
 

Sermon for Proper 10 
St. John’s, Gloucester 
Christen Frothingham 

7-10-22 
 
A sermon for St. John’s, Gloucester, 7/10/2022, from Christen Frothingham 
 
The parable we call “the Good Samaritan” is a story we’ve heard so often—that we may forget what 
a shock it was to its original audience.  Nowadays we have a “Good Samaritan” law and the like, but 
the wording “Good Samaritan” doesn’t appear in the Bible.  For Jesus’s compatriots in the ancient 
world, that wording would have been a contradiction in terms, and they would have gagged and 
stammered while trying to say it. 
 
By now, we’ve all heard enough sermons on the subject to last us a lifetime, and today’s collect and 
hymn are the finishing touches.  But let’s change the frame of reference and see what a different 
reading has to offer. 
 
Let’s extend the circle.  I’ve adapted that phrase from a book title. "The Extended Circle: A 
Commonplace Book of Animal Rights” is an anthology by Jon Wynne-Tyson, first published in 
England in 1985. That title in taken, in turn, from a statement by Albert Schweitzer: (paraphrased) 
“Until someone extends the circle of their compassion to all living things, they will not themself find 
peace.”   What if we expand the Parable of the Good Samaritan to include wildlife, and all of nature? 
 
The subject of “human-wildlife conflict” came to mind while I was reading about the prophet 
Elisha, who appeared in last week’s first lesson.  I vaguely remembered a story about 
bears.  Disclaimer:  the story is based on—and perpetuates—a stereotype. There are two kinds of 
bears in the mind of those ancient writers:  A Mama Bear—God protects us as a mother bear 
protects her cubs, and a terror bear.  “If you get on the wrong side of a bear, it will tear you to 
bits.  The following passage uses both stereotypes at the same time. Warning;  It’s grisly. 
 
23 Then {Elisha] went up from [Jericho] unto Bethel, and as he was going up by the way, the young 
men {or servants} of the city came forth and mocked him, saying, Go up, thou bald head; go up, 
thou bald head. 
 
24 And he turned back and looked on them and cursed them in the name of the LORD. And two 
bears came forth out of the forest and tore apart forty-two young men of them. 
 
23 [Elijah] went up from [Jericho] unto Bethel, and as he was going up by the way, the young men 
{or servants} of the city came forth and mocked him, saying, Go up, thou bald head; go up, thou 
bald head. 
 
24 And he turned back and looked on them and cursed them in the name of the LORD. And two 
bears came forth out of the forest and tore apart forty-two young men of them. 
 
What is this about?  Two female bears emerge out of nowhere and tear to pieces some youths who 
had mocked Elisha.  This marks Elisha as one of God’s own, protected by the great Mother Bear in 



the sky.  it also of course, evokes horror at the fate of those who mock the prophets—we wouldn’t 
want to do that now, would we.  Just for the record—it is highly unlikely that two bears would take 
on a group of more than forty people.  It’s also unlikely that two bears would maul 42 people—the 
crowd would scatter in all directions, and all but a few would escape.  To repeat—this story deals in 
stereotypes; bears get a bad rap, just as wolves do in European culture.  Conversely animals also get 
positive stereotypes that are anthropomorphic and cloying. 
 
The conflict between humans and wildlife is as old—maybe older than—the ancient enmity between 
ethnic groups.  Any two groups will compete for territory, for water rights, for food, and so 
on.  And as the planet gets more and more crowded, as the habitats of humans and wild animals 
overlap more and more, confrontations are getting more common.  I started tracking this a year or 
two back; the internet algorithm caught on and now sends me news-bits on the subject. 
 
A couple of news items from just the last week or so:  Wildlife managers in Colorado put down four 
bears who’d been raiding the trash at an encampment of homeless people in a public park. This was 
a problem waiting to happen.  A group of people had been driven out of one area and had set up 
camp in a park.  People who are homeless have more on their minds than food storage and 
scrupulous treatment of garbage.  Even if the problem of homelessness gets solved, there will always 
be households and restaurants creating similar problems.  Bears start taking advantage of the left-
overs. Once bears become “food-conditioned”, they’re a threat to humans. It’s not just the people 
here and now.  Bears will keep coming back to a promising place over and over…even if all the 
people have changed.  There’s no happy answer in this situation. 
 
In national parks the last couple of weeks, bison have been goring tourists who disregard guidelines 
about giving the wildlife plenty of space; in suburbs, normally shy coyotes have been biting 
people.  In other parts the world, it’s elephants, or leopards, or infestations of rodents…and so on. 
 
 
But we cannot look on these animals as if they were our ancient enemies.  They’re God’s creatures, 
too, and if we take the Parable of the Good Samaritan seriously, we have to learn to co-exist with 
the critters.   
 
What does this require of us?  Trying to get it even more or less right is a spiritual discipline.   
 
It requires renouncing over and over again the seductive notion that the human race is the crown of 
creation, and that our wants and needs take priority over those of other beings.  That will keep 
sneaking back encouraged by the culture around us—and by our innate selfishness. 
 
It requires tolerance for mystery, a contemplative stance.   A wise man once said “Contemplation is 
a long, loving look at the real.”  We are challenged to look with love upon animals as they really 
are—not as we wish they were.  We’re used to the idea that Mama Bears are fierce in protecting their 
cubs.  We’re not so used to the idea that male bears will kill those cubs if they want to have the 
female to themselves.  If we are to love nature in reality, we can’t just pretend it doesn’t happen.  We 
have to admit we don’t fully understand them—and we have to refrain, again and again, from 
projecting our concerns onto them. 
 
It requires patience.  Co-existence is inherently tricky.  Managing human-wildlife conflict is especially 
tricky…and solving one problem can create another. 



 
That’s the bad news.  The good news is that good people are working on it—and that the Anglican 
tradition has a head start.  Our clergy have been pioneering for a long time—and now there’s a 
conference at Oxford University pretty much every year.  May God give us all the grace to follow in 
the footsteps of those spiritual ancestors—and to do it while there’s still time. 
 
——- 
 
Recommended reading 
 
“How not to think about bears,” by Pamela Druckerman NYT Opinion 2015, new on the Times 
web-site this morning.  
 
https://www.nytimes.com/2015/08/20/opinion/how-not-to-think-about-
bears.html?fbclid=IwAR33r2UYmbynpeAnRSCM9wpbXdSCq9XPm9GKmNQyJUlIWlGh87G 
 
Fuzz:  When Nature Breaks the Law, by Mary Roach, 2021—probably at your local library.  
 
After Noah, by Andrew Linzey and Dan Sher-Cohen (Actually, almost anything by Andrew Linzey) 
 
https://www.amazon.com/After-Noah-Animals-Liberation-
Theology/dp/0264674502/ref=sr_1_1?crid=P6W4TXXEHRJV&keywords=Andrew+LInzey+Aft
er+noah&qid=1657446564&sprefix=andrew+linzey+after+noah%2Caps%2C54&sr=8-1 
 
 
 
 


