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Introduction

There are some lovely moments in the Gospels in which Jesus, sitting or walking with his disciples, calls their attention to something. There is a sense that the disciples inhabit two worlds but are perhaps aware only of one until he says to them “Do you see this?” and, looking more closely, something deeper is revealed. Approaching nature in our own time we too find that we occupy two worlds, those of science and spirituality. Most people today seem more familiar with the first but long to experience more of the second. It was not so very long ago that people understood Nature to be a living thing, much more than a mere mechanism obeying unchanging laws, and ourselves as part of it rather than separate from it. So this is an attempt to bring knowledge and spirit into closer companionship. Coming from the Christ tradition,1 having studied Environmental Science, I do not believe there is an inherent conflict, even if in the past they have seemed like “two countries separated by a common language”.2 For many centuries Christians have broadly accepted the belief that nature may be seen as a kind of book that, like the Bible, contains revelation. Indeed Scripture itself seems to point this way. The God we believe in does not belong to some other realm but has very firmly chosen this one. So it made sense to me to begin by setting these two perspectives alongside each other, like companions walking in the woods, in the knowledge that they are bound to speak and, in you, find out where that conversation leads.

Watching our steps

As with any exploration we need to look where we are going. Humans are great storytellers, and the experiences of many generations and cultures has furnished us with stories featuring those creatures with whom we share the natural world. In recent generations a new awareness has begun to emerge as we ask “who is telling this story and to whom?” And of course we find that humans are telling the stories to other humans. In fact our fellow creatures are quite alien to us. So I want to be wary of the tendency to observe a particular characteristic in a fellow creature and draw too obvious a parallel with human behaviours. I want to avoid common myths (for example, “the solitary badger”) that have no basis in fact, to recognise the ‘otherness’ of our fellow creatures, and let them teach us. So I have done my best here, but there is a long way to go. Bruce Stanley, author of Forest Church3 once commented that he would not feel confident to make big statements about all trees, and is not sure how long he would need to stay with just one solitary Birch before he could confidently claim to know it.4 This diffidence is a valuable counterpoint to the brazen confidence with which humans have tramped into the woods in the past. We need to learn to tread lightly, but the good news is that we do have a place. We do not need to carve it out. Nature is hospitable to all.

Each short chapter begins with a reflection on a specific creature, almost all of them native to the British Isles. I am not seeking to be comprehensive but rather thought-provoking, so if something piques your interest, trust that instinct and research further. With the Bible readings (quotations are from the New Revised Standard Version) my suggestion is that you read slowly, asking for the grace of awareness, and see whether any particular word or phrase stands out for you. For copyright reasons I am a little limited in how much I am allowed to quote, so you may want to have your own Bible alongside, if you have one. Build some time of silence into your daily routine and, if something resonates within you stay with it, asking for deeper insight. In most, but not quite all, of the chapters I include some steps we can take to aid the creature mentioned, based on the belief that there is plenty of room in this country for everyone. “Love your neighbour” and even “love your enemy” applies here, just as it does towards other humans.5 The prayer section is a suggestion not a prescription, and the same is true for any exercises. These things are offered to help you but if the Spirit leads you in another way then trust that instinct. There is plenty of time to come back to any of this if you wish. I am also aware that it may not be realistic to do an exercise on the day appointed, and some engage with emotions you may not be feeling right then (most of us don’t have our feelings ‘on tap’). The key is to do what is right for you, to be kind to yourself. Allow yourself to be loved and see how that love transforms you.

It is strange what stays with you over the years. I recall a field trip during my first degree (Environmental Science at the University of Plymouth) when a fellow student put in a word for common English names on the basis that they are more poetic and descriptive than those favoured by science. The use of Latin names takes us into the realm of taxonomy, a discipline that seeks to categorize and create hierarchies as well as establish relationships. Whilst this may be useful for research, I agree that it can lack soul and so I have chosen to use common names throughout my text. If this is an irritant to tidier minds than mine I apologise, but life is not tidy, and human attempts to impose order are all too often energy-intensive and even damaging. Let a thousand flowers bloom!

There is an ongoing debate about introducing new, genderless, pronouns into the English language, something that would resolve a big difficulty I had in writing this. The problem is that, whilst some creatures divide neatly into female and male, others do not. Some are hermaphrodite (containing both sexes), others are effectively genderless. I want to show respect to my subjects, all of whom are living creatures, not objects, so in each chapter I have chosen to use the words “he” and “she” and never “it”. This does not mean that I am excluding the other sex, but rather suggesting we focus in on an imagined individual, where appropriate, as we contemplate the life of another. Since the suggested alternatives (zhe, ze, xe, co, e) are not yet in common use, I have decided not to use them. I just think it would distract from the text. So whilst I am aware that saying “he” of a Hawthorn tree, which always carries both sexes in “his” flowers, is inadequate and even a bit misleading, I have decided to press ahead and I ask you to bear with me. You will see that, for the sake of balance, I use male and female in different chapters but within each chapter I have maintained consistency, again to avoid confusion.

