
Looking to the Birds:
A Perspective on the
Interpretation of Nature
We often yearn to integrate or harmonize our understanding of nature and our understanding 

of God. I suggest forming such spiritual-natural connections in a subtle way, by donning a

spiritual perspective and then looking at natural phenomena from a distinctly Christian point

of view. In this spirit, I reflect on the natural history of the African village weaverbird,

and draw connections to such notions as praise and accordance with the will of God, love of

God, and human appreciation and responsibility. Such reflections are necessarily personal,

which highlights the importance of the Christian’s individuality in making spiritual-natural

connections.

The cre ated glory may be ex pected to give us hints of the uncreated;
for the one is de rived from the other and in some fash ion re flects it. 
In some fash ion. But not per haps in so di rect and sim ple a fash ion 

as we at first might sup pose.
—C. S. Lewis, The Four Loves, chap. 2.

A large room crowded with peo ple and 

their brown-bag lunches bus tles with

con ver sa tion about every thing life-

related, from brachi o pods to brachiation,

from poly mers to pol lu tion. By the sci en tists

pres ent, hun dreds of new spe cies have been

found and described, some named after

them. Two will have cover sto ries in Sci ence

in the next cou ple of years, one for a dis-

covery of a fos sil ized ances tor of mod ern

whales, and another for estab lish ing a cru -

cial con nec tion between defor es ta tion and

tree seed pro duc tion in Indo ne sian for ests.

Another two are in the National Acad emy of 

Sci ences, the high est honor Amer ica gives to

its biol o gists. All dimin ish their talk ing and

crunch ing as a grad u ate stu dent rises to give 

his pre sen ta tion. He is a thought ful young

sci en tist whom a leader in his field would

later describe as hav ing been the bright est

under grad u ate he ever taught at Prince ton.

The young man waits for silence, and then

tells the audi ence what they already know,

hav ing seen the adver tise ment: his talk will

be on com pe ti tion and facil i ta tion in plant

com mu ni ties.1 But in his open ing remarks

on the fac tors that influ ence plant sur vival

and recruit ment to adult hood, he opens a

book and reads the fol low ing:

… some seeds fell on the path, and the

birds came and ate them up. Other

seeds fell on rocky ground, where they

did not have much soil, and they

sprang up quickly, because they had

no depth of soil. But when the sun rose,

they were scorched; and since they had 

no root, they with ered away. Other

seeds fell among thorns, and the thorns 

grew up and choked them. Other seeds 

fell on good soil and brought forth

grain …2

Then he explains that this ancient source

has described the three major fac tors plant

ecol o gists have found to influ ence seed ling
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recruit ment: seed pre da tion, edaphic (soil-related) fac tors,

and com pe ti tion. He then con tin ues his talk, its poetic and

unor tho dox intro duc tion hav ing achieved its pur pose by

gain ing the atten tion of the sci en tists. After a few smiles

dem on strate the audi ence’s appre ci a tion of its quaint ness,

the bib li cal allu sion is for got ten and the pre sen ta tion con -

tin ues in a more char ac ter is tic man ner.

Spiritual-Natural Connections
When the quo ta tion was read, why did a few in the room,

per haps only three includ ing the speaker him self (who

con sid ered becom ing a Carmelite monk before his bio log i -

cal career began), feel a spark of spir i tual ela tion? It was

cer tainly not because the Bible “got some thing right” with

regard to sci ence, for none of these three Chris tian biol o -

gists believed that the eco log i cal ver ity of Jesus’ state ments

is at all what is meant when the Bible is con sid ered by

believ ers to be divinely inspired. Had these biol o gists had

such views of divine inspi ra tion, they would cer tainly

have been dis ap pointed that Jesus would fol low this state -

ment by appar ently mis lead ing his fol low ers into think ing

that the mus tard seed was the small est of all seeds and

becomes the larg est of all shrubs.3 No, the sci en tific valid -

ity of Jesus’ state ment was not the rea son they were

moved by it. Per haps there existed a trace of mis chie vous

delight that some thing Chris tian was able to sneak its way

into the sec u lar dis cus sions of the pro po nents of the sci en -

tific world view. Such an atti tude might bring forth a

chuckle or a secret feel ing of tri umph, but it would not

touch a per son pro foundly.

