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THE GOD OF ANIMALS, XI: GOD AND GOLDEN RETRIEVERS

A SERMON PREACHED AT FIRST PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH

JULY 27, 2008

THE LESSON FOR THE DAY–LUKE 16:19-31

WILLIAM A. EVERTSBERG

J
esus tells a little story.  Once upon a time
there lived a rich man in a 10,000-square-foot
mansion on a ten-acre estate.  Jesus doesn’t

tell us much about this rich man, not even his
name, but for centuries the Christian Church has
called him Dives, which is Latin for ‘rich.’  Jesus
doesn’t tell us his name but he tells us two things
about him: what he wore and what he ate.  “Once
there was a rich man who wore purple and fine
linen and feasted sumptuously.”  What he wore
and what he ate.  What else do you need to know?

Out back by the rich man’s dumpsters a sorry
beggar loiters daily with his tin cup and a shop-
ping cart into which he occasionally piles scraps
of the rich man’s opulent garbage.  In contrast to
the rich man’s ritzy raiment, Lazarus’s limbs are
lined with tattered rags and the open sores the
homeless always get by hanging around shelter-
less in all kinds of nasty weather from crushing
cold to Hurricane Dolly to sweltering heat.  

Lazarus is poor but he’s not lonely.   On his daily
quest for skimpy nutrition among Dives’ rich
refuse, Lazarus is accompanied by dogs, his
fellow scavengers who hope with him for the
remains of the standing rib roast the rich man had
for dinner last night.  Lazarus and the dogs share
the garbage, and the Bible takes the trouble to
point out that the dogs also lick Lazarus’s open
sores.  Scavengers will get calories wherever they
can find them.  

Death, that great leveler, comes calling for both
men. Lazarus goes straight to the heart of heaven,
the bosom of Father Abraham, a cherished locale
reserved for God’s most precious.  Dives goes to
Hades, where he experiences the suffocating heat
Lazarus suffered in the teeth of those brutal
Palestinian summers.  Dives asks Father Abraham
to send Lazarus across the great divide to cool his

parched tongue with a cup of cold water, but
Abraham refuses.  “Too late,” Abraham tells
Dives curtly.

Now this is one of Jesus’ finest little stories, dense
with meaning and lesson for people such as we,
but by concentrating on one of the story’s over-
looked details, I want to turn the story in a direc-
tion Jesus probably never intended.  I want to look
at the dogs.  

There are four characters in this story–the rich
man, Lazarus, Father Abraham, and the dogs; five
if you want to count the unnamed but implicit
presence of God, that Omniscient Observer whose
comprehensive gaze captures the termination of
every lonely life and the sad neglect of all those
who might have prevented it.  Every character but
Dives is on Lazarus’ side–Father Abraham, God,
even the dogs, who embrace a touching intimacy
with Lazarus that the rich man denied him.  How
does it happen that dogs show more mercy to
Lazarus than his neighbor?  

I’ll admit that I’m pushing the envelope of this
story’s intent.  I’m not sure Jesus meant for the
dogs to be a symbol of mercy and acceptance.
Who knows if Lazarus welcomed the dog’s oral
ministrations?  Perhaps it irritated him, irritated
his skin and irritated his mood; maybe he shooed
the dogs away when he woke up to find his fellow
scavengers violating his space in such an intimate
and perhaps unwelcome manner.  

The Bible, after all, is not in love with dogs like
we are.  Of the 43 times dogs are mentioned in the
Bible, all but one or two are negative. Dogs ate
garbage and lapped up blood, anathema in the
Jewish Holiness Code.  The corpses of the dead
who died shamefully and deserved no proper
burial were left for the dogs to eat.  
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Most famously, you remember what Jesus himself
said to the Gentile woman who begged him for
one of his miraculous favors.  “Should I give to
the dogs what is meant for the children?”  he
cruelly asked her.  In ancient Palestine, dogs were
more pests than pets.

Forty-three times.  Not many, when you think
about it.  And almost all negative.  I will throw a
bone to the dog lovers among us, though, by
pointing out that cats are not mentioned even
once.  The big cats are, of course, but not house-
cats.  

It was one of the lowest insults you could level at
a person.  “You dog!”  It’s still true today, even in
a world besotted with dogs.  When my racquetball
partner wins the third game of a hard-fought set
with a cheap and lucky shot for which he should
apologize rather than take credit, I turn to him and
say, “You dog!”  

Some biblical scholars have suggested that the
Hebrews hated dogs so much because the Egyp-
tians adored them.  In ancient Egypt, dogs were
not only valued as pets but considered sacred.
Some Egyptian dogs had their own servants to
wait on them hand and foot.  Well, I guess you
can’t wait on a dog hand and foot but you see my
point.  I can understand the Hebrew antipathy to
dogs.  If you were slaving away in the hot sun
seven days a week building pyramids for your
taskmaster’s pets, you might resent a four-footed
creature who had his own servants.  

