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FR DANIEL DONOVAN...

Last Saturday our occasional lead commentator, Fr Dan Donovan, was to be found blessing the 
animals at the festival held in the plaza outside St Mary's Cathedral in Sydney for World Animal 
Day. He sent this commentary in yesterday as a post-event reflection.

Sharing the wonder of the first creation…

Saturday, 4th October, the Feast of St Francis, there was a blessing of the animals in the plaza in 
front of St Mary's Cathedral in Sydney. Francis, like so many mystics shared the joy of God in the 
original blessing of creation. Therefore the yearly blessing of the animals is a gathering at which that 
wonder of the first creation continues to be shared with the pets and people.

This year Cathedral plaza was a most fitting venue. Planter boxes filled with colourful flowers and 
the spring showers contributed to the creational theme of the occasion. The stall holders around the 
plaza and the children's face painting added to the festive spirit of the day. There was also, a serious 
message, a consciousness-raising exercise for the wider community on the plight of animals who are 
exploited and devalued by societies around the world. Daily papers all too often report the atrocities 
perpetrated on cats, rabbits, kangaroos, sheep, chickens and, just last week, two dogs in Western 
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Sydney. There is a growing tendency to ignore this mistreatment of animals and to disregard their 
pain and sufferings.

Therefore the annual blessing of the animals is a time of healing and gratitude. Animals have made 
and continue to make valuable contributions to daily life in many ways. For example, last Saturday, 
the customs and police departments demonstrated the integral place of their working dogs in 
protecting society and combating crime. Then there was the family pets who contribute the gift of 
their very self to make the house a home. Dogs, a cat, a snake, birds, a blue tongue lizard, a 
donkey all made it for the blessing. Some people had urns or boxes containing ashes of pets who 
had died. Photographs provided a presence for those pets who had not made the journey into the 
city. The blessing touched both the animals and people, even international tourists joined the group. 
There was a peace and harmony as people from different backgrounds and religious traditions found 
a common purpose to praise God for their pets and animals generally.

Various media groups reported on aspects of the blessing. Sunday's Sun-Herald (5th October), 
carried a photo of Hunter (a cat) and Bentley (a Boxer cross Mastiff) with a caption explaining the 
facts of the event.

On the other hand, a team from the Australian Museum were filming a documentary on pets in 
Sydney. Unlike the factual approach of the Sunday paper, this documentary seeks to explore the 
spiritual and psychological dimensions of the human-pet relation. Other photographers and TV 
networks were concerned with the religious themes of the day and were keen to learn about creation 
theology and its sense of original blessing as against original sin. There was much filming of my 
stole which was made from a material printed with cats and dogs. The stole has a cross to represent 
the re-creation of all things in Christ and a rainbow.
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The Harmony of Creation: Cumberland Plain with the City of Sydney on the horizon photographed by Brian 
Coyne from the Catholica publishing office on 11 Nov 2006 6.51am. The tall buildings to the left are 

Chatswood (l) and North Sydney.

The Kingdom of God is about harmony, not division…

The rainbow represents that place in the new creation where the pets waits for its human family so 
that they might all gather again and go into life. In Eucharistic Prayer IV, this is the image which 
is presented when the assembly prays: "May we praise you with all your creatures forever in 
heaven". This Kingdom of God is not about division but about harmony, the shalom-time, 
when all creation will praise God and when death and separation will be no more. God will 
again pronounce all things "very good" (Gen 1:31).

There was a real ecumenical dimension to the day. Ritual provided common ground for various 
denominations of Christians to gather and thank God for the gift of their animals. Water which is the 
very building block of life was blessed and used to signify freshness and openness to God's life. Thus 
the old hymn, Morning has Broken, reflects;

Sweet the rain's new fall, sunlit from heaven 
Like the first dewfall, on the first grass 
Praise for the sweetness of the wet garden 
Sprung in completeness where his feet pass[1]

Saturday's blessing not only celebrated the contribution of animals to society but it 
provided a healing experience for all. Significantly, it augurs well for the healing of both 
Church and the society if differences can be set aside, replaced by the completeness of 
God.

FOOTNOTE: 
[1] Allspirit Song Lyrics, Morning Has Broken, www.Allspirit.co.uk/morning.html

Fr Daniel Donovan is a lecturer in the School of Religious Education at the Strathfield campus of ACU 
National. He has a long history in the education of primary school teachers in Religious Education. He 
has given special attention to teaching beliefs and values courses, and to field supervision of students 
in practicum. Further details about his research interests and contact details can be found on the ACU 
National website at rel-ed.acu.edu.au/ren2/staff.html.
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What are your thoughts on this commentary? You can contribute to the discussion in our forum.

©2008 Daniel Donovan
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