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1

The snowy peaks of the Sierra Nevada shimmered in the California 
sunrise as John Muir arose from his wilderness bed of oak leaves. 
Because he was helping to drive a flock of more than two thousand 
sheep up Yosemite Creek Valley to their summer highland pastures, 
Muir usually slept under the stars, or “sky lilies,” as he affectionately 
called them. After finishing a simple breakfast of tea, sugar, and bread, 
he quickly packed up his few possessions and was ready for a long day 
of climbing. The sheep moved at only one mile per hour, leaving Muir 
with plenty of time to investigate, sketch, and collect from the multi-
tude of plants, animals, and geologic formations within his pristine 
mountain habitat. Unshackled from the urban-human social realities 
that he found so alienating, and freely communing with his forest envi-
ronment, for the first time in his forty-one years the nature-loving 
Muir felt truly himself.

Born in Scotland on April 21, 1838, Muir immigrated with his family 
to Wisconsin when he was eleven. Eastern settlers had only recently 
come to Wisconsin, and Muir as a boy adored the wilderness setting 
into which he had been thrust. He went on to study botany and geology 
at the University of Wisconsin, but the upheavals caused by the Civil 
War led to his becoming a successful machinist and inventor. Then an 

Introduction
Into Muir’s Forest
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2  /  Introduction

industrial accident left him temporarily blind. At that time he feared 
above all not being able to see a flower again, and his desire to become 
a nature explorer like his hero, Alexander von Humboldt, burned hot-
ter than ever. Thus, after he recovered his eyesight, he surprised even 
himself by quitting his job and enacting a plan to undertake a thou-
sand-mile botanical “saunter” through the wilds stretching from Louis-
ville, Kentucky, to Florida.

What Muir called his “floral pilgrimage” began on September 1, 1867, 
and he purposefully traveled by “the wildest, leafiest, and least trodden 
way” that he could manage. Over the next few weeks he would enter 
the first real mountains that he had ever seen; visit Savannah, Georgia, 
to resupply; and contract malaria in northern Florida. From Florida in 
January 1868 he sojourned to Cuba to find a ship to take him to South 
America in order to explore Amazonian foliage. But finding no trans-
port to South America available, instead he traveled to San Francisco in 
March 1868 in order to explore the natural world at Yosemite, which 
had also been calling him.1

Muir was no ordinary lover of nature (by which, of course, I mean 
nonhuman nature). In addition to the scientific side of his personality, 
he was a nature mystic who experienced the natural world as God in 
the flesh. He approached nature first and foremost spiritually, with the 
impassioned intellectual aspect of the experience coming along with 
the spiritual. For him, encountering nature meant directly embracing 
the sacred, or the awesome, fascinating, and numinous, supernatural 
reality that the theologian Rudolf Otto described. Throughout his life 
Muir ecstatically bathed in holiness through his profound, unbounded 
immersion in the natural world. As he wrote in his journal, “I only went 
out for a walk, and finally concluded to stay out till sundown, for going 
out, I found, was really going in.”2

Even as a child he spoke not of flowers but of “flower people,” and as 
a young man he explained that alligators were not Satan’s handiwork, as 
was sometimes believed, but rather were beautiful expressions of God’s 
noble intentions. But he failed to find his true personal religion until he 

Capper - Learning Love.indd   2 02/02/16   7:29 PM

Dan
Cross-Out



Introduction   /  3

moved to Yosemite. Awed by the overwhelming size and ethereal 
beauty of his surroundings, Muir felt a strong sense of interconnection 
with his environment in general as well as with innumerable individual 
natural beings that his sharp eye spied. Part of this feeling of intercon-
nection was fueled by his ongoing studies in botany and geology, to be 
sure, but part of it arose from a special spiritual sensibility that had 
always been part of his makeup.3

In Yosemite he worshipped effortlessly: since “everything turns into 
religion, all the world seems a church and the mountains altars.” With 
trees and boulders as his spiritual colleagues, he said that Yosemite “is 
by far the grandest of all the special temples of nature I was ever per-
mitted to enter.” Muir’s natural world was suffused with the presence of 
divinity, so that hares served as his priests and cool mountain streams 
offered sacramental wine. Embracing yet exceeding the common idea 
that the natural world provides a beautiful example of God’s handi-
work, for Muir nature didn’t just point to a deity; nature was the deity. 
He said: “Nature like a fluid seems to drench and steep us throughout, 
as the whole sky and the rocks and flowers are drenched with spiritual 
life—with God.” Mountains had “spiritual power,” the sky had “good-
ness,” and the majestic sequoia was a divine “King.”4

Thus always in church, so to speak, Muir also had alpine scripture to 
read. Finding the “divine manuscript” of nature to be richer than the 
many books that he had laboriously memorized from the Bible, Muir 
spoke to his dear friend Jeanne Carr of “glorious lessons of sky and 
plain and mountain, which no mortal power can ever speak.” A com-
forting lesson came in Bonaventure Cemetery, in Savannah, where 
John learned from live-oak teachers not to fear death. Other lessons 
involved nature’s tough love, including a frightening experience in a 
storm on Brady Glacier in Alaska with his dog pal Stickeen, an experi-
ence that led Muir to exclaim that nature “gains her ends with dogs as 
well as with men, making us do as she likes, shoving and pulling us 
along her ways, however rough, all but killing us at times in getting her 
lessons driven hard home.” Still, for Muir, nature, “so replete with 
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4  /  Introduction

divine truth,” was a better teacher of spirituality than any Sunday-
school parson or professor of theology.5

