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Heavenly Messengers
A Blessing of Animals—Matt 11:25-30


	I have to confess that I was against getting a dog in the first place.  I am mildly allergic to dog hair, and that was part of it.  Plus I am a sort of fastidious and lazy person, and I knew that it would involve the inevitable episodes of scrubbing dog barf from the Asian rug in the entryway, or washing mud off the dog himself, or working my soapy hands into the acrid oils of skunked fur—as we had to do last Tuesday night, in fact.  And with three kids already, I just really wasn’t up for that kind of hassle.  I have to confess, as well, that the occasional moment still arises—last Tuesday night’s skunking episode comes to mind—when I think to myself, I knew we shouldn’t have gotten this blankity-blank dog!  
	But harder heads in my household prevailed, soothing my qualms with words like “hypoallergenic,” and on a snowy day in January, Mingus the apricot-colored, golden-doodle puppy came into our lives—bringing with him an intestinal parasite who saw to it that the rug-washing would commence immediately.  Well I’d expected that, of course.  
	But here’s what I didn’t expect to get from Mingus: a gentle friend, a spiritual teacher, a bringer of the gospel itself.  It wasn’t just that he patiently bore the indignities of toddler fingers up his nose and Little House on the Prairie bonnets tied under his chin and pudgy legs mounting and riding him around the dining room like a pony.  It wasn’t just that he wagged his tail through all this and gazed up at me when I came to his rescue as if to say, “Father, forgive them, for they do not know what they are doing.”  It was something simpler and more profound, something that he extended to all, indiscriminately, just by the sheer nature of who he was.  Mingus embodied Jesus’ words in today’s gospel reading: “Come to me, all you that are weary and are carrying heavy burdens, and I will give you rest.  Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me; for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls.  For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light.”  
	In fact, if God took those words and worked a God miracle, refashioning them into a living, breathing creature and releasing them into the world, I’m pretty sure that Mingus is what they would look like.  He is gentle and humble in heart.  His yoke is easy and his burden light, because there is nothing easier and lighter than being who you are without worries, without reservations, but simply with love.  And like many dogs, and other pets, he does offer rest for the soul just by showing up at the door when you walk in, without fail, his tail slapping from side to side, greeting you as eagerly as if you were a beloved older sibling who’d gone missing in action years ago.
	I remember a guest on a talk-radio show once describing a dog he had who would sometimes make visits with him in his work as a hospice social worker.  This was in upstate New York, I think.  And there was one particular man who lived out in the country along.  This man was dying, and he and everyone knew it, but he would not talk about it at all.  He was just very clammed up and inaccessible.  So when the social worker arrived with his dog one day, the dog hopped up onto the bed and curled up beside the dying man.  In all her visits with hospice patients, the dog had never done that before, but she seemed to sense that this was what this man needed.  The man began to stroke the dog’s fur, and then he started talking to her.  He told her about a dog he’d had as a kid, and then he started sharing other memories of his life and the people he’d loved.  And all the while, the dog lay beside, looking up at him from time to time as he rubbed her head.  The social worker realized that the best thing for him to do was get out of the way, so he squatted down in a corner and just let this miraculous monologue continue between the dying man and the dog who was offering rest to his soul.  Toward the end of the visit, the man said to the dog that he was going to be leaving soon.  He died the next day.
	If we listen carefully, if we pay close attention, the animals who accompany us in our lives have much to teach us about what God wants for us: An open, loving approach to the world.  An ability to live in the present moment and let God provide.  The utter rightness and wholeness of being in relationship.  Healing.  Faithfulness.  How to be the people our pets think we are.  We may be worldly masters to them, but they are certainly heavenly messengers to us.  
	Amen.
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