and the imago Dei is a distinctive that makes human pro-
cessing of death more than that of “another animal.”

That said, I suspect the author’s intent is to broaden the
reader’s moral universe in respect and empathy for the
animals who provide us food, labor, clothing, and com-
panionship, and for all the animals who populate our
natural environment. To this end, Mons6 adds a valu-
able, entertaining, and elegant addition to the field of
comparative thanatology. For a Christian, it does not
threaten the uniquely human understanding of death
to know that many animals also have their own under-
standing, often rather sophisticated. Instead, it provides
the opportunity for even greater wonder and praise
toward our Creator, in which the intricacy shown in
“the work of His hands” (Ps. 111:7) calls us to deeper
care and compassion for the fauna we are called to
steward.

Reviewed by Jerry L. Risser, senior medical director, Fall Creek
Veterinary Medical Center, Indianapolis, IN 46256.
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THE SEXUAL EVOLUTION: How 500 Million Years of
Sex, Gender, and Mating Shape Modern Relationships by
Nathan H. Lents. Mariner Books, 2025. 336 pages. Hard-
cover; $32.00. ISBN: 9780063375444.

Biologist Nathan Lents’s newest book on the sex lives
of animals, The Sexual Evolution, is neither written from
a Christian perspective nor written to a Christian audi-
ence. Nevertheless, this book offers a convicting call for
Christians to join a rapidly growing boundary-crossing
conversation: What does nature reveal about morality?

Lents is an accomplished scientist and thoughtful writ-
er who recognizes the unsteady ground on which he
treads: “Believe it or not, this book is not about values;
it is about biology” (p. 11). However, I don't believe it.
There are multitudes of fascinating topics in biology
worth writing about, yet Lents has chosen a topic that
inevitably flows from biology to ethics. Lents’s primary
message can be summarized in his repeated is-ought
phrase: “Nature loves diversity. We should too” (pp. 40,
233). By placing human sexual behavior in an evolu-
tionary context of living things, vertebrates, mammals,
primates, and great apes, Lents proposes that we ought
to accept a more inclusive concept of human sexual eth-
ics, arguing for the moral equivalence of heterosexual
and homosexual behavior, sex within marriage and sex
without, and sex with one person and sex with many.
Lents is, in his words, “forcefully pulling up a chair”
(p. 4) for biology to join the discourse on human sexual
ethics. In my opinion, this important interdisciplinary
conversation is long overdue.

As biologists, Lents and I agree on many things in gen-
eral. Sex is a biological category, not a social one. Lents
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helpfully uses the term “gametic sex” to refer to the
sperm and egg producers of life and “biological sex” to
mean the other aspects of reproductive biology beyond
simply what gametes one makes (things such as inter-
nal and external anatomy, hormones, and hormone
receptors). And while sex is based in biology, gender —
how one chooses to present their sexual identity to the
world —is a social construct. Too often Christians treat
the words “sex” and “gender” as synonyms, which is
neither linguistically accurate nor helpful when trying to
understand the complexities of human sexuality. I also
support Lents’s compassion for marginalized people,
specifically those with disorders of sex development,
people whose anatomy does not easily fit into rigid cat-
egories of “male” and “female” and whose existence
and intrinsic value ought to be affirmed more often in
religious conversations about sexual ethics.

Ultimately, Lents provides a well-evidenced argument
that (1) homosexual behavior is natural (i.e., found
throughout the animal kingdom among normal popula-
tions), (2) homosexual behavior is adaptive, meaning it
persists in animals because it provides some biological
benefit, and (3) sexual behaviors are about far more than
reproduction —animals have sex to strengthen social
bonds, establish hierarchies, and just because it feels
good. Each of these points is convincingly made and
each one counters a common myth believed by many
Christian thinkers. We have been caught relying on out-
dated and incorrect scientific facts when we argue that
same-sex behavior et cetera is wrong because it is unnatu-
ral or maladaptive.