But for Muir it was not enough simply to attend this church of nature 
or to ponder these bucolic spiritual teachings intellectually. Like many 
mystics before him, Muir by temperament was driven to experience 
this sacredness as completely as he could. Exhibiting the classic mysti-
cal theme of an experience of holy unity, he said of a moving experi-
ence in Yosemite: “You cannot feel yourself out-of-doors; plains, sky, 
and mountains ray beauty which you feel. You bathe in these spirit-
beams, turning round and round, as if warming at a campfire. Presently 
you lose consciousness of your own separate existence: you blend with 
the landscape and become part and parcel of nature.”6

Interestingly, Muir’s mysticism was quite expansive, including sacred 
experiences not just of living beings but also of supposedly inanimate 
things like rivers and stones. In My First Summer in the Sierras he wrote: 
“The happy plants and all our fellow animal creatures great and small, 
and even the rocks, seemed to be shouting, ‘Awake, awake, rejoice, 
rejoice, come love us and join in our song. Come! Come!’ . . . Everything 
seems equally divine—one smooth, pure, wild glow of Heaven’s love, 
never to be blotted or blurred by anything past or to come.”7

Thus Muir was not just a scientific naturalist, as he is sometimes 
described; he was also an active worshipper of what he considered the 
divinity of the natural world. Like other inspired mystics, he wanted to 
share his religion, where bears were ministers and mountains were 
monks. Of fulfilling his self-appointed task to “preach Nature like an 
apostle,” he said: “Heaven knows that John [the] Baptist was not more 
eager to get all his fellow sinners into the Jordan than I to baptize all of 
mine in the beauty of God’s mountains.” Yet Muir built no church nor 
started any religious movement. Instead he channeled his spiritual 
energies into the late-nineteenth-century conservation movement. To 
this end he published a number of scientific pieces in newspapers and 
periodicals, was a motive force in the establishment not just of Yosemite 
but of the entire National Park system in the United States, and helped 
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Introduction   /  5

to found the Sierra Club, thus becoming the greatest American natu-
ralist living in the late nineteenth and the early twentieth century. 
Today his voice continues to influence and energize scientists, environ-
mental activists, and lovers of nature alike.8

Muir embraced nature mysticism, which is the direct experience of 
sacredness in and through nature, and his lasting impact cannot be 
clearly understood apart from this. Muir’s nature mysticism calls our 
attention to the manifold ways in which nonhuman nature, humans, 
and religions interact. These myriad interactions are not surprising, 
given that the religions of the world inform us about who we are as 
individuals and as a species, and so do our interactions with natural 
beings, although this latter movement is not always recognized.

Every human interacts with natural entities, as is easy to see with 
rural folks surrounded by many animals, plants, minerals, and water. 

Figure 1.  Muir Woods National Monument is named for John Muir. (Photo: 
Author.)
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6  /  Introduction

But even urbanites dwelling in the most developed cities interact with 
natural forms, since city residents on a daily basis will contact pets, 
other domestic animals, birds, insects, fish, bodies of water, and natural 
beings used for food. To be human is to coexist with natural beings, so 
that they shape how we understand ourselves, others, the world in 
which we live, and how we approach religious questions regarding 
meaning and proper living. As the philosopher Mary Midgley said: 
“Had we no other animate life-form than our own, we should have been 
utterly mysterious to ourselves as a species. And that would have made 
it immensely harder for us to understand ourselves as individuals, too.” 
Because we share a planetary habitat with natural beings, they strongly 
color how we approach life, including religious life, and for Homo sapiens 
this has always been true.9

The environmental scientist Paul Shepard argues eloquently that 
interactions with animals directly resulted in our humanness. He tells 
us that “the hunt made us human,” as hunting and the eating of meat 
resulted in larger human brains, the development of cognitive and sym-
bolic powers, and the necessity for human social organization. These 
aspects of our humanness led in part to the development of human lan-
guage and religion. Cultural forms then emerged both as praises of 
nature and as reactions to natural dangers. Using animals as our mir-
rors, we defined our goals and reflected upon our achievements and 
shortcomings. Of the influence of dogs alone, David Gordon White 
tells us that they “no doubt played a significant role in the rise of Homo 
sapiens to dominance over our planet, in the human transformation of 
environment into world. . . . We cannot overestimate the importance of 
this relationship to the ‘humanization’ of the human species.” Human 
beings would not be the same today without animals.10

It is not just natural beings like dogs who influence humans, as 
humans obviously have reciprocal strong impacts on natural beings, 
such as can be seen in the human creation of the dog in the first place. 
Genetic data indicate that dogs likely were the first domesticated ani-
mals, appearing in East Asia or perhaps Africa around fifteen thousand 
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Introduction   /  7

years ago, whereas fossil data indicate a European origin around thirty 
thousand years ago. Most scholars believe that hungry wolves with the 
lowest status in their packs would have sought food near human settle-
ments. Such wolves likely would have been smaller, weaker, and more 
docile as compared with their fiercer wolf colleagues, and for these rea-
sons they were hungry and were therefore willing to conform to human 
lifestyles. Because of their capacities to guard, help with the hunt, shep-
herd, aid transportation, and so on, over generations humans chose the 
wolves mildest in behavior and smallest in size (as many people still 
seek with dogs today), fed them, and interbred these meeker, dogs-in-
the-making wolves. For their part, many of these wolves knew a good 
thing when they saw it—as dogs now vastly outnumber wolves—and 
volunteered for domestication. This artificial evolution caused such 
physical changes as the smaller skulls, teeth, and brains in dogs, as well 
as dogs’ floppy ears and sickle-shaped tails. Selective genetics appears 
to have resulted in the submissive behavior that is greater in domestic 
dogs than in wolves. Furthering this human-controlled species process, 
the plethora of dog breeds seen today is of relatively recent occurrence, 
as the breeding of fancy dogs became widely fashionable only in the 
Victorian era and led to an explosion of new varieties. Dogs are a 
human development, as are all other domestic animals—as sheep and 
cattle, for instance, have been bred specifically to be more barrel-
shaped and have lighter bones, benefiting human meat-eaters.11