I owe a great deal to all sorts of people for the information and insights that are posted online. However, since this is not primarily an academic work, it did not feel appropriate to reference every statement. Where there is an original point I have cited the source, and occasionally I quote verbatim when I do not believe I could put something better. Most of the facts I present about the creatures in these pages can be said to be in the public domain, and with this kind of information I have not bothered to cite the source. Where I have put a reference you may assume that other information in the same chapter has also come from one of those sources. It is of course possible that I am reproducing information that is not quite accurate. I have done my best to crosscheck but nobody is perfect. Any factual errors herein are mine and I am happy to be corrected. I strongly believe that there is no conflict between the world of faith and the real world. This is the world God created, so the more we know about it, the better. My only caveat to that is that information needs to be ethically obtained.

The praise of the creatures

During the writing of this book I have been interested to see the reactions of people I have talked to about it. Most immediately get the starting point: that the world can instruct us about God. They also accept that there is no conflict between the Bible and creation, the two books of God, and that this kind of exploration is relatively new and uncharted. But it is amazing how hard people find it to let go of the idea that other creatures are somehow here for our benefit and use. I would like to suggest that the mole was not made for us. He has a life of his own. He is not a resource for us to utilise, he is not there for our amusement or our education. He is not a commodity. Yes I can usefully learn about him because he is my neighbour and, as his neighbour, I have certain responsibilities, but the first of these is to build trust and respect. There are very few creatures on planet Earth that fail to respect us. Isn’t it time we developed the same maturity?

It has been said that, unlike humans, other species in the world offer praise to their creator not through specific acts of worship but merely by being themselves (see Psalms 19, 104 and 148). My own sense is that any attempt to differentiate humanity from ‘the rest’ of nature creates more problems than it solves. We are intimately linked with other species, from the microbes that inhabit our bodies to the macrobes we eat, observe, wonder at and occasionally flee from. We have no life independently of other life. Yes, it may be accepted that modern science, which emerged from the eighteenth century onwards, has discovered many things that have benefitted us, not least because of its tendency to dissect and categorize. But in these days we have become more aware of the damage this does to us, and a new appreciation of our interdependence is being sought. We are part of a larger phenomenon that is life, and the discovery is a joyful one. Perhaps our own ongoing reflection and prayer can reveal to us just how fully our own being expresses praise. My hope is that this book will enable you to be more fully yourself and thereby to give greater praise to your creator.

There are, of course, a number of creatures with which we are familiar, or at least we think we are: Fox, Badger, Owl, Deer all make an appearance – predictably enough, you might think. But I have attempted to incorporate some species that would not necessarily make the ‘A-list’. I have done this because I really want to call these preferences into question, to heighten awareness of how and why we turn away from some things and towards others, and to encourage you to value, and enter into a deeper relationship with, creatures you may not have previously considered. So the journey, I hope, will not be an entirely comfortable one as unhelpful scripts are rewritten. It may not be a road completely untravelled before – I am relying heavily on the discoveries of others – but I hope it will, for many, be a new road, one not previously taken.

Dan Papworth, February 2015
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Chapter 1

Ash – the tree of life

In Norse mythology the cosmos is held together by a single, eternally green Ash tree: Yggdrasil, the “world tree”, also called the Tree of Life. In Britain, the Ash makes up around 5 per cent of our woodlands, but she plays host to around 45 other species which depend upon her.6

In our own time Ash has come under threat from a fungal disease named, straightforwardly if rather obviously, “Ash Dieback”. On dry days at eye level you can spot the symptoms:7 brown or black staining on the leaf stalks, stem discolouration (the classic symptom is a small section of brown or purple in the middle of an otherwise healthy, olive green, stem) and diamond-shaped cracks (lesions) in the bark. The terrible loss of this country’s elms from the late 1960s onwards is still within living memory. Indeed I was born just after the worst of it and I remember the feeling with which one of my primary school teachers described what had happened. So it was with very mixed emotions that I discovered the large mature tree in our neighbour’s garden, which dominates the view from my children’s bedroom windows, is an Ash. Some people may think it strange to pray for the well-being of a tree, but all things are related. It may even be that the death of these beautiful trees is yet another invitation to live in greater harmony with the environment that is our home. The Ash teaches us that age and vitality are not opposites, and that life can be both robust and fragile.