I think the rea son for the flash of joy in their hearts was

the need humans have to con nect impor tant aspects of our

under stand ing, to merge some how our spir i tu al ity with

our sci ence, our reli gion with our rea son. “All truth is

God’s truth,” we hear said, but we want it really to feel that 

way. We want the var i ous aspects of truth to dis play some

kind of pal pa ble har mony with each other. To take the

spir i tual truths we expe ri ence through our life of faith,

together with their theo log i cal frame work, and to con nect

these things some how to nat u ral objects, events, and pro -

cesses that we under stand through sci ence, can be a joy ful, 

holis tic, godly expe ri ence. Jesus repeat edly used nature

to teach Scrip ture, the earth to teach of heaven, and the

 created to teach of the Cre ator. In so doing, he took the

theo log i cal truths as pri mary, and used nature as a tool to

reflect or image them. This is not the only way such ful fill -

ing con nec tions can be made between the two types of

truth, but it is cer tainly a way that has been mov ing and

wor ship-induc ing for humans through out his tory. As

proof of this are Jesus’ beau ti ful par a bles and illus tra tions,

many of which were drawn from nature. These tend to

leave a  mysteriously endur ing impres sion on our minds.

I know apos tates for whom images of such things as lost

sheep, fish, pearls, lil ies of the field, and trees bear ing fruit

are among the last sur viv ing con scious mem o ries of the

Bible. John Bun yan defends the value of these types of

 connections as fol lows:

… Were not God’s Laws,

His Gos pel-Laws, in olden time held forth

By Types, Shadows, and Met a phors? Yet loth

Will any sober man be to find fault

With them, lest he be found for to assault

The high est Wis dom. No, he rather stoops,

And seeks to find out what by Pins and Loops,

By Calves, and Sheep, by Heifers, and by Rams,

By Birds, and Herbs, and by the blood of Lambs,

God speaketh to him. And happy is he 

That finds the light and grace that in them be.4

This pro cess of inter pret ing nature for a spir i tual end

is dif fer ent from clas si cal nat u ral the ol ogy, although they

prob a bly grow from the same moti va tion. Old-styled

 natural the ol ogy was the attempt to rea son from nat u ral

facts on which every one could agree, to con clu sions about

super nat u ral facts. Part of this involved look ing to nature

to dis cover the attrib utes of God. This, how ever, was usu -

ally fal la cious as a philo soph i cal exer cise and crude as an

explo ra tion of spir i tual-nat u ral con nec tions. Many peo ple

from the Chris tian per spec tive now real ize that there is

very lit tle basis for assur ance that les sons learned from

nature will be the right ones. On the con trary, nature will

teach what ever kinds of les sons one wants to learn, good

or bad. As Cal vin said: “If men were taught only by nature,

they would hold to noth ing cer tain or solid or clear-cut,

but would be so tied to con fused prin ci ples as to wor ship

an unknown god.”5 Nature “red in tooth and claw” could

be a les son learned just as readily as nature the beau ti ful

and har mo ni ous; trick ery and thiev ery can be seen just as

readily as affec tion and aid. In fact, one of mod ern biol -

ogy’s most unset tling dis cov er ies is that, in an impor tant

sense, strug gle and com pe ti tion are more fun da men tal in

nat u ral pro cesses than peace and coop er a tion.6

It may be that some can say with Augus tine, “Through

the tes ti mony of all of cre ation, I dis cov ered you our

 Creator.”7 Indeed, Paul says this tes ti mony leaves us with

“no excuse.”8 But there are two fea tures of this tes ti mony

which we should keep in mind. First is the sim ple fact that

nature at its best can only lead us part of the way down

the road to an under stand ing of God; the myr iad reli gions

and beliefs about the super nat u ral tes tify that many

paths eventually diverge from it. Sec ond, both Paul and

Augus tine agree that our atti tude toward nature that inter -

acts with its tes ti mony is vari able, such that the tes ti mony

is fruit ful only in cer tain peo ple. Paul talks of a dark en ing

of the mind and futile think ing which can per vert nature’s

indi ca tion of God.9 Augus tine enlarges on this point. The

minds of some might be “deaf” to nature, for instance,

and so receive no mes sage. Oth ers “through their love of

nature become sub jected to it, and sub jects lose their

capac ity for judg ment.”10
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The nat u ral theo lo gians often assumed

that the way to con nect our nat u ral with our

super nat u ral under stand ings would be by

sim ple log i cal deduc tion, one from the other. 