The Bible’s not in love with dogs, but almost
everyone else is.  Did you know that the dog was
the first animal human beings took the trouble to
domesticate?  Fifteen thousand years ago, before
cattle, sheep, goats.  

The creation myths of many ancient peoples show
God going about the business of creating the
world with a dog at his heels.  The question of
where the dog came from before God created
everything else is left unasked and unanswered.
The dog is just co-eternal with God; everybody
knows that nobody does any important work
without his best friend at his side, even God.  

It’s just an accident of the English language–I
think–but the word ‘dog’ is ‘god’ spelled back-
wards.  In the mirror, ‘God’ is ‘dog.’  Well,
almost. 

You’ve heard the old joke: What is a dyslexic
insomniac agnostic? Someone who stays up all
night contemplating the existence of dog.  

So I’m not exactly sure what Jesus intended in his
little story when he takes the trouble to point out
that the dogs licked Lazarus’ sores, but based on
my own experience of dogs, I’m going to read it
as an emblem of canine mercy.  The dogs did not
pretend, like Dives, that Lazarus did not exist;
they neither ignored nor neglected this sorry
specimen of humanity, but dressed his wounds in
their own crude way, doing what they could,
something his human neighbor should have done
for him perhaps, but never bothered.  They pre-
ferred the company of their fellow scavenger to
that of the rich man ensconced safely in his lavish
mansion.  In his need and in his trouble, teetering
at the far edge of a fragile existence, Lazarus was
closer to their own scorned status, unwanted and
homeless as they themselves.  

The dogs are simply blind both to Lazarus’ pov-
erty and to Dives’ prosperity, as dogs always are,
and in their blindness, in their indifference to
Lazarus and Dives’s relative status in the human
pecking order, they at least approximate God’s
own monumental indifference to human status or
rank.
  
Unconditional love demands a certain blindness to
rank, status, and condition. Unconditional love
between human beings is not exactly impossible,
but it is extremely rare.  We all know we need it
now and then.  We all need someone who will
love us not because of but in spite of who we are.
We praise unconditional love, but we’re also
suspicious of it.  As one theologian put it, such
devotion without boundaries seems foolish and
cowardly; it’s so easy to take advantage of.1 

1
Paraphrased from Stephen H. W ebb, On

God and Dogs: A Christian Theology of Compassion

for Animals (New York: Oxford University Press,

1998), p. 82.
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What if your son is an unredeemed drunk who
keeps falling off the wagon; should you love him
without condition?  What if your husband is a
serial adulterer; should you love him uncondition-
ally?  What if your employee is an incurable
cheat; should you love him without boundaries? 

Unconditional love is both foolish and cowardly;
perhaps that is why the only place you can really
get it is, as they say, from God or golden retriev-
ers.  Only God and golden retrievers will love you
infallibly.  A dog will love you whether you are
rich or poor, smart or stupid, ugly or beautiful.
The vocabulary of human beauty is gibberish to a
dog; the syntax of human rank and class and status
is a foreign language he will never master.  A dog
will love you whether you are old and wrinkled or
young and clueless.  A dog will love you whether
you beat it or pet it, whether you abuse it or
nurture it.  God and golden retrievers: both are
blind to the human condition, and unconditional
love depends upon an abject blindness to the
human condition.  

By the way, did you know that most golden
retrievers are Presbyterians?  The breed originated
in Scotland in the latter years of the nineteenth
century, so my guess is that most of them are
Presbyterians, though a little friendlier than the
austere Calvinists most of us are used to. Some
golden retrievers have converted to Catholicism;
maybe you’ve seen the papist golden retrievers
cavorting in the yard at Monsignor Wissel’s
rectory at St. Mary’s on the Avenue; I think their
names are Chase and Morgan or something like
that.  Bishop Lori of the Bridgeport Diocese also
has two papist goldens; I think their names are
Barnes and Noble.  

In her memoir Eat, Pray, Love, Elizabeth Gilbert
confesses to a certain predilection for falling too
much in love with the wrong men.  She falls
desperately in love with a New York actor named
David, and admits that if she could think of a
stronger word than ‘desperately,’ she would use it,
and notices that she is driving him away by being
a little too needy.  Finally she sees what’s wrong.
She discovers that she is, as she puts it, the
planet’s most affectionate creature, a cross be-

tween a barnacle and a golden retriever.2  The
clinginess of the golden retriever is about an inch
away from that of a barnacle: I know this because
I have a giant yellow furball attached to my knee
wherever I go.  I love it.  

But there’s something beautiful about the dog’s
blind, infallible loyalty.  Did you see the article in
The New York Times a few weeks ago about
Prison Puppies?  Apparently at the correctional
facilities in Bedford Hills, New York, and in
Danbury, Connecticut, and other prisons, there is
a program called Puppies Behind Bars, which uses
female inmates to train guide dogs for the blind
and disabled.  The puppies go to prison to be
educated. 
 
