
PETS AND SOULS AND GOD’S LOVE FLOWING OUT OF ALL CREATION                                                                          

(Sermon for Sunday October 4th 2020 – St Francis of Assisi and Pet Sunday)  

(Readings Jeremiah 22:13-16; Psalm 148:7-14; Galatians 6:14-18; Matthew 11:25-30) 

St Francis was born around 1181 to 1182 in Assisi in Umbria in Italy and 

died in Assisi on October 3rd 1226, only in his mid-40’s.  He was born into a 

wealthy merchant family and led a very privileged childhood and youth. He 

renounced everything as a young man and founded an order of very poor 

monks. This order grew rapidly into the worldwide Order of the Franciscans. 

He also founded with Clare of Assisi, who was a personal friend and was 

herself of a wealthy family, the women’s Order of St Clare, of which Clare 

was to be the first leader. Francis was made a saint (or canonised) in 1228, 

only two years after his death. His Saint’s Day is October 4th. He became the 

Patron Saint of Italy and of Animals and of the Environment. He was the 

first person to create a “live” Christmas Nativity Scene, using both animals 

and people. He also was one of the very few saints and the first recorded 

person after St Paul (Galatians 6:17) to receive the Stigmata of Christ 

imprinted in his body. The Stigmata are the five bleeding wounds of Christ 

on the Cross. 

 

      Only a couple of weeks ago, I was out in the front garden at Yarram with our dog, Tess, whom 

many of you know, when our neighbours came over to the fence to have a chat. Their cat was 

with them. The husband looked at Tess, whose tail was eagerly wagging, hoping that I might 

throw the ball she had in her mouth for her to chase, and he then looked at their own cat, 

who was purring against his legs. He is not a religious man at all, but he asked me quite 

seriously: “Do you think animals have souls?” 

This is certainly not the first time I have been asked that question and I guess it is a 

question that many pet owners have perhaps wondered about themselves. Just on the face 

of it, looking at the devotion that dogs and cats have for their owners and looking at the 

eyes of eager love they have whenever their owners come home from work or school or 

whatever, it is abundantly clear to me that pets, and, I suggest, animals in general, do have 

a soul that somehow knows, however dimly, their creator, and our God of Love.  

No doubt, we have seen often in special news reports, how animals, especially dogs, have 

been used in therapy in hospitals, especially in Cancer Wards and Children’s Wards, and 

also in Aged Care Homes. Many studies have shown that pets, trained to socialise well with 

people, can raise the happiness and positivity levels of patients and residents for their 

health and well-being. A famous Australian racehorse and Melbourne Cup winner, Subzero, 

who died just a few weeks ago, was renowned in his later non-racing life as a therapy horse 

who could evoke wonderful well-being in hospital patients by his gentle presence and 

loving nuzzle of care. So often it is abundantly clear that our beloved pets have the ability to 
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touch our deep inner selves and evoke strong love and devotion back from us. They touch 

our souls where God’s Holy Spirit dwells in each of us. They speak to us of God’s Love and 

of the indiscriminate and unmerited love of God that they so eagerly give us even when we 

are not always so deserving of it.        

 

 

Another related question that pet owners often me ask is: “Do you think animals go to 

heaven?” Well, I suggest, if pets do have souls then a corollary is that they must also have a 

place in God’s heavenly Kingdom. Apart from the question of what we actually mean by 

heaven, and what we understand as the meaning of the soul, these questions also raise the 

issue about whether or not animals are included in the mystery of God’s salvation in Christ 

Jesus.                                                                                               

There are of course many references to animals in the Bible, both in the Old and New 

Testaments. Importantly, in the great story of the Creation of the world in Genesis, animals 

and birds and fish are created by God and they are all known to God, and they are all under 

God’s infinite care. This is also a strong theme in the psalms, such as for example Psalm 50.  