Of course these mutual influences between humans and natural 
beings often take a religious hue, as we see with the bear. Religious 
regard for bears among numerous Eurasian and indigenous American 
peoples is so ancient that the anthropologist A. Irving Hallowell 
describes bear ceremonialism as possibly the first form of human reli-
gion. Although bear veneration varies widely by time and place, there 
appear to be a few universal themes. In many places, a bear serves as 
the Master of Animals, the spirit leader of all animals and therefore the 
controller of the hunt. The anatomy and behaviors of bears sometimes 
so strongly resemble those of humans that sacred bears commonly 
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8  /  Introduction

serve to specify simultaneously the boundaries between humans, ani-
mals, and the sacred. This results in elaborate bear-hunting rituals, 
which include apologies to the bear, ceremonial handling of the body, 
and special treatment for ursine body parts, so that bears color the reli-
gious forms observed by humans. Bears, too, are affected by this ritual 
complex, as they foremost have served as religious sacrifices through 
which (it is commonly but not universally believed) they are liberated 
from their earthly limitations and become pure spirit. In these ways 
bears and humans have shaped each other’s lives and deaths precisely 
through the medium of religions.12

Humans and natural entities strongly impact each other, and reli-
gions mediate these processes. Interactions with nature and the exist-
ence of religion are human universals, so that across times and places 
humans and nature have encountered each other in diverse, religiously 
charged ways. On one hand, in various religions, natural beings may be 
recipients of the sacred, divine messengers, bringers of spiritual or 
material gifts, gods, vehicles or protectors for gods, guardian spirits, or 
sacred ancestors. On occasion natural beings possess spiritual insight 
superior to the human and function as religious teachers. Animals, 
plants, minerals, and water may be models for emulation, kin who share 
human souls, or partners in the project of existence. Real and symbolic 
natural beings may direct ethical mores and define virtue or vice. Con-
versely, sometimes flora and fauna are sacrificed, shedding their sap 
and blood for the religious sake of humans, whereas at other times nat-
ural beings provoke distinctions that solidify notions of humanity’s 
separation from the rest of the natural world. Numerous researchers 
tell us that our relationships with nature typically are tinged with 
ambivalence, and this remains true with religious experiences with 
nature, in which natural beings appear in positive and negative forms.

Unfortunately, instances of these spiritually charged interactions 
between humans and nature often get overlooked in discussions of 
other things, perhaps because of a bias in Western culture that gener-
ally portrays religion as a human-only affair. But these interactions 

Capper - Learning Love.indd   8 02/02/16   7:29 PM



Introduction   /  9

leave us with two fundamental questions unanswered: Why are reli-
gious experiences with nature so diverse? And what does this diversity 
mean in terms of real-world outcomes for humans, animals, plants, 
minerals, and water? These are the central questions of this book.

What I will do is shift the discussion of religious experiences with 
nature from background to foreground, in order that we may better 
understand the essences and influences of such experiences. Because 
different religions shape and are shaped by a variety of approaches to the 
natural world, the discussion will be comparative, finding similarities 
and differences among several religious forms in context. By doing this, 
we can better understand how variations of individual religions encour-
age or deny certain spiritual interactions with nature while we can also 
better behold the reverse process, in which spiritual experiences with 
nature may alter the paths taken by individual religious forms.

To illustrate what I mean, take ordinary cows. Many Christians 
experience cows as soulless sources of food but not as religious sacri-
fices; Muslims may experience them both as food and as acceptable for 
religious sacrifices; millions of Buddhists experience them as inappro-
priate for both food and sacrifices; and Hindus often experience them 
as living symbols of a divine Mother, worthy of their own rituals, festi-
vals, and bovine old-folks’ homes. Why are these experiences of the 
same animal so diverse?

When we look into an answer to this question, we find that the doc-
trines and rituals of Christianity guide some followers into experienc-
ing cows as provided by God for human use and therefore perfectly 
acceptable to kill for food. It never occurs to many Christians that they 
might venerate a cow instead of eating it or its milk products. On the 
other hand, Hindu doctrines and rituals lead to experiences of cows as 
our sacred mothers, so that many Hindus think of cows only in terms of 
nurturance and never as hamburger. In such and similar ways religions 
alter how we experience nature. For decades scholars like Steven Katz 
have argued that religions shape the experiences of their followers, and 
we see this dynamic with experiences of nature. Paying attention to 
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10  /  Introduction

these processes helps us to answer the question why experiences with 
nature are so diverse.13

If we peek into other religious worlds, we find illustrations of this 
dynamic of religion’s effects on experiences with nature. Take, for 
instance, the traditional religion of the indigenous Ojibwa group of 
North America, whose word ototem gave us the English word “totem.” 
According to Ojibwa legend, one day long ago several powerful, god-
like great beings suddenly appeared from the sea and happily assimi-
lated into the Ojibwa people, becoming totems. Although today we can 
identify more than twenty-one Ojibwa totems, they are all thought to 
be variations of the first five: Catfish, Crane, Loon, Bear, and Marten. 
These totems divide Ojibwa society into smaller clans as holy badges of 
identity, as one is a Catfish person, Crane person, and so on, as part of 
one’s sense of self. Totems are not chosen but inherited from one’s 
father and ordinarily cannot be changed.