And the beauty of it, of course, is that dogs cannot
tell the different between a felon and a model
citizen; they are blind to human status.  We would
never let a convict tell us what to do, even if the
convict  knew something we didn’t know and
needed to know.  We cannot honor another uncon-
ditionally, but puppies can.  They don’t know the
difference between Lazarus and Dives, between
Charles Manson and Mahatma Gandhi.  

These prison puppies give these women their lives
back.  One of the worst things about prison, says
one inmate who will not tell the reporter how she
landed in prison, is that it makes you feel so
useless, the way it makes you feel like a human
mistake.  But training these dogs is a way for them
to be useful and to give back.  These women
whose freedom has been taken away from them
are giving freedom to the disabled people who
will inherit these dogs.  

Rosalie Cutting, a tiny 63-year-old mother of six
daughters serving time on a murder conviction,
has been there for twenty years.   She’s trained
five different dogs.  “This is my redemption,” she
says proudly.  “I am giving these blind people and
these disabled veterans their independence.”3

2
Elizabeth G ilbert, Eat, Pray, Love (New

York: Penguin, 2006), pp. 18-20.

3
Slightly adapted  from Joseph Berger in

“Prison Puppies,” The New York Times, June 1, 2008
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God and golden retrievers.  It’s hard to find
unconditional love anywhere else.  Unconditional
love seems so foolish and cowardly sometimes.  It
has so few standards, such modest expectations of
the beloved; it’s so easy to take advantage of love
that has no boundaries.  But I wonder sometimes
if we could learn something from God and golden
retrievers, from Lazarus’s dogs and Lazarus’s
God.  I wonder if there’s anybody in your life who
needs you to turn a blind eye to their scars and
rags and disfigurements and lack of any meaning-
ful standing in the class-conscious human commu-
nity.  I wonder if there’s some Lazarus in your life
who could really use a little mercy just now.
What’s the larger sin?  Love that lasts too long?
Or love that quits too soon?  

This is the end of my eccentric little sermon series
called The God of Animals.  I borrowed my series
title from Aryn Kyle’s novel The God of Animals,
about a 12-year-old girl named Alice growing up
on a Colorado horse ranch where they have riding
school. Alice’s father Joe is far from perfect.  At
times he is indifferent to his two daughters, other
times clueless, sometimes downright mean, but he
loves his horses.  

He prowls the Kill Sales for new horse stock.  Kill
Sales are auctions where old, used-up, abused
horses are sold by the pound because they’re good
for nothing but the glue factory or dog food.
That’s the inevitable destiny for most of them. But
Joe buys them for next to nothing and puts them
out to pasture at his ranch, and in the evenings
after the riding school clients have gone home, he
works with them to see if he can redeem some-
thing of their broken existence.  Impatient and
demanding with almost everybody else, including
his daughters, Joe is respectful and patient with
the broken-down horses.  He calls them The Old
Men, and gives them names like Ace and Admiral,
Chief and Charlie.  

He loves to tell their stories to anyone who will
listen. Charlie had been dragged behind a moving
truck till his hooves were ground to nubs and had
to be bandaged and regrown like endangered
plants.  Chief had been starved to the point of
madness and left in the desert to die alone.  Old
Ace had been beaten with a hammer so hard his

skull is misshapen forever after. When anybody
asks what The Old Men are doing on a working
horse ranch that can’t afford freeloaders, Joe just
tells them that The Old Men are retired.  

He puts little children on their backs, because
these old horse are harmless, little children and
very old people, with whom these old horses are
so gentle. One time a little girl with absolutely no
talent for riding, a perpetual last-place finisher,
rides Old Ace in a show.  “Damn, that is one ugly
horse,” says one observer.  But when Ace and the
little girl place second, the little girl starts sob-
bing.  “This is the happiest day of my life,” she
says

And this is how the novel ends: I used to watch
my father visit The Old Men in the pasture at the
end of the day, and they would come trotting over
at the sound of his voice and gather round him and
groan with perfect pleasure as he scratched their
ears and necks, whispering to them under his
breath. And he would tell me what these horses
might have been had things been different and
kinder with them. And that’s how I’ll always
remember my father: the sound of his voice as he
spoke their names, the gentleness of his touch, and
the way that he loved, truly loved, every one of
them: each of those broken promises, all those
dreams that never came true.4

And as for the last words of a novel, that’s just
about as good as it gets: the way he loved, truly
loved, every one of them, each of those broken
promises, all those dreams that never came true. 

Is there anyone in your life who is a broken
promise?  Is there anybody in your life who is a
dream that hasn’t come true yet?  It’s something
to think about.  

4
Aryn K yle, The God of Animals (New

York: Scribner, 2007), pp. 34-35, 187-188, 304-305.
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