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One of the more fruitful ways I waste (I mean spend) my precious time is following influencers on social media.
My two favorites are MilotheChonk, a cat who speaks in a British accent and calls his staff  “the butlers,” and Daisy the Porch Cow.
Daisy is a black Hereford, born the day after Christmas on a beef farm in North Dakota. Her mother died giving birth to her, and at two days old Daisy was listed for sale.  A hobby farmer named Alyssa Telling sent her husband to go and get her.
As Daisy got older, she started hanging out on the front porch of Telling’s home.   On her own.   Nobody trained her or lured her with food.  Out all of the places on the farm, Daisy decided the porch was  her place.   And now, over four hundred thousand people around the world now follow a cow who sits and sleeps on the a porch on a farm in North Dakota. 
What’s the appeal? Maybe its because we see something so unguardedly pure—Daisy’s just wants to be near her herd, and her herd is Telling and her family,  who are just beyond the threshold of the porch. 
I am not a naturalist or a scientist. But I am a theologian (sort of), and I believe we all come from the same source, which I know as the Creator.  The book of Job says: Ask the animals, and they will teach you. 
This morning let’s ask the animals about our Source.  Specifically,  old turtles and octupuses.  
In Old Turtle, every creature was certain it knew what God is like. The breeze said God is a wind. The stone said God is a rock. The mountain said God is a snowy peak.  Each one described a God who looked just like itself.  And  later, when the humans came, we did exactly the same.
I don’t think the breeze was wrong, and I don’t think we are.  And there is so MUCH MORE.  The breeze knew what it is to be a breeze—but it took the one small window it had and mistook it for the whole sky.  That is an assumption—a  failure of imagination.
And humans have been doing this for a very long time. 
We assumed the sun revolved around us. It does not.
We assumed we were the only ones who used tools, and then a chimpanzee stripped a twig and went fishing for termites.
We assumed we were the only ones who grieve, and then we watched elephants stand over their dead.
We assumed we were the only ones who think and feel, who are someone.
We even took our assumptions while reading Genesis, believing that all of creation was to do our bidding, made for OUR control and subjugation.  We made it OTHER.   But if we are made in God’s image, then whatever “dominion” means, it has to look the way God looks, and that is love and care. We took a story about love and made it a story about rank.
The octopus has something to say about othering and rank.  
An octopus can change its shape and its color.  It tastes with its skin.  Its mouth is basically in its armpit.  It can pour its whole body through a hole the size of an apple.  The last ancestor we shared with octopuses lived more than half a billion years ago.  They are so completely alien, and unfortunately,  throughout literature and history, the octopus has been unfairly maligned as a monster of the deep.  Or served on a platter. 
The naturalist Sy Montgomery decided to get to know giant pacific octopuses, and she wrote about them in The Soul of an Octopus.  At the New England Aquarium she met Octavia, Athena, Kalie, Karma, & Ruddy.    Each had a unique personality—some were more curious,  some shy and some wildly outgoing.  They were playful and got bored.  Most of all, they remembered her.    
Near the end of the book she is sitting in a pew, in a temple in Tahiti dedicated to the spirit of the octopus, asking what a soul is. She does not know which definition is right. But she is certain of one thing. If she has a soul, then an octopus has one too.
She tells a story of a biologist at the Seattle Aquarium who introduced eight giant Pacific octopuses to two strangers, dressed exactly alike. One always brought food.  The other always touched the octopus with a bristly stick.
Within a week, the octopuses knew.  They would look up through the water and drift toward the one and away from the other.  And sometimes an octopus would take aim and shoot a jet of cold water straight at the person with the stick.
I find this powerful.  
The humans came to the tank as the examiners.  Is anyone home in there? Does that thing have a soul?
And all the while, something was looking back up through the water, examining them.
They thought they were determining whether the octopus has a soul.
The octopus was deciding what kind of soul humans have.
~~~
I have been reading Ilia Delio, a Franciscan sister and theologian who began as a scientist, studying single nerve cells.  She remembers the first time she saw one under an electron microscope, a miniature city humming with traffic, and asking silently:  What are you, nature?  What am I?  And what is God?
In her most recent article on Substack, Delio asks the question:  Is nature all there is?
The scientist says yes:  all there is to the universe is matter in motion, nothing more.  The philosopher-theologian says no: nature is down here, and God is up there, outside it. Delio says they have both made the same assumption.  They have both made nature too small.  To say nature is only what we can measure, she writes, is like saying the ocean is only what fits in the bucket.
And  then she learned at that microscope that what she saw always depended on how she chose to look.  If we come with a stick, we meet an animal that flinches and spits. If we come with open hands, we meet someone else entirely.  So I have begun to think that “Does an octopus have a soul?” is the wrong question too.  It puts us in charge of the clipboard.  Human, yes.  Dog, probably.  Octopus, we’ll get back to you.  As if soul were ours to hand out.
Thomas Berry said the universe is a communion of subjects, not a collection of objects in a box.  You do not take inventory of a communion.  You come to the table.
And God, Delio says, is not one more object in the box, bigger than the rest.  God is the pull we feel from the depths of things.  The thing that drew her eye to that microscope. The thing, maybe, that drew a motherless calf up the steps of a porch.
It is not so much that we know, she says, as that we find ourselves already known.  And, she dares to say, already loved.
Paul said it too. Now I know only in part. Then I will know fully, even as I have been fully known.
We are known.
We are known by the God in whom we live and move and have our being.
And if this really is a communion of subjects, then we are known by the subjects, too.
We are known by the dog who can tell what kind of day we had from the sound of the key in the lock.
We are known by the crows, who learn our faces and teach them to their children.
We are known by the river, which keeps a record of everything we have ever poured into it.
We are known by eight octopuses in Seattle, looking up through the water.
Delio says that one day we will know the divine depth of nature, not as knowers standing apart,  but as those who are known by the way we have loved.
Not by where we ranked ourselves, but, by how we came to the edge of the tank.
The octopus is practice.  If I can meet a creature that tastes with its skin, and meet it with curiosity instead of dread, then perhaps I can manage the neighbor whose yard sign makes my jaw tighten.  They are looking up through the water too.
Did you catch how Old Turtle ends?   It is the mountain and the ocean who finally say Stop. It is creation that preaches to the people.  And the people, after a long while, begin to listen.
We haven’t really gotten proficient at listening.  It’s easier to argue.  We still carry the stick more often than we mean to.
But still, there is Daisy.
A porch is not the barn, and it is not the house. It is the threshold, the place where the wild world and the household sit a while and look at each other.  And a calf who had been orphaned and put up for sale climbed onto that threshold and decided to trust what she found there.  She could tell which kind of people they were.
So I will leave you with a question, and it is not the one we came in with.
Who is on my porch?
Who is looking up at me through the water?
And what do I have in my hands?
Ask the animals, and they will teach you.
Amen.