The totems themselves, although in animal form, should not be 
thought of strictly as physical animals, because their most important 
aspects are their powerful spiritual essences. Nonetheless the totem’s 
natural characteristics help to create certain personal qualities in 
humans: Catfish people are expected to have fine hair and long lives; 
Crane people should be expert orators; Loons are premised to be regal; 
Bears are expected to have thick, dark hair and be ill-tempered; and 
Martens should be excellent providers of food.14

Ritually, traditional Ojibwa will respect taboos by not eating their 
totem and by choosing a marriage partner from a different totemic clan, 
and these practices inform the Ojibwa how to experience nature. For 
instance, a Catfish-clan woman likely will experience catfish, unlike 
other animals, as kin so sacred that they cannot be eaten. And because 
catfish are kin, she may not experience other Catfish-clan people as 
prospects for marriage but, rather, as extended-family members. Yet a 
Bear-clan man may have no problem experiencing catfish as a food 
source and Catfish people as possible spouses. So we see in Ojibwa 
totemism how specific religious forms encourage specific experiences 
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of nature, helping us to appreciate why religious experiences with 
nature are so diverse.

Having briefly discussed approaches to the question of why experi-
ences with nature differ so, we should approach the question about alter-
native outcomes for human and nonhuman beings that arise from experi-
ences with nature. To do this, let us consider leopards: as with all animals, 
mainstream Christians typically may experience leopards as soulless and 
religiously irrelevant; in Islam, experience generally instructs us that 
leopards have souls but will not go to heaven; in Buddhist Tibet, stories 
inform us that holy men may shape-shift into leopard form to teach dis-
ciples; and in Hindu India, sad experience shows us that leopards may be 
nefariously controlled by the angry ghost of their last human victim and 
thus need to be managed through religious ritual.

When these diverse experiences express themselves in cultural 
forms, ripple effects may significantly alter outcomes for leopards and 
humans alike. For instance, although people respond in a variety of 
ways, if a dangerous leopard lurks near a human settlement, it could be 
that a Christian grabs a gun and shoots it without a thought other than 
for hunting laws, whereas a Hindu may prefer having a holy man per-
form an exorcism. In this way alternative experiences of leopards create 
differential practical outcomes for leopards and humans alike, provid-
ing us with an approach to the question of what significance differences 
in natural religious experiences may have. Katherine Wills Perlo stud-
ied this dynamic with respect to animals, especially animals used for 
food; in this book I extend this perspective to include a much broader 
array of natural beings.15

Briefly turning to the Indian religion of Jainism provides a rich 
example whereby experiences with nature spark real-world outcomes 
like these. Based on the religious experiences of nature of the saint 
Mahavira, Jainism teaches that all elements of the natural world, 
including water and stones, possess a soul, or jiva. Because all tangible 
things have souls, the natural world forms one holy community, and 
humans are spiritual kin to water, stones, plants, insects, and animals. 

Capper - Learning Love.indd   11 02/02/16   7:29 PM



12  /  Introduction

But beings can still be distinguished in terms of having one to five 
senses. One-sense beings have the faculty of touch and include earth, 
water, fire, and air bodies, microorganisms, and plants. Notice that in 
the Jain universe, all these one-sense beings are technically animate, as 
they have souls, unlike in Western discourse. Two-sense beings add the 
faculty of taste and include worms, leeches, conches, and snails. The 
sense of smell occurs among three-sense beings, such as most insects 
and spiders. Vision is added at the fourth level of being, as in flies, scor-
pions, crickets, and bees. At the level of five-sense beings one finds 
hearing, as in birds, fish, mammals, reptiles, and humans. Because of 
reincarnation, all humans likely have been born or will be born as any 
of these life forms with one to five senses, leaving Jains to experience a 
deep tie to all forms of existence. Jains experience this kinship through 
empathy and respect for a broad array of life forms in terms of the dom-
inant value of ahimsa, or nonharm to others.

Such experiences have resulted in several cultural outcomes for the 
Jains, including the establishment of facilities for animal health care. 
Several hundred Jain animal hospitals are scattered around India, espe-
cially in the north. These facilities offer charity health care and nutri-
tive support to a wide variety of animals. Such a facility, for example, is 
the Jain bird hospital in Delhi, where daily hundreds of birds are fas-
tidiously fed, watered, cleaned, and medicated. Jains maintain similar 
hospitals for insects and also provide hermitages for lost, ailing, or aged 
cattle. The exceptional Jain experience of nonviolent kinship also 
results in notable cultural food rules. The flesh of commonly eaten ani-
mals, all of which are five-sensed, is avoided, and so Jains are expected 
to be vegetarian. Jains should also avoid agriculture, as tilling the soil 
may harm microorganisms; thus the earth is preserved from plows.

But, as extraordinary as Jain compassion for the natural world is, it 
has limits. Just like humans, animals in the Jain universe must work off 
their negative karma through suffering, which acts as a karmic cleanser. 
This means that animals in Jain hospitals are not euthanized, and in 
some cases this practice may be perceived as uncaring.
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In these ways Jain experiences result in a variety of outcomes for 
humans and other beings alike. Birds, insects, and cattle enjoy enhanced 
health-care opportunities, although they may go without compassion-
ate euthanization. Animals are not slaughtered for food. The earth is 
not tilled under Jain farm implements. And some Jains have become 
quite wealthy by entering the fields of finance and banking instead of 
traditional Indian farming.

Of course these two processes, wherein religions alter human and 
nonhuman experiences and these experiences alter religions, dialecti-
cally influence each other. We will see many examples of this mutual 
influence as we “saunter,” as Muir would say, through numerous differ-
ent forms of religious experience with nature. But before we do this,  
it would do us good to be armed with four useful terms from the  
philosophy of nature. These concepts appear in a lot of environmental 
discourse, because they are helpful paradigms for understanding rela-
tionships between humans and nonhuman natural beings.

First, often we find humans asserting their superiority to nature in a 
way that environmentalists and philosophers call anthropocentrism. 
Anthropocentrism is a point of view that values the human more dearly 
than any other species or form and favors humans in thought and action. 
To demonstrate anthropocentrism, I offer the following thought exper-
iment: Imagine that your home is engulfed in flames. You have little 
time and can save only either your best human friend, Jane, or Sugar, 
the beloved family cat who is your best animal friend, but not both. 
Whom do you choose to save, and why? If you choose to save Jane 
because she is human and Sugar is not, you have favored humanity 
above another species and thus have chosen anthropocentrically. Many 
people will make this choice.

When an anthropocentric perspective is advanced most strongly, 
only humans are valued intrinsically, for themselves, without concern 
for usefulness, and everything else is valued simply for its use to 
humans. Weaker versions of this perspective will value some nonhu-
man things for themselves, like family pets, but still insist that humans 
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14  /  Introduction

retain substantially greater intrinsic value. Either way, with anthropo-
centrism the nonhuman natural world in whole or part is valued instru-
mentally, simply for whatever service it may provide to humans, and 
the typical human-to-nature relationship is one of superiority and 
dominance.

Biocentrism represents another paradigm for understanding human 
interactions with nature. With biocentrism, all beings considered in 
Western discourse to be living or animate, such as humans, animals, 
and plants, are valued for themselves, without concern for human use, 
although the worlds of minerals and water remain valued significantly 
less. When people say that they care for all living things, they express a 
sense of biocentrism. Biocentrism expresses a living moral community 
shared between humans and animals, and on occasion plants, and the 
typical form of relationship involves cooperation between humans, ani-
mals, and plants.

Plants often mark boundaries in biocentric perspectives. Given that 
humans frequently treat plants unreflectively, as lifeless objects that we 
may use as we please, sometimes we encounter statements of respect 
for all living things that, on closer inspection, reveal respect for ani-
mals but not for plants. Even among some vegetarians, who claim to be 
nature-friendly but in fact sometimes have a limited vision of the natu-
ral world, plants remain forgotten or rejected from value. Consider a 
codicil in the Statement of Faith of the Unity School of Christianity, 
which argues for a vegetarian lifestyle: “We believe that all life is sacred 
and that humans should not kill or be a party to the killing of animals 
for food.” Although this statement is friendly toward animals used for 
human food, it clearly, if implicitly, does not embrace plants within its 
understanding that “all life is sacred,” despite plants’ being living enti-
ties. If eating meat implicitly condones the killing of animals, this state-
ment of the Unity School (and others like it) likewise implicitly con-
dones the killing of plants, which is not very nature-friendly from a 
botanical point of view. The fact that we must eat plants to live does not 
change this formulation’s narrow inclusion of intrinsic value for ani-
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mals that are used as food but exclusion of plants from such value, a 
limit that we will explore more extensively in chapter 6.16

Often, but not always, arguments for excluding plants from value 
ground themselves on the preciousness of animals because of their sim-
ilarities with humans. Animals, having locomotion, specialized sensory 
organs like eyes, and central nervous systems, look more like us, and 
the philosopher Montaigne taught us that, for some people, “Nothing is 
worth anything if it does not look like us.” But however one may choose 
to argue the point, the commonly found limited biocentric position 
that asserts substantial intrinsic value for animals but not plants may 
better be described as zoacentrism, or human-and-animal-centered, as 
the Greek zoa denotes animals, both human and nonhuman. Zoacen-
trism is not fully biocentric in terms of finding nonuse value for all 
forms of life.17

Full biocentrism, on the other hand, regards all forms of plant life as 
intrinsically valuable, on par with humans and other animals. Full bio-
centrism potentially avoids pitfalls commonly found with zoacentrism 
because it more fully embraces the phrase “all living beings.” As an 
example, Manichaean Christians, vegetarians like members of the 
Unity School, differ from the latter by not justifying vegetarianism by 
overlooking plants. On the contrary, Manicheans practice vegetarian-
ism because, in their perspective, plants are more pure and sacred than 
animals; and so if one wishes a blessing from nature, one should eat 
only plants. But full biocentrism like this faces difficulties of its own. 
Should we allow other plants to choke out the wheat crop because all 
plants have an equal right to live? Should we use antibiotic substances 
to kill bacteria, which are living things?

One more philosophical position demands mention. Ecocentrism is an 
approach to nature that values all existent things in the natural world, 
including inanimate things like rocks and lakes, for themselves, without 
concern for human use. The center of value is not just in particular enti-
ties, such as humans alone or humans and animals, but in the natural 
world in its entirety. Philosophically holistic, an ecocentric attitude 
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intrinsically values all (or almost all) natural forms, including humans, 
animals, plants, bodies of water, and stones big and small. Humans are 
still valued as part of the larger natural world but as rough peers with, 
rather than masters over, other forms in nature. Within ecocentric per-
spectives, images of relationship with the natural world tend to include 
notions of partnership and sometimes express a sense of human-nature 
kinship. In Muir’s case, his valuation of rivers, stones, animals, and flow-
ers as peers, “brothers,” “friendly, fellow mountaineers,” “God’s people,” 
and “so-called lifeless rocks” reflects an ecocentric philosophy.

It is of interest that ecocentric worldviews sometimes understand 
things like stones and lakes to be living, conscious beings, as we saw 
with the Jains, thus making problematic familiar words in English such 
as “living,” “animate,” or “person.” For instance, a river that is a goddess 
is “living”; a stone with a soul literally is not “inanimate,” a word derived 
from the Latin for “ soulless”; and the sun is a “person” when reveren-
tially addressed as “Grandfather,” as many indigenous humans do. Fur-
ther, although in this book I use terms like “humans,” “nature,” and 
“natural world” within the context of dominant Euro-American para-
digms in order that I may connect with my presumed reader, these 
terms too take on different meanings within ecocentric worldviews that 
regard the human world and the natural world as one and the same 
reality. If humans truly are nature, then we cannot speak of humans and 
nature as separate realities, as is common in Western discourse.

Perhaps an analogy will help to clarify the meanings of anthropo-
centrism, zoacentrism, biocentrism, and ecocentrism. If we understand 
the natural world as a complete jigsaw puzzle, consisting of many 
pieces, anthropocentrism may regard humans as spectators outside of 
and looking down upon the puzzle. Zoacentrism may regard humans as 
part of a puzzle that includes animals but not plants, minerals, or water, 
whereas full biocentrism would include plants in this puzzle. An eco-
centric view would regard humans as just one among many puzzle 
pieces that comprehensively include the human, animal, plant, mineral, 
and water realms.
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We can see how these concepts help us to understand religion if we 
return to Muir’s life. John Muir was not raised to be a nature mystic, 
since his father, Daniel Muir, strictly followed Calvinist Christianity 
before enthusiastically joining the new, at the time, denomination of 
Disciples of Christ. When John was a boy, his father coerced the entire 
Muir household into daily Bible study as well as rigid adherence to his 
own biblical interpretations. Daniel Muir’s severe understanding of the 
Protestant Christian tradition included a strong transcendental ele-
ment, in which the invisible God remains aloof from creation and 
thereby does not incarnate in earthly forms, aside from Jesus. Moreo-
ver, the Muir family’s beliefs embraced a traditional reading of Genesis 
1:26–28, the biblical verses in which God grants humanity “dominion” 
over animals and plants, as well as permission to use nature for human 
benefit. As with many Christians, to the Muirs nature was devoid of any 
religious relevance aside from, perhaps, as an example of God’s mag-
nificent handiwork for human benefit. Thus, to the rest of his family, 
John’s talk of meeting “flower people” seemed eccentric, even crazy. For 
most of the Muirs, nonhuman natural forms possessed no value except 
as means to human ends.

Such religious attitudes toward the natural world took tangible 
shape at Fountain Lake, the Muir family farm in Wisconsin. Following 
his interpretation of the biblical view that the natural world exists for 
the sake of humans to use as they please, John’s father, Daniel, heed-
lessly rode a horse literally to death, blithely shot an innocuous puppy, 
and nearly shot a horse simply for harassing cattle. Moreover, not only 
did he destroy rich forests by inefficiently clearing land for farming; 
within a few years he had exhausted that cleared soil by overplanting. 
At least in part because of his religious beliefs regarding human superi-
ority, John’s father carelessly drove his natural environment to its 
demise.

These actions fueled animosity within his sensitive son John, who 
came to hate the “dreary work” of clearing land. He had loved the fam-
ily land at Fountain Lake best when it was untamed “pure wildness” 
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that offered “baptism in Nature’s warm heart.” In response, he mentally 
escaped while at home by reading travelogues of the natural worlds of 
South America and Africa. Later, at the University of Wisconsin, he 
began to revise his inherited worldview by embracing more liberal 
Christian views as taught to him by his mentors, Professor Ezra Carr 
and his botanist wife, Jeanne.18

Muir fully developed as a nature mystic only after he had left home 
for good as an adult. His wanderings first on the “floral pilgrimage” to 
Florida and later in Yosemite not only offered him constant reminders 
of nature’s magnificence; they also allowed him plenty of time to recon-
sider his beliefs and, most especially, to alter his mode of experience of 
nature’s sacredness. Although he had always been a spiritual partner 
with the natural world, it was only in the freedom from his upbringing 
in his late thirties that his encounter with nature as divine maximally 
blossomed, resulting in what he described while in Yosemite as a “con-
version.” The therapists Aaron Katcher and Alan Beck tell us that “the 
active contemplation of the natural world” enables “the ability to reduce 
tension and to integrate the sense of self,” and this description fits 
Muir’s development. The man who invented a better sawmill and the 
“early-rising machine” now invented a new, heterodox, entirely per-
sonal form of nature mystical Christianity.19

His new religion diverged in significant ways from that of his child-
hood. Although he retained a measure of distant-God transcendence in 
his concept of the deity, Muir’s new god also manifested immanently 
by dwelling in worldly, physical forms. Muir disposed of the remote 
deity of his Protestant heritage in favor of a living divinity that resided 
in and oozed sacred energy through animals, plants, rivers, and moun-
tains. In a decidedly un-Calvinist manner, the adult Muir was a panen-
theist, as he regarded nature and God as linked and overlapping yet not 
identical, like the rings of the logo for the Olympic Games.

As well, long gone was the sense of human superiority of his inher-
ited form of Christianity in favor of an ecocentric philosophy. His later 
ecocentrism regarded humanity as just one facet of a vast, intercon-
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nected natural world. Rather than anthropocentrism’s projection of 
human superiority and dominance over nature, his nature-centered 
perspective embraced a wealth of natural beings as partners. Philo-
sophically, this was a major shift.

These personal religious innovations of Muir’s—an immanent God 
in the world and an ecocentric web of peerlike connections with 
nature—coalesced in his personal, noninstitutional, and Christian 
nature mysticism. Although he worshipped alongside redwoods and 
spiders, he revealed that he grounded his experiences within a Chris-
tian framework when, in a letter to his friend Professor Catherine  
Merrill, he wrote:

I wish you could come here and rest a year in the simple unmingled love 
fountains of God. You would then return to your scholars with fresh truth 
gathered and absorbed from pines and waters and deep singing winds, and 
you would find that they all sang of fountain Love just as did Jesus Christ 
and all of pure God manifest in whatever form.

Describing his stay in Yosemite as “revival time,” he spoke not of bath-
ing in waterfalls but instead of being “baptized” by them. He cited Mat-
thew 6:28 in following and encouraging others to follow Jesus’s advice 
to “consider the lilies.” And he even implicitly compared the sequoia to 
Jesus in calling it “King” (of the Jews) and by saying: “The King tree 
and I have sworn eternal love—sworn it without swearin , and I have 
taken the sacrament with Douglas squirrel, drank Sequoia wine, 
Sequoia blood.” Yet Muir told us that his new Christianity opposed bib-
lical anthropocentrism:20

You say that good men are “nearer to the heart of God than are woods and 
fields, rocks and waters.” Such distinctions and measurements seem strange 
to me. Rocks and waters, etc., are words of God and so are humans. We all 
flow from one fountain Soul. All are expressions of one Love. God does not 
appear, and flow out, only from narrow chinks and round bored wells here 
and there in favored races and places, but He flows in grand undivided cur-
rents, shoreless and boundless over creeds and forms and all kinds of civili-
zations and peoples and beasts, saturating all.
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Muir in fact trenchantly criticized his contemporaries’ sense of human 
superiority:21

The world, we are told, was made especially for humans—a presumption 
not supported by all the facts. . . . It never seems to occur to these farseeing 
teachers that nature’s object in making animals and plants might possibly 
be first of all the happiness of each one of them, not the creation of all for 
the happiness of one [humanity].

Because of this, “No wonder the hills and groves were God’s first tem-
ples, and the more they are cut down, and hewn into cathedrals and 
churches, the farther off and dimmer seems the Lord himself.”22

Muir’s Druidlike respect for hills and groves as places of worship 
reflects both the naturalistic immanence and the sincere ecocentrism 
that fused into his revised nature mystical religiosity. He already  
possessed the ascetic habits of a monk, as he lived simply and hardily, 
and he traveled light. With these habits he combined a meditator’s  
concentrated attention upon what he considered holy. Always an oppo-
nent of hunting, he also voluntarily adopted the value of nonharm, 
which is so common among mystics. For instance, he once visited  
the Grand Canyon with members of the nascent National Forestry 
Commission, a forerunner to the United States Forest Service, and 
during the tour one commissioner, Gifford Pinchot, wished to kill a 
large tarantula. Muir restrained him, saying: “It has as much right there 
as we.”23

The conjunction of these forces resulted in a series of profound mys-
tical experiences for Muir of nature as incarnate divinity. As he wrote 
in My First Summer in the Sierras: “More and more, in a place like this, we 
feel ourselves part of wild nature, kin to everything.” Muir supported 
this ecocentric sense of kinship biblically, by highlighting that all natu-
ral forms, including stones and water, are the differently clothed sons 
and daughters of the same creator. He claimed: “The very stones seem 
talkative, sympathetic, brotherly. No wonder when we consider that we 
all have the same father and mother.”24
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But to Muir, natural beings were not just kin; they were sacred kin 
in the process of constant revelation of their holiness, “pulsing with the 
heartbeats of God.” As he put it: “All the wilderness seems to be full of 
tricks and plans to drive and draw us up into God’s light.” Experiencing 
this vibrant, sacred kinship led him to a spiritual communion with the 
totality of his natural surroundings. In his journal Muir wrote: “The 
trees, the mountains are not near or far; they are made one, unseparate, 
unclothed, open to the divine soul, dissolved in the mysterious incom-
parable spirit of holy light!”25

These mystical stirrings were highly emotional for Muir, as he once 
“shouted and gesticulated in a wild burst of ecstasy” at a gorgeous vista 
across the Sierras. On another occasion, contemplation of the holy 
beauty of his surroundings caused him to spring to his feet and shout: 
“Heaven and earth! Rock is not light, not heavy, but is transparent and 
unfathomable as the sky itself. Every pore gushes, glows like a thought 
with immortal life.” In Muir’s nature religion, a true encounter with 
nature demands a direct, numinous, whole-being experience of the 
divinity of the entire natural world. The philosopher of mysticism 
W. T. Stace showed us that one of the hallmarks of nature mysticism is 
strong emotion, whether it be bursting joy, placid serenity, or some 
other affect, and we see this emotional power in Muir’s religiosity.26