Find out where the Ash trees are in your area and monitor them for signs of dieback. If you see the symptoms report it immediately to the Forestry Conmmission (there is even an App for this: see their website, which is also listed at the end of this book). The healthiest place for Ash is not in dense stands but amongst other trees. This is actually true for most species – it is only humans who like to create monocultures and then spend huge amounts of energy and resources fighting the diseases that inevitably follow. If you want to do something really ambitious then why not purchase a woodland with some friends and manage it as a “coppice with standards”? This ancient practice yielded a continuous supply of useful wood for communities in the past. It provides a rich habitat for a number of struggling native species of plants and animals and will be the healthiest playground your children will ever know.

From Genesis 2:9 (NRSV)


Out of the ground the Lord God made to grow every tree that is pleasant to the sight and good for food, the tree of life also in the midst of the garden, and the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.



From Revelation 22:1-2 (NRSV)


Then the angel showed me the river of the water of life, bright as crystal, flowing from the throne of God and of the Lamb through the middle of the street of the city. On either side of the river is the tree of life with its twelve kinds of fruit, producing its fruit each month; and the leaves of the tree are for the healing of the nations.



For reflection and prayer

Is the tree of life in Genesis and Revelation an Ash tree? We do not know and it does not really matter, but the green, healthy vitality of this tree has long stood for the youth and energy of God who, far from being an old man on a cloud (where does that image come from anyway?), is eternally young and invites us to eternal life. For many people today “eternity” is an unattractive prospect. “It could go on a bit, couldn’t it?” one of my family members recently quipped. But what if eternity, rather than being a long time, is the experience of living fully in the present? To what extent do I live either in the past or in the future, neither of which is ever truly satisfying? Can I understand the present moment as the place where I am called and the place where God is to be found? Speaking of the Kingdom of God, Jesus more often speaks of it as a present reality than a future hope. Can it be that my failure to live in the present puts me in danger of missing the peace and joy of the Kingdom?

We will look at other tree species later on. Why not find an Ash and simply spend some time there? Feel the bark; gently explore the flexible green twigs with their characteristic black buds. Let the slim, graceful leaves slip through your fingers and ask for the grace of feeling the life that is within the tree and you that flows between you and this creature and holds both in love.

If you find an Ash tree that has died you may spot a round black, golf-ball sized fungus. This is not Ash Dieback but a rather useful creature called King Alfred’s Cake. Collect some; leave the rest to continue the valuable work of decay and rebirth, and dry it at home (leaving it in a dry place is usually good enough but a warm windowsill will speed up the process). Once dried it acts as a very good firelighter and will have a far smaller environmental impact than the paraffin-based product you find in supermarkets. And of course it is free! If you are doing the coppice woodland thing, it is time to think about a wood burning stove for your house too. There is no better firewood than Ash, which ironically burns so well it leaves very little ash.


Chapter 2

Red Ant – encountering the ‘other’


the ants are a people without strength,

yet they provide their food in the summer

– Proverbs 30:25 (NRSV)



In writing about other creatures, and especially animals, I am aware of how easy it is to project human qualities onto them rather than to allow them to teach me. Ants are one of a few creatures in these pages where this tendency is particularly acute, so instead of speaking about them in fairly obvious terms (community, industry, humility, determination, strength and so on) I want to dwell on their “other-ness”, a theme that informs my reflections on all the creatures in this book, and my relationship with God.

The Red Ants in our garden have built an impressive nest, a network of tunnels right underneath an old tile we laid down specifically for our young children to lift and find wildlife! So they are both mysterious and hidden. Only when we gently lift the tile are they revealed. The nest is feverish with activity (although that is in large part prompted by us disturbing them) but what tasks are being performed is hard to see. In one sense we know quite a lot about these amazing creatures, but can we even begin to imagine the world from their perspective? And are they so connected that they share a common mind, as is sometimes supposed? We may find it easier to imagine the world viewed from God’s perspective than from the Ants’ (although thinking we know anything of God’s experience exposes our lack of humility more than anything else). It was the theologian Karl Barth who famously said “Let God be God”, one of those neat sayings that contains so much.

It is telling that an internet search “what can we do for red ants?” yields a lot of advice about how to mitigate their bite, and even more about how to destroy them. I will highlight and applaud the notable exception, an American (Texas) website called “Beneficials in the Garden”. Although the author focuses on a different species (Red Imported Fire Ants), much of what she says is also true of our common Red Ant. I love the honesty with which she owns her prejudices and the effort she has made to present a balanced view. The best thing we can do for this common species, as with others, is to be respectful, learn what we can and, as much as possible, leave them alone.

From Exodus 3:2-3, 5-6 (NRSV)


… the angel of the Lord appeared to [Moses] in a flame of fire out of a bush; he looked, and the bush was blazing, yet it was not consumed. Then Moses said, “I must turn aside and look at this great sight, and see why the bush is not burned up.” … Then [God] said, “Come no closer! Remove the sandals from your feet, for the place on which you are standing is holy ground.” He said further, “I am the God of your father, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob.” And Moses hid his face, for he was afraid to look at God.