Per haps this method has its place; but in

many, per haps most cases, it results in either 

a drag ging down of the spir i tual into the

realm of sci ence (as when in our day peo ple

reduce Gen e sis 1–3 to sci en tific state ments),

or the equally dam ag ing exal ta tion of sci -

ence into the realm of spir i tu al ity (as when

we are exhorted to “wor ship at the tem ple

of sci ence” or trust it for our spir i tual

ful fil ment). 

In real ity, the con nec tions we yearn for

can be of a much sub tler nature. And they

must respect the dif fer ent kinds of truth

sought and appre hended by our sci en tific

and spir i tual modes of under stand ing. For

instance, we might begin by don ning our

spir i tual under stand ing as a pair of glasses,

and then approach ing those same old, seem -

ingly sec u lar nat u ral facts with this new

per spec tive. We may find that spir i tu al ity

does not require us to deduce things from

nat u ral phe nom ena, but rather requires us

to look at those phe nom ena in a cer tain way.

The high est truth of Jesus’ nature anal o gies

is not in the nat u ral objects or occur rences

them selves, but in the way some humans

(“those who have ears to hear”) are able to

per ceive those things and con nect them with 

a spir i tual under stand ing. C. S. Lewis spoke

of such a sub tler type of spir i tual-nat u ral

con nec tion in The Four Loves. He writes: 

What nature-lov ers … get from nature

is an ico nog ra phy, a lan guage of images.

I do not mean sim ply visual images; it is

the “moods” or “spir its” them selves—

the pow er ful expo si tions of ter ror,

gloom, jocun dity, cru elty, lust, inno -

cence, purity—that are the images.

In them each man can clothe his own

belief.11

Our beliefs about God are not so much

informed, as real ized, in the sense of made

real to us—as Lewis says, “clothed”—in the

images we receive from nature.

Here I would like to pro vide exam ples of

these kinds of spir i tual-nat u ral con nec tions

from recent research I have under taken with

my wife on a spe cies of Afri can weaverbird.

In this research, I take my spir i tual ears and

eyes to nature, rather than look ing to nature

for them. And I also unabash edly take my

nat u ral facts from ordi nary sci ence, rather

than expect ing my spir i tual view point to

cre ate them for itself. Within these ground

rules, it may be that an impor tant kind of

har mo ni za tion can arise from this explo ra -

tion. Such a har mo ni za tion could involve,

for instance, the cul ti va tion of an under -

stand ing or appre ci a tion that is deeper,

more holis tic, or more per sonal.

The Village Weaverbird
We are to remem ber the Cre ator when we

arise at the sound of a bird, says the writer of 

Eccle si as tes.12 Among the com pact vil lages

along the wide flat river of The Gam bia, this

bird is likely to be the vil lage weaver bird

Ploceus cucullatus, widely known in the

region because of its com mon ness, con spic u -

ous ness, and readi ness to nest in the midst

of human hab i ta tion.13 These song birds

whis tle, blab ber, and squeal exu ber antly

through out the day, cer tainly rous ing some

vil lag ers to remem ber their Cre ator, if only

to pray that the racket may stop. The

weaver birds nest by the doz ens and even

hun dreds in large trees, often the cen tral

“meet ing tree” of the vil lage, although they

almost always are found near water. “By the

streams the birds of the air have their hab i ta -

tion; they sing among the branches.”14

We can look at these birds in such a way

that they point to some thing larger than

them selves. Their inces sant activ ity and song

may jog our spir i tual imag i na tion, sug gest -

ing that we ask the ques tion why?—Why

does this bird even exist? Why is it so intent

on per form ing its behav iors and liv ing its lit -

tle life? Before any biol ogy or even phys ics

comes to bear upon the mat ter, we may real -

ize that at the most fun da men tal level, none

of this diver sity of life and forms was nec es -

sary. It is all an option, a gift. A bird lifts its

head and sings, a bird that in an ulti mate

sense is here because it was deemed wor thy

of exis tence: it was loved into being. “And

God saw that it was good.”15 Such a God,

who looks at things in and of them selves

and judges them good for their own sakes,

loves them for what they are, is a broader

and deeper God, we might say, than a god

inter ested only in human ity. God has inter -

ests we do not under stand, has loves that

flow in other direc tions than our own. He is
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a God who loves liv ing things, loves vari ety, loves activ ity. 

We, like Job, need to be reminded of the great ness of God

and the breadth of his love, lest we treat him as if humans

are the only cre ated things, and chal lenge God in a way

that betrays our arro gance. It is God who “pro vides for the 

raven its prey,” God who put the proudly wav ing plumes

on the ostrich, and it is by God’s wis dom that the hawk

soars.16

From this real iza tion, one might ven ture in one of

 several direc tions. The cre ation is we: God pro duced the

vil lage weaverbird as he pro duced us, and both of us take

part in this mys te ri ous pro gram of feed ing and mov ing

and repro duc ing. We are all in this exis tence together. We

are all part of the com mu nity of those loved by God. But

the cre ation is also they. God has other enti ties on his mind, 

objects of his love, which are not us, and have noth ing to

do with us. 

Moving on from the we-they dis tinc tion, we might

explore the con cept of cre ated things as reflec tions of their

divine Maker. Any under stand ing we can gain about cre -

ation can be a star tling and won drous expe ri ence when we 

con sider the fact that we are explor ing the hand i work of

a Master, exam in ing the art istry of a divine Per son al ity.

Even a mod est bird can be a bridge to God in the same way 

that a mod est sketch is a bridge to its art ist. 

Here I will explore in still another direc tion, relat ing to

cre ated things’ responses to the Cre ator. Since the fly ing

birds, as all crea tures, are com manded to praise God,17

they, by the oper a tions of their very nature, par tic i pate in

praise, not hav ing the alter na tive, as we do, to walk either

in or out of God’s ways. Mat thew Henry, the bib li cal

 commentator, chose to view birdsong in this way: “They

sing, accord ing to their capac ity, to the hon our of their

Cre ator and bene fac tor, and their sing ing may shame our

silence.”18 On a walk in the Vene tian marshes, Fran cis of

Assisi was said to have encoun tered a large group of birds

sing ing together. He rec og nized it as praise of their Cre -

ator, and with a fel low monk joined in with their own

hymns.19

If the behav ior of the weaverbirds rep re sents their praise 

and obe di ence, they are respond ing most ener get i cally to

the com mand to “let birds mul ti ply on the earth.”20 It is

thought that the pur pose of the dense coloniality in this

spe cies is for pro tec tion against nat u ral ene mies, increas -

ing the sur vival of the col ony mem bers.21 The com plex,

pro tracted songs of the males are directed toward poten -

tial mates. The songs reach a deaf en ing din when a group

of females return to the col ony from nearby rice fields,

where they have been build ing up nutri tive reserves for

the long period of nest ing to come. The weaverbirds are

as enthu si as tic in mul ti ply ing as they can be, breed ing

con tin u ously as long as cli mate (espe cially rain fall) per -

mits. In fact, the com mand to mul ti ply is reflected in this

max i mi za tion of repro duc tive suc cess through out the nat -

u ral world. The prin ci ple of nat u ral selec tion assures this.

Repro duc tion is as truly the pri mary objec tive of nat u ral

enti ties in a bio log i cal sense as it is the prime (first) direc -

tive of God to his cre ation. More over, those indi vid u als

of any spe cies that are more effec tive at mul ti ply ing even -

tu ally replace those that are less effec tive. God through

time devel ops the adap ta tion of his cre ations to their

 environments, thereby enabling them to adhere to his

com mand to mul ti ply. 

Of course, this mul ti pli ca tion can not con tinue for long

with out sig nif i cant sub trac tion. If no vil lage weav erbirds

were to die, in just twenty-five years at cur rent rates of

repro duc tion, weaverbirds would be packed shoul der to

shoul der across the entire land sur face of the earth. So, in

this world, even death is a nec es sary part of the repro duc -

tive suc cess (the mul ti ply ing) of organ isms. And liv ing

things of other spe cies are sac ri ficed as fuel for the weav -

erbirds’ mul ti pli ca tion. Insects con sti tute approx i mately

30% of their diet, and seeds (which con tain liv ing plant

embryos) make up the rest. As Augus tine said: “The land

and the sea are organ i cally replen ished, grow ing things

tak ing the place of those that are decay ing.”22

The weaverbirds, as their name implies, actu ally weave 

their nests, alter nat ing strands of veg e ta tion above and

below other strands, rather than thatch ing them together

as other birds do.23 This unique abil ity has allowed them to 

build remark ably sturdy homes, resist ing even the sharp

claws of vervet mon keys and the tal ons of hawks. These

birds tend to live in lands of tor ren tial rains and high

winds, yet they nest so densely in trees that they remove

much of what would have been pro tec tive foliage. In fact,

for the sake of vis i bil ity (first, females are attracted from

a great dis tance to col o nies with many vis i ble nests; and

sec ond, the sen ti nels can more eas ily see approach ing
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The male village weaverbird Ploceus cucullatus sways
 beneath a freshly completed nest and flutters his wings to
attract a female to it. Drawn by April Lahti.



pred a tors), nearly all the leaves in a thickly

set tled tree can be removed. Yet, through

the wild storms, the tightly woven nests

usu ally remain dry inside, the eggs unbro -

ken. The weaverbirds uti lize up to eight dif -

fer ent hitches or knots, using them in the

same appli ca tions each time they build a

nest. A sturdy ring is con structed first, and

attached firmly to a branch with a spe cific

series of knots. The shell of the nest is then

built around this ring, incor po rat ing a

thresh old so that the eggs will not roll out of

the open ing, which is in the bot tom of the

nest. Finally, a descend ing entrance tube is

con structed. Dur ing nest-build ing, each

strand end is invis i bly woven into the struc -

ture until the nest looks like a firm bas ket

hang ing from the tree. Do these birds worry

about how they will live in the shadow of

harsh pred a tors and thrash ing storms? They

do not have the abil ity to ques tion or doubt

the com mand to mul ti ply. They can do noth -

ing but attempt to sur vive and repro duce

with the tools they inher ited or learned from

their par ents and fel lows. Their supe rior nest- 

build ing abil ity is with out rival among the

birds; their gifts are extrav a gant. Their adap -

ta tions are as prais ing as they are prac ti cal. 

Below a col ony, a young Wolof boy picks

up a dis carded nest from the ground. He

squeezes it; it remains firm. He sticks his

 finger into the tube, and feels soft cot tony

grass heads behind the thresh old, an almost

unimag in ably exqui site bed, noth ing like his 

palm mat. He absently fills it with water

from the river; it drips slowly. He tugs at

the tight weave and can not eas ily find the

ends to the ele phant grasses and euca lyp tus

leaves of which it is con structed. He won -

ders at the abil i ties of these weaverbirds, and

is momen tarily stunned by the real iza tion

of life beyond his under stand ing, and pow -

ers greater than his imag i na tion. It con fuses

him, hum bles him, and may bring him closer 

to an under stand ing of God and (what is

more impor tant) to a yearn ing for him.

We can explore fur ther God’s  particular

gifts to the vil lage weaverbird. Sol o mon in

all of his glory could not main tain such a

vibrant coat of orange, yel low, and black as

the males of the vil lage weaverbird dis play,

renew ing it each year out of their very bod -

ies, need ing no ser vant or mer chant to design 

it, and car ing for no opin ion on its beauty,

though it is beau ti ful. The females will mate

with the more brightly col ored males, and

by so doing will main tain and even increase

such beauty in the pop u la tion.24 The males

hang upside-down beneath their nests and

fran ti cally (and in uni son among the col ony) 

flap their wings to attract females. The col -

ony appears to be on fire, or glit ter ing, when

such activ ity is viewed from a dis tance. If

the rich king of Israel were caught in a storm

of West Afri can pro por tions for an eve ning,

a bedrag gled human with his ruined silks

would trudge home the next morn ing for

a lengthy over haul of per sonal appear ance.

But the hum ble weaverbird preens for a few

min utes and appears so smooth, healthy,

and col or ful that one is tempted to view the

coat as a sin gle fab ric rather than a pre cisely

ordered col lec tion of thou sands of feath ers. 

Take a weaverbird gin gerly in hand, not

merely as human hold ing bird, but as the

pow er ful crown of cre ation caringly restrain -

ing a pre cious liv ing thing over which we

have been granted the awe some respon si bil -

ity and right of stew ard ship. As the sage

Agur could not com pre hend the way of the

eagle in the sky,25 we can not fathom this

small being as it cocks its head, strong

smooth bill taper ing to a pre cise point, orange

eye upturned gaz ing at us. Soft warmth flows 

into our hand, with the sen sa tion of a rap -

idly beat ing heart. The scaly toes grip our

fin gers. We could learn every thing there is

to know,  scientifically speak ing, about this

bird—its evo lu tion ary his tory, its eco log i cal

rela tion ships, its anat omy, its behav ior, its

phys i o log i cal mech a nisms—and we would

have advanced very lit tle toward mak ing any 

sense in our hearts about what it is like to be

a weaverbird. When it looks at us, we look

back curi ous, dumb founded, and igno rant

despite any knowl edge we may have. The

liv ing bird is a tan gi ble reminder of the oth -

er ness of cre ation (and so, by reflec tion, the

oth er ness of God), lest we be com pla cent or

con ceited.

A female can not always remain in her

nest when she is lay ing and incu bat ing eggs.

But when she leaves her nest to find food,

the cuckoo strikes.26 Pos sessed of an amaz -

ing abil ity to mimic the eggs of other spe cies, 

the diederick cuckoo Chrysococcyx caprius

waits in thick veg e ta tion for a weaverbird to

depart. Then the cuckoo flies into the nest,

removes an egg, and lays one of her own. In

less than a min ute, she is gone. When the
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cuckoo egg hatches, a day or two before the weaverbird

egg or eggs, the cuckoo chick, while still blind, will bend

over to cre ate a depres sion between its shoul der blades.

It will squeeze beneath any other egg in the nest, roll ing it

into this depres sion. Then it will lift the egg over the thres-

hold and out the entrance tube, to fall to the ground below. 

The female weaverbird will have lost her entire brood to

the cuckoo, and will be exploited fur ther for feed ing and

pro tec tion until the cuckoo can leave the nest and fly. 

The diederick cuckoo builds no nest. It relies on other

spe cies for its repro duc tion, as much as the weaverbird

depends on the grasses and leaves to con struct its nest.

Both were cre ated by God, both con sid ered good, both

com manded to mul ti ply. They rep re sent dif fer ent strat e -

gies of repro duc tion, which would surely have a moral

dimen sion in the realm of human soci ety; but the strat e -

gies exist in the non hu man world with out an alter na tive

for the respec tive spe cies. The diederick cuckoo is

designed as a “brood par a site.”27 The cir cuits in its brain

asso ci ated with nest build ing and paren tal care have long

ago dis ap peared, to be replaced with cir cuits asso ci ated

with stealth and the deter mi na tion of suit able nests to

invade. In replac ing the weaverbird egg with their own,

they praise God in the only way they are capa ble, which is

no less a praise than that which is accom plished by the

weaverbirds. 

We are nat u rally dis turbed by this fact. Why must life

be like this? Why must some ani mals have such a life style? 

Why must one spe cies kill another in order to live? Why

must death exist at all? Is this how sin has cor rupted the

nat u ral order? Is this what is meant by cre ation antic i pat -

ing the end of its bond age?28 We per haps sense that a

per fect world would be dif fer ent, and think of visions

where leop ards lie down with kids.29 We won der what the

mean ing of such visions are, and what the world with out

human sin and its effects is like, and how we will find it

to differ from the one we knew in this life. In this way,

the cuckoo stim u lates us, per haps uncom fort ably, to think

of cos mic plans, the Fall, and Par a dise. As the cuckoo,

unaware of its spir i tual effect on us, sits on a log and eats

the insides of an egg it has sto len from a weaverbird’s nest, 

we strug gle and won der. Per haps we may sim ply attempt

to be still and know that God is in con trol.30 “Does a bird

fall into a snare on the earth, when there is no trap for it?”31

God will accom plish what he sets out to do.

Bird spe cies can go extinct because of brood par a sit -

ism.32 Some spe cies are depleted such that they occupy

only a por tion of their for mer range, or enjoy only a frac -

tion of their for mer pop u la tion size. While some birds

decline, the vil lage weaverbird pop u la tions, how ever,

grow and spread.33 This spe cies is blessed with an effec tive 

defense against the cuckoo. The eggs of female vil lage

weaverbirds are among the most vari able of any bird spe -

cies in color and spot ting.34 Each female lays eggs of sim i -

lar appear ance through out her life, so her eggs bear a sig -

na ture, or fin ger print. Vil lage weaverbirds can dis tin guish 

for eign eggs by even tiny dif fer ences in color or spot ting

pat tern.35 Females pick up eggs that look dif fer ent from

their own, and throw them out of their nests. So whereas

another weaverbird, the red bishop, must com monly suf -

fer losses of whole nests of off spring when a diederick

cuckoo par a sit izes them,36 the vil lage weaver bird usu ally

avoids the disas trous effects of rais ing a cuckoo instead of

a weaver bird. Is this because of some intrin sic worth of the 

vil lage weaverbird beyond that of the red bishop or those

spe cies expe ri enc ing declines due to brood par a sit ism?

Cer tainly not. Birds can be no other than what they are;

they have no alter na tive courses of action which would

lead to dif fer en tial merit. In this sense, God has “given

them no share in under stand ing.”37 Whether and when

adap ta tions arise in their pop u la tions to defend against

nat u ral ene mies is unre lated to their good ness as God’s

cre ation. More over, birds sing, live, and repro duce,

regard less of dif fer ences in suc cess among indi vid u als or

spe cies. They have no sense of unwor thi ness or injus tice.

The Pot ter molds these in one way, those in another way.

“Will what is molded say to the one who molds it, ‘Why

have you made me like this?’”38

We who have tasted of the fruit of the

tree of knowl edge of good and evil live

in no such state of auto matic adher ence

to the will of God as does the vil lage

weaverbird. 

To this point, we have con sid ered a few aspects of the

weaverbird, includ ing its response to its Cre ator. Now, if

we turn to look at our selves in the con text of nature, how

can we fail to notice amid the sev eral sim i lar i ties (nature as 

we), an impor tant aspect of sharp con trast? We who have

tasted of the fruit of the tree of knowl edge of good and evil 

live in no such state of auto matic adher ence to the will of

God as does the vil lage weaverbird. In our spe cies, the

clay can rebel against its Maker, and warp and bend to its

own will. We are con stantly plagued with respon si bil ity,

with alter na tives of dif fer en tial merit. Accord ingly, our

power is unmatched in cre ation, and is of pro found sig nif -

i cance in that respect. When we are granted domin ion over 

the earth, we are granted the power to aid, mod ify, and

even oblit er ate other ves sels the Pot ter has cre ated. To

teach us humil ity, God asks, “Is it at your com mand that

the eagle mounts up and makes its nest on high?”39 And

our answer is no—we must admit that we do not have that 
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power. Nev er the less, we can com mand that

eagle to die, and all oth ers like it, so that

none remain. 

Returning to brood par a sit ism, we note

that our pow er ful actions of shap ing the

North Amer i can land scape to our needs and

desires has resulted in a dra matic increase

in this phe nom e non’s effect on many song -

birds. It has hap pened at such an arti fi cially

rapid rate that the pow ers God has given to

spe cies of muta tion and genetic recom bi na -

tion have not been able to pro duce defen sive 

adap ta tions quickly enough.40 Though ques -

tion ing God’s actions is fruit less and pre -

sump tu ous, humans have the respon si bil ity

to ques tion our own actions, and alter them

when we believe that we have taken undue

advan tage of beings that we have not power

to cre ate, yet have power to destroy. 

Duty is far from dry and bur den some,

when accom pa nied by admi ra tion and love.

Together with God we can appre ci ate his

hand i work. We can be impressed by the firm 

glob u lar nests of the vil lage weaverbird;

watch the males in spec tac u lar simul ta neous 

dis play beneath them; enjoy the indus try

and exu ber ance of their for ag ing, build ing,

com pe ti tion, breed ing, and paren tal care;

real ize the diver sity and dis tinc tive ness of

their eggs; and won der at the com plex ity

and util ity of the adap ta tions that allow

them to be so suc cess ful. In all of this, we

have played no role. We are sim ply observ -

ers and val u ers. 