Psalm 148, which is set as today’s psalm, is a wonderful hymn of praise for all of God’s 

creation and was a favourite psalm of St Francis himself. In the Creation story of Genesis, 

mankind is created after the animals and Adam is told by God to proceed to name all the 

animals. This ‘naming’ is a sort of code way of saying that mankind has a God-given 

responsibility for care and stewardship of animals because he knows all their names, and 

this accountability and responsibility is for all of God’s Creation. We, as humans, haven’t 

often done this at all well and the Environmental Movement has powerfully called us back 

to this Creation demand from God in Genesis.                                                                                                                                           

Animals are indeed essential for our existence. Many of them provide us with life-giving and 

delicious produce such as eggs and honey and milk. Some give of their very being in their 

flesh that we can eat. They are all given to us for our wise and caring stewardship of 



Creation. Animals are either by nature carnivorous or herbivorous or both. Humans are 

certainly both. We may choose not to eat meat or animal products, but we all must 

consume some part of God’s Creation including water and fruit and vegetables in order to 

live healthily and well. This is the nature of life and we should consume all that we eat and 

drink with gratitude to God for his wonderful Creation and for the gift of life that is ours to 

carefully nurture.  

There is, at the same time, mutuality in the human and animal relationship which is based 

on our identity as created beings who belong to God. Animals do serve us in many ways but 

we are also to serve them well too, in order to ensure their well-being and capacity to 

thrive in whatever way they are important to the ecology of our world.                                                                                                                                        

Animals are also a deep part of biblical symbolism. Jesus, the risen Christ is often depicted 

as the sacrificial lamb of God given for the salvation of the world. We regularly say, “Lamb 

of God who takes away the sins of the World, have mercy on us.” We often refer to the 

Holy Spirit as the Holy Dove of God’s peace and blessing in our world. In the Old Testament 

story of the Great Flood and Noah’s Ark, God saves a remnant of humankind and of all 

created creatures, and is it the dove that returns to Noah and announces, by the sprig of 

olive leaves in its mouth, that God has granted a new lease of life to all creation and that 

the deadly waters of chaos have receded. It is, I think, significant that in St. John’s powerful 

and very theological Gospel, that in Chapter one of that Gospel, the divine Word of God 

becomes “flesh” in Jesus, rather than just becoming human. Later in Chapter 17 of John’s 

Gospel, in the great prayer of Jesus in the Garden of Gethsemane, before his arrest and 

torture and death, Jesus states that he has authority over all flesh and not just humans. 

God will bring about a new heaven and a new earth and so, it is not just the souls of 

humans that God will save, but the whole of Creation.                                                                                                                    

I believe that animals and birds and all our pets, are given to us by God so that we can 

experience and know something deeper of God’s love to us in Creation, and that we will all 

have to one day give an account as responsible, or perhaps irresponsible, stewards of all 

that God has given us in our world to care for.  

St Paul proclaims, in the Galatians Chapter 6 reading today, that there are no barriers in 

God’s Kingdom, and that we are all a new creation, and so we are all loved and equal in 

God’s presence, including presumably all created creatures.                                                                                                  

 

In the Gospel passage from St Matthew Chapter 11 today, Jesus shares with us one of the 

most important passages of love and compassion and welcome in all of his teaching. He 

lovingly says: “Come to me all of you who labour under heavy burdens and I will give you 

rest. Take my yoke upon you and I will always share and help you carry your burdens.”   

Jesus powerfully uses the image of the farmer’s yoke, which distributes the burden of the 

load among the yoked oxen, to symbolise his own yoking to us all if we allow Jesus to do so. 

This is a lovely image from the human-animal interface of our world. 



Yes, I do believe animals have souls in some form or other, as they too are created by God. 

Our pets have created in them spiritually empowered love to give us a deeper connection 

to our ability to love and to our own souls. Thus, yes, I do believe that our pets will be part 

of God’s heavenly Kingdom that we all become part of at our own deaths and resurrection 

into God’s fulfilled Kingdom of life. 

 

 