For reflection and prayer

The “theophany” (encounter with God) described in Exodus 3 contains a number of elements: Moses is drawn towards the bush but also warned to keep his distance; the bush burns but is not consumed; the bush is “over there” and holy, but the ground upon which Moses is standing is also holy (and by removing his sandals a barrier between the man and the earth is set aside); God is indeed ‘other’ but speaks in a voice Moses can hear and understand; God calls himself the God not of Moses himself but of his ancestors; and the name of God, at once revealing but also mysterious, is revealed for the first time.

Choose one of these tensions listed above and take some time to consider it, speaking to God as you feel prompted, and making notes in your journal. If you can observe ants of any species then take some time to do so, asking God for the grace to let go of what you expect to see. You may wish to ask also for the grace of releasing your grip on what you think you know of God. The journey is one of stripping away what is not essential, returning to the core, or source. Take some time to be still and speak the word “you” to God. Realise you are also being regarded and responded to. God speaks this word “you” also. Be strangers, then, to one another that a true encounter may emerge.


Chapter 3

Badger – digging deeper

In common with most of our native mammals, the Badger is shy and therefore hard to observe. He is very orderly, keeping setts fastidiously clean, and regularly replacing old bedding (bluebells are a favourite material). His staple diet is earthworms but he is an opportunistic omnivore, enabling him to thrive even when for various reasons worms are in short supply. He does have a capacity for extreme aggression, which has led to “baiting” with dogs (where the phrase “to badger” someone comes from), a practice which has been illegal since 1835.8 Badgers killed this way are sometimes left by roadsides as if killed by cars, although many die on the roads too. In fact the violence of the Badger is overstated – it only surfaces when he is cornered. Like most mammals he acts on the basis that discretion is the better part of valour.


The Badger trotted forward a pace or two; then grunted, ‘H’m! Company,’ and turned his back and disappeared from view. ‘That’s JUST the sort of fellow he is!’ observed the disappointed Rat. ‘Simply hates Society!

– Kenneth Grahame, The Wind in the Willows



In fact the solitary badger is a total fiction.9 He spends his entire life with others in social groups. A colony will have a well-established territory (usually about two and half square kilometres or one square mile), comprising between three and six setts, with a ‘main sett’ (covering around sixty square metres) near the centre. In the winter the group will usually retreat to this, in much the same way as the ancient Norse and Saxon people would have gathered in their ‘great halls’.

Setts have been described as “one of the most long-lasting and complex underground burrowing systems on earth”. They are passed on from generation to generation, so some are centuries old, but every Badger has an innate urge to dig, even if the sett is already enormous! Tunnels can extend for hundreds of metres and have a number of exits at different heights. This keeps them well ventilated, and allows the occupants to appear and disappear in different places, giving them a well-earned reputation for illusion.

Badger reminds us that there is a place in life for reticence, even secrecy (more about this in chapter 30). He demonstrates positive use of great strength/energy, able to shift great quantities of earth but reluctant to be aggressive towards others. His strong jaw is linked by some to the power of words, and especially storytelling, and his tough skin suggests an ability to receive criticism without becoming hard-hearted. Do you know anyone who cannot receive praise but seems to absorb criticism like a sponge? This is really a false humility, avoiding change rather than enabling it.

It is a simple fact that not everyone can be trusted, but over time trust can be developed. Beware those who expect trust to come in a day! And yet so many courses and training events, in a misguided attempt to minimise cost, attempt to sidestep the essential business of simply being together and building real relationship.10 Churches, similarly, seem to think you can appoint spiritual leaders through a process of competitive interviewing, despite the fact that these roles depend upon relationship, and knowing, far more than the ability to impress interviewers.

Spending around seventy per cent of his time underground, Badger is more closely connected to earth than some of the other mammals mentioned in these pages. This reminds us that there are times when we need to go back to what is familiar, reconnecting with family or an old friend, or to a place where we have known peace. It may mean paying particular attention to the stories that shaped your early life, and those you have told about yourself. God loves our story and weaves it into a new one, so this action of going back to our roots is not regressive so much as healing. Badger encourages us to build healthy communities rather than retreat into the “nuclear family” that has dominated the last few generations, and find solutions in relationship rather than through disembodied systems. So he calls us back to the heart of Christian faith which is not a set of rules but a living relationship with God. The “Pure Spirit” website11 sums up beautifully the Badger-like qualities we can embody: “Dig deeper, tell stories, make alliances”.

What can we do for Badgers? Drive more slowly, especially in the countryside, and actively reduce car use. Because their setts develop over long

From Deuteronomy 6:5-7 (NRSV)





For reflection and prayer
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