It was this heterodox Christian nature mysticism that drove Muir 
for the rest of his life as a prolific author about nature, founder of the 
Sierra Club, and advocate for the national park system in the United 
States, as these influential conservation activities were an outgrowth of 
his effort to “preach Nature.” As such, Muir’s life teaches us several les-
sons. To begin with, Muir’s spirituality highlights the process in which 
religions shape experiences with nature. From the time as a child when 
he used the Bible to learn to read and until his last day, Muir remained 
a self-identifying Christian, if a heretical one compared with the main-
stream. If he wished as an adult to abandon the Christianity of his 
childhood, he could have approached nature purely technically and 
scientifically, without a spiritual side, as so many other biologists have 
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done; yet this was not his path. Perhaps he learned indigenous natural 
mysticism from one of his many Native American acquaintances, but 
Muir, to my knowledge, never expressed himself in this way. Instead 
Muir described experiences that were Christian upon occurrence and 
Christian in later interpretation, even if it was a Christianity somewhat 
of his own devising. Thus Muir arguably experienced two types of 
Christianity, the Protestant version in which he was raised and the het-
erodox nature mystical variety that he developed within himself. The 
natural world in which the adult Muir was so completely immersed was 
a Christian natural world, a physical embodiment of the Christian God. 
His religious upbringing powerfully shaped how he perceived nature, 
and it helps to explain why he had the experiences that he did.

If we peer at the outcomes of Muir’s experiences with nature, we 
recognize that his childhood religious experiences, informed as they 
were by notions of human superiority, would have made a poor plat-
form for his later conservation efforts. It is logically incoherent to argue 
that nature exists solely for the sake of humans and simultaneously 
maintain that national parks should exist to preserve trees for their own 
sake. Even if, as it seems, Muir always had the seed of a mystic within 
him, if he had obediently maintained the religion of his childhood, he 
might not now be recognized as a great naturalist. Instead he developed 
his own unique and very personal form of Christian belief and practice 
oriented toward sacred animals, plants, minerals, and water, and the 
resulting passion fueled a vigorous life spent in defense of the wilder-
ness. In Muir’s case, different experiences of Christianity and nature 
created alternative outcomes. Thus if we inquire about the meaning of 
his religious experiences with nature for humans and nonhumans, we 
need look no further than the National Park System of the United 
States.

Over the rest of this book I tease out other examples of the dialecti-
cal processes in which religions help to determine experiences with 
nature while experiences with nature alter the shapes of religions. It  
is of course impossible in one book to account for more than a small 
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fraction of religious experiences with nature, so I select paradigmatic 
examples to serve as representative case treatments, with each religious 
world contributing a distinctive model of human relationship with 
nature, such as enlightened limited partnership, mother and child , or 
tempered human dominion.

No religion in this study—or, presumably, anywhere—presents us 
with one, simple way of experiencing the natural world. The anthro-
pologist Brian Morris claims that “all human societies have diverse, 
multifaceted, and often contradictory attitudes toward the natural 
world”; and religions are no different in their assorted and sometimes 
conflicting experiences with nature. In their attitudes toward nature, 
religious worlds are like stained-glass windows, as they consist of sepa-
rate pieces embodying many disparate hues, yet expressive patterns 
still may be discerned. Because of this, all the models that I explore are 
inherently tensive and ambiguous, such as animals are worthy of love 
but not of a meaningful place in religion, humans are separate from but 
deeply interwoven with nature, or humans favor themselves but remain 
peer friends with natural beings.27

For example, chapter 1, “All the Christian Birds Chanted,” visits an 
innovative Christian pet blessing ceremony in order to go beyond the 
marginal heterodoxy of John Muir and more fully explore religious 
experiences with nature in the Christian tradition. Looked at histori-
cally, Christians have long loved animals, as the church portrays some 
animals as friends of saints, frowns upon the practice of animal sacri-
fice, and documents sporadic occasions when animals practice religion. 
But it is also generally true that in Christianity animals, like all other 
natural beings, stand inferior to humans, who alone have salvific souls 
and exercise dominion over the natural world. In the end we discover 
that Christianity, while embodying many different outlooks, provides a 
model in which animals have been worthy of sometimes-lavish love but 
not worthy of salvation or an authentic place at the communion table. 
However, pet blessing ceremonies like those described provide a con-
temporary grassroots challenge to this historical legacy.
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In chapter 2, “The Donkey Who Communed with Allah,” I probe 
experiences with nature in the Islamic world. Historically Islam inher-
ited strong attitudes of human superiority to the natural world from 
Judaism, Christianity, and Greek philosophy. Nonetheless, Islam’s 
approaches to the natural world differ from those of its Abrahamic 
cousin religions, as many animals fare better under Islam due to 
Quranic injunctions, theological innovations, and cultural traditions. 
Islam inspires a measure of spiritual respect for natural beings, because 
they form communities as do human beings, sometimes possess souls, 
may rarely serve as religious guides, and even more rarely have mysti-
cal experiences of their own. At the same time, humans remain firmly 
superior to the rest of the natural world. Islam thus leaves us with 
noblesse oblige as our primary model of relationship with the natural 
world, wherein superior humans must care gently and well for inferior 
animