"Not surprisingly, with all that milk, she had pretty bad diarrhea," Director Li continued, scrunching her nose. "Her fur was soaked with urine, and the maggots were bad, but we’ve got her cleaned up a bit and she seems to be doing okay." 

She returned to her cup of tea.

I continued to inspect the little tyke. Pandas, even the little red cousins of their famous big brothers, are national treasures, and I was captured by this adorable little enigma.

Director Li looked past her paper, smiled, and raised an eyebrow. 

"You want to be responsible for her?" she asked.

"Ah... YES!" I said, scooping up the cage with its occupant and the few sheets of medical records before Director Li could change her mind. 

I returned to my office, set the cage on my desk, lowered myself into my chair, and admired my patient. Few vets have had a panda as their personal charge, and having her sitting on my desk made me feel very important. My patient, however, seemed less impressed. She turned awkwardly, dragged her back legs across the wire cage floor, and tried to look out the window, aching for the trees just beyond the glass.

I opened the frosted window to afford her a better view. 

"I'm afraid your climbing days are over," I said, but as I watched her, an intriguing thought bubbled up. I thought about my son Isaac, who was born paralyzed, but routinely rolled around our neighbourhood after school, looking for adventure.   

"I’m going for a walk," he would say as he left the house. 

Even if she couldn't climb, what if we could allow her to "walk"? Wheeled carts, which cradle the hind legs of paralyzed dogs were not uncommon in Canada, and as I looked at our panda, I wondered if we could attempt a world first. 

I closed my eyes and imagined the scene. Our sweet little patient, hind legs comfortably cradled in a fitted cart, busily wheeling herself around her enclosure and munching on bamboo. I imagined camera crews and visitors jostling for position, having heard of the great sensation—a panda in a wheelchair! It would be a challenge, yes, but it would be a win for our panda, provide wonderful publicity for the zoo, and put a heartwarming smile in the souls of everyone who saw her. It would, I felt, make the whole world just a little better. 

I opened my eyes and pulled out a pad of paper to make a list of necessary supplies for my project, when an idea came to mind. Why build a cart if I can get one made? I wondered. But custom carts are expensive, and the zoo has limited funds. I drummed my fingers on the desk. I wonder if... 

I shifted my patient to one side of the desk and opened my laptop. K-9 Chariots, The Foremost Designer of Canine Wheeled Carts, a promising website said. 

I followed the link, cracked my knuckles, and began typing.

Dear K-9 Chariots, 

My name is Paul Schuster, and I am a staff veterinarian at a zoo in China. I have in my care a paralyzed red panda, and I have a proposal for you. Would you be willing to provide us with a custom K-9 Cart for what would likely be a world first—a red panda in a wheelchair? In exchange for the cart, you would be free to use the pictures and videos of our panda using your cart to promote your product.

I clicked send, closed my laptop, and carried my new little friend back to the treatment area for the night. 

"Today I had a very special patient," I told the kids over supper. "A red panda."

Little eyes widened. 

"And," I said, looking over at Isaac, "she is paralyzed in her back legs."

Isaac stopped chewing. "Paralyzed like me?"

"Yup, just like you. And I am going to try to get her a wheelchair. Here, let me show you a picture of her."

I pulled out my flip phone. Isaac released his brakes and rolled over to join Michelle and his siblings, who had already crowded around to look at the picture of our little red bandit.

"Oh... I really like her," was all he said. 

The next morning at the office, I opened my laptop with eager anticipation. 

"Dear Dr. Schuster, Thank you for your interest in K-9 Carts. We would be happy to help. Below, you will find a list outlining the measurements you will need to take for us to fulfill your order."  

Attached was a diagram detailing various lengths, widths, and girths, all of which needed to be carefully measured. We were one step closer. 

I jumped up and bounded to Director Li’s office.

"I can get us a wheelchair for the panda. Custom-made in America!" I exclaimed.

Director Li looked up and pursed her lips. 

"How much will it cost?" she asked.

"That’s the thing. They will do it for free. All we need to do is send them pictures of our panda using their cart."

Director Li leaned back and stared at the ceiling, trying to evaluate her foreign employee’s capitalist business plan. For a moment, she closed her eyes and then, satisfied that it held no significant risk to the zoo, she looked back and smiled. 

"Sure, let’s try it," she said.

Delighted, I dashed off to set up, rolling our anaesthetic machine to the treatment area, and scrounging around for a tape measure. 
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Our patient did not struggle as we placed the anaesthetic mask on her face and was content to go to sleep. Job one was to clip away the urine-soaked fur and give her a good wash. Next, we collected blood and urine samples and took all the various measurements. Then, a final rubdown with a clean towel before removing the anaesthetic mask.

She blinked and cautiously pushed herself up on her front legs. She was cleaner, but very small. The skin on her now bare hind quarters stretched over her pelvic bones like a tight umbrella. Urine dripped slowly from her dysfunctional bladder, and her sunken eyes reflected the woeful state of her sad little spirit. She was not a well bear. 

"She needs a name," Dr. Lin said, looking down at our little red bundle.

"I agree," I said. "If she is going to be our special bear, she needs a special name."

"How about ‘Le Le’ [Happy]," Tang Ya, the young pharmacy assistant, suggested. 

"Oh, I like that," I said. "That is what we want for her—to live a happy life, and bring people joy, even if she can’t walk."

I returned to my office and sent the measurements to K-9 Carts, but suggested they wait until we had the results of the blood work before shipping the cart. I wanted to be sure paralysis was her only issue. 

That evening over dinner, I shared the updates with the family.

"We have a company willing to make a chair for her," I told them. "And we have a name for her. She will be called ‘Le Le’"

Michelle stared at me and started to tear up. So did Isaac. We had chosen the name Isaac [laughter] before he was born, but after we had found out he would be born paralyzed. We had been encouraged to abort the pregnancy, but trusted that despite his disability, God was giving us a gift that would bring joy and laughter to those around him. His Chinese name was Cheng Le [Inherit Happiness]. 

"She’ll be just like me," Isaac said through misty eyes, "even her name."  

The next morning, we gathered around Le Le’s cage. Director Li reached into her pocket, pulled out the blood results that the human hospital had run for us, and handed them to me.

Most of the abnormal blood values were understandable given her weak, emaciated state. Dehydration and low blood protein would correct over time, and the slight elevation in kidney parameters did not raise any eyebrows. One result, however, stood out. Le Le’s blood sugar was six times normal, and she had glucose in her urine. My heart sank. Only one thing could account for that—diabetes. 

I looked down at our sad little muffin. Diabetes would be difficult to treat, especially here, and any wounds resulting from her paralysis would take a long time to heal. But we had come this far, so we had to try.

"Please get some IV fluids," I said to Tang Ya. 

I opened the cage and lifted the listless bundle onto the table to search for a vein. It was difficult, and Le Le saved us the trouble. 

She lifted her chest, took a deep, slow breath, and slipped away. We stood, quietly staring and unsure what to do next. Someone broke the awkward silence. 

"We tried," was all they said. 

They were right. But even so, I was disappointed that such a special animal, and such a singular opportunity, had slipped away. I had made my plans, wanting to reduce her suffering, but God had directed a different outcome and removed her suffering altogether. It was an act of mercy, but it was hard to accept.

That night, I broke the news to my family. Isaac cried, struggling to process the kinship he had developed with a panda he had never met. At bedtime, I gave Isaac, my own little bear, an extra snuggly hug and thanked God for the joy my little "Le Le" had brought to our lives. Sometimes, God’s gifts hide in very special wrapping. 

You intended to harm me, but God intended it for good to accomplish what is now being done, the saving of many lives. (Joseph, speaking to his brothers in Genesis 50:20)
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Sometimes what seems like a terrible situation is the soil into which God plants seeds that grow into a bountiful harvest. God used Joseph’s wholesale rejection by his brothers (they sold him as a slave), and a false accusation, and his wrongful imprisonment, and his being forgotten by his cellmate, the cupbearer—to save an entire family. That family, the children of Abraham, would become the Israelites, who were the people of Jesus—who is our saviour, and the saviour of the world. As we read the story, we marvel at God’s foresight and planning. Joseph, however, sitting in his jail cell, could not see that final planet-saving outcome—but he trusted God anyway. 

We don’t have God’s perspective, so when we are walking "through the valley of the shadow of death" [Psalm 23:4] we need to hold tightly onto our shepherd’s hand and trust him, even when things seem dark and impossible, because he promises he will "work all things for good for those who trust him and are called according to his purpose." [Romans 8:28] 
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Father, when tragedy strikes, we can find it hard to see your hand of goodness. In fact, it sometimes feels like you don’t care about us or our suffering because you allow such pain in our lives. Lord, during our times of struggle, help us hold on to your hand, trusting you to lead us through the valley. Father, help us remember that you yourself faced unspeakable pain as you watched your son die on the cross in order to bring about that ultimate blessing, our adoption as your children. Lord, we look forward to the day when we see the fullness of that salvation. Until then, keep us close and trusting you. Amen.
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​A Local Delicacy
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"How about Huo Guo?" Dr. Lin suggested.

Eager heads bobbed, adding to the contented grunts. It was not a festival day or anyone’s birthday, but lunch outings for the vet department were becoming a regular event. The eleven-seat van I drove to work, and my role as designated driver, meant that we had access to a wide range of lunch options, and the rest of the team was happy to make the most of it. The restaurants were cheap, the food was good, and the fellowship was priceless. On this particular day, the plan was a traditional Sichuan specialty—Chengdu Hot Pot, a dish famous for Ma La [spicy and numbing flavour]. 

A happy gaggle of vets and support staff piled into the van, giggling as they jostled for seats. Director Li slid into the passenger seat, smiled, and pointed the way through the busy streets. Arriving at the restaurant, the four white-gloved, spotlessly attired attendants ushered us into a curbside parking spot and welcomed us inside. Two tables had been reserved for our entourage, each with a large depression in the centre to hold the guest of honour—the hot pot. These large bowls of spicy soup would be the focus of the event. One table was for those who liked their soup spicy, with hot peppers and exotic spices bobbing happily in the red bubbling broth. The other table was for those who liked theirs extra spicy. It seemed to have no broth at all, until I realized it was hidden under a thick mat of red peppers, which were melting their anger into the soup below. Mild hot pot was not an option, so I sat at the less spicy table. 

[image: A group of people sitting at a table
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Tea was poured, and the waitress started bringing dishes. One after the other, various heaping plates were dumped into the bowl. I recognized none of them. So, I ventured forth with the one question one should never ask when eating at a Chinese restaurant... "What is this?"  

"This one?" Dr. Lin asked, leaning over to inspect the slimy mound of sliced goop the waitress slid into the cauldron, "Not sure."  

It was a disconcerting answer.

However, I decided that if I was going to understand this new culinary world, I needed to be brave and keep asking. It turned into a fascinating game.

"Animal or vegetable?" I asked, pointing to a new plate.

"That is animal, I think," Dr. Yu piped up, not wanting to be left out of the game. "I’m guessing the third stomach of a cow. See how thin and rough the pieces are?"

"Oh, and here comes duck tongue!" Tang Ya added excitedly, though he seemed more excited about the delicacy than the game we were playing. 

"And based on how thick and smooth this piece is, I would guess sliced pig aorta," Dr. Lin said, using his chopsticks to hold a square of smooth white anatomy up to the light. 

Goose foot, identified by the webbing between the toes, muscular chicken gizzards, and other anatomic delicacies that in Canada would have ended up in the waste bin of an abattoir, were reverently lowered into the pot. 

Next, the waitress arrived bearing cubes of a thick, maroon Jello. She tipped the plate and slid the wobbly cubes into the bowl. 

"Coagulated duck’s blood," Dr. Yu said with a bright smile, "It’s fresh!" 

"Ooohhh, and here comes the last one," Dr. Lin said, restraining his excitement.

A pink, crinkly custard, gently wiggling on the plate, arrived at the table and was cautiously lowered into the stew.

"This," he said, "is pig brain." 

I watched, entranced, as the little pink island sank into the lava soup.

"It’s been long enough," Director Li announced a few minutes later as the game slowed. "Everything should be well-cooked now." 

Eager chopsticks dove into the pot, fishing out various bits and chunks. 

"Mmmm, so tasty," Dr. Yu grinned, wiping beads of sweat off his brow with the linen serviette. 

"Hey, Paul, you want to join us at our table?" Dr. Wu, the stoic big-cat vet asked, "It’s not too spicy... really!" 

He grinned, doing his best to look serene and inviting, but the slight twitching of his cheek and his watery eyes told a different story. 

"No thanks, I’m good here," I said, dipping my chopsticks into the bowl, pulling out a nondescript spiky ball, and popping it into my mouth.

A potent heat and tingly numbness warmed my face. Tiny sparks pricked my palate as the exotic cacophony of colourful flavours danced on my tongue. This was nothing like the insipid monotone of white bread or the banal duet of mac-n-cheese. This was the full, swinging, trumpet-blaring brass band of Sichuan Hot Pot, and I loved it!

Each chopstick fishing expedition into the broiling pot brought forth differently shaped goodies, each with its own unique texture: pokey balls, gooey cubes, chewy ropes, and slippery little square sheets. The brain was especially peculiar. It started with a crème brûlée squishiness, which dissolved into a crumbly finish. Odd maybe, but, surprisingly, not bad if you didn’t think about what you were eating. 

The flavours, however, were all basically the same—wildly, exotically spicy. But that was fine. My palate had expanded to welcome the searing heat and numbing tingliness of Sichuan peppers, and my heart to accept the warm smiles of these new friends seated around our banquet table.

Jesus said to them, "Come and have breakfast."

(John 21:12a)

Here I am! I stand at the door and knock. If anyone hears my voice and opens the door, I will come in and eat with that person, and they with me. (Rev. 3:20)

Blessed are those who are invited to the wedding supper of the Lamb! (Rev. 19:9)
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Eating meals with others was a surprisingly big part of Jesus' ministry. It deepened friendships with his disciples and blessed many—five thousand on one occasion. It also cemented his love for
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