A male weaverbird sits on an accus tomed 

spot on an aca cia branch, wings quiv er ing as 

his mate has just entered one of his nests. He

cocks his head to look at us with one eye as

we walk by. He lets out a warn ing rat tle,

soon accom pa nied by those of doz ens of his

neigh bors. Humans may be cre ated in the

image of God, but to this bird, we are merely 

intrud ers and a pos si ble threat to his off -

spring. He is engaged in the ful fil ment of

God’s cre ative will, and is doing so with

bold ness and panache. His beauty, vivac ity,

and remark able life style inspire us to appre -

ci ate and love the Cre ator. They also seem

con cor dant with our under stand ing of God

as Love. As Fran cis of Assisi said of birds he

was observ ing, “Your Cre ator loveth you

much, since He hath dealt so boun te ously

with you.”41 So, we need not be ashamed to

enjoy cre ation for its own sake, hav ing God

for com pany in this act. Together with him

we may exclaim, “Let birds fly above the

earth across the dome of the sky!”42

Inevitable Individuality
These thoughts are offered as a few reflec -

tions pro ceed ing from one per son’s lim ited

set of expe ri ences. By no means am I imply -

ing that famil iar ity with ani mals ben e fits

under stand ing or inte gra tion of faith in a

way supe rior to other expe ri ences of nature.

I have no doubt that a micro bi ol o gist or a

chem ist, or a nonscientist for that mat ter, has 

expe ri ences which can lead just as readily

to the for ma tion of spir i tual-nat u ral con nec -

tions. I would enjoy read ing of them, as they

would likely pro vide per spec tives and

insights that are unavail able to me by direct

expe ri ence. More over, even within the lim i -

ta tions of expe ri ence, my thoughts here have 

been restricted. I have been par tial to the

notion of obe di ence, but I could have con -

cen trated more heavily on such things as

love, holism, or mys tery. 

Reflec tions like these may be most ben e fi -

cial to the per son who enter tains them in

the first place. In the end, each must think

and explore, and relate, and real ize for one -

self. If a mean ing ful har mo ni za tion of our

Chris tian spir i tu al ity and nature is to be

accom plished, it must be appro pri ated to

the expe ri ences and per son al ity of the indi -

vid ual sub ject. Recall that the dis tinc tive

qual i ties and receptivities of each per son are

the very rea son why nature is an unre li able

spir i tual guide, deliv er ing dif fer ent kinds of

les sons to dif fer ent peo ple, or even to the

same per son in dif fer ent frames of mind. As

is per haps often the case, some thing which

is a poten tial stum bling-block to spir i tual

growth when out of proper con text is, when

in its right ful place, a key fea ture of it. Indi -

vid ual dif fer ences were an obsta cle ear lier— 

they make clas sic nat u ral the ol ogy largely a

pipe-dream. But we should not for that rea -

son den i grate this vari able and indi vid u al is -

tic part of our selves, for it is the only place

where a har mo ni za tion or syn the sis of our

nat u ral and super nat u ral under stand ings

can take place. In an argu ment for an

“inward ness” or “sub jec tiv ity” in our rela -

tion ship with God, Kierkegaard writes:

Nature, the total ity of cre ated things, is

the work of God. And yet God is not
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there; but within the indi vid ual man there is a poten -

ti al ity (man is poten tially spirit) which is awak ened

in inward ness to become a God-rela tion ship, and

then it becomes pos si ble to see God every where.43

The God-rela tion ship lives and grows in that indi vid u -

ally dis tinc tive place the Bible calls the heart.44 There fore,

our enjoy ment of spir i tual-nat u ral con nec tions will occur

there as well. We do have a com mon foun da tion in the

faith, and we may share an under stand ing of sci ence as

well. Nev er the less, each of us will look to the things that

touch our respec tive hearts, and will learn from them in

dis tinc tive ways. The sage muses on nature, “Three things

are too won der ful for me; four I do not under stand”45

—each of us can fill in our own list here, of nat u ral things

that point us to super nat u ral things. ]
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