Lents is careful to describe animal behavior according
to our best current understanding. However, in one
case, he gets the facts wrong —and wrong in a way that
reveals how dangerous his project can be if his logic
and arguments are correct. In his exploration of sexual
monogamy, Lents calls our attention to the many socially
monogamous species that are sexually promiscuous. In
doing so, he is making the implicit point that fidelity
and promiscuity are morally equivalent because both
are natural and adaptive. One of his examples is the
jackdaw, a highly intelligent bird that forms lifelong
pair bonds between mates. Lents suggests that pair-
bonded females willingly seek out extra-pair copulations
with neighboring males. However, according to the arti-
cle Lents himself cites, this is not what happens.! Male
jackdaws watch the nests of their neighbors and when
the resident male leaves, they will invade and attempt
to copulate with the vulnerable female. Importantly, the
female resists the interloper. Their violent struggle can
result in significant injuries to the female and sometimes
the destruction of her eggs.? Studying animal behavior
reveals the disturbing biological fact that pursuing sex
through violence is also natural and adaptive. Nature
loves diversity. We should too?
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To Lents’s credit, he seems aware of this potential cri-
tique and offers a solution: human sexual ethics should
be decided first by Nature and then Society. When
using nature as a guide, he finds that same-sex behavior
and gender fluidity are (1) taxonomically widespread,
(2) quantifiably beneficial to a species, and (3) biological-
ly influenced. Therefore, Lents infers that these behav-
iors are morally acceptable. However, in nature we also
find that sexual assault, incest, and sexual contact with
minors are (1) taxonomically widespread, (2) quantifi-
ably beneficial to a species, and (3) biologically influ-
enced. If his reasoning is valid, one could advocate for
the moral acceptability of these behaviors as well.

Lents avoids this unpalatable consequence by suggest-
ing that it is then up to society to determine what natu-
ral inclinations are acceptable or not. He surveys human
cultural diversity, finding that same-sex behavior and
gender fluidity have been normalized and encouraged
in various societies throughout human history. His
logical conclusion then is that these behaviors are mor-
ally acceptable; they are natural and socially accepted.
However, as he does for the darker parts of nature,
Lents ignores or glosses over the fact that sexual assault
(e.g., marital rape among the Gusii people of Kenya®),
incest (e.g., brother-sister marriages in ancient Egypt?),
and sexual contact with minors (e.g., the coming-of-age
rituals of the Simbari and Mangaia peoples [Lents, p.
188]) have also been normalized and encouraged in vari-
ous cultures throughout human history. These behav-
iors too are natural and at times socially accepted.

It is clear that neither nature nor society provide the
robust standard of morality that Lents, indeed all of
us, are searching for. Nature tells us that virtually all
behaviors and inclinations are permissible, while moral-
ity according to society is subjective and ephemeral.

The worrisome evolutionary ethic undergirding
The Sexual Evolution demands an effective response.
Christians need to present an objective sexual ethic
grounded in the character of God and affirming that all
humans are made in God’s image while also accurately
describing our biology. Who we were and who we are
by nature really does matter. Crafting this response will
require careful, compassionate effort across academic
disciplines. Will you join me?
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POETRY IN PLACE: Poetry and Environmental Hope in a
Southern Ontario Bioregion by Deborah Bowen and Noah
Van Brenk, eds. Guernica Editions, 2025. 378 pages. Paper-
back; $19.00. ISBN: 9781771839716.

In Poetry in Place, Deborah Bowen, emerita professor of
English at Redeemer University, along with her assistant
Noah Van Brenk, has gathered 125 poems by forty-three
Canadian poets from the southeast corner of Ontario.
The poems explore a bioregion between the Grand River
on the west and Lake Ontario on the east, part of the
so-called Golden Horseshoe that includes both fertile
farmland and industrial cityscapes. In her beautifully
written introduction, Bowen explains the purpose of her
anthology as a listening to the land, a slowing down to
acknowledge what is actually there around us in a par-
ticular place. Poetry can forge connection: in this case,
between heart and home. The result of such connection
is hope, and hope is essential to any effort of environ-
mental repair.

The poems themselves are grouped under ten headings:
“Land,” “Water,” “Trees,” “Birds,” “Wild Creatures,”
“Insects,” “Flowers and Plants,” “Farming and
Gardening,” “Food,” and “Future Perfect Tense” —the
latter category an umbrella for anxieties about climate
change. Most of the poems are in free verse, though
some employ the random rhyme of spoken-word poet-
ry. And, of course, some are better than others. We learn
in the section on flowers and plants that, etymological-
ly, the word anthology refers to an arrangement of blos-
soms. But any bouquet will have its weeds.

First to the genuine blooms, however, of which there
are many. From “Hibiscus,” by Mia Anderson: “The
barn-swallows / have breasts the colour of the borea-
lis” (p. 189). These two lines are a liquid pleasure in our
mouths. We notice the alliteration and consonance of
barn and breasts and borealis, and we may not notice, but
nevertheless feel, the vowels rise upon our palate. We
also feel the swinging rhythm, the memory of meter, in
the repeated two-stress segments—The barn-swallows
/ have breasts / the colour of / the borealis—a rhythm
that matches the swinging turns of swallows in flight.
And finally, of course, the surprise and explosion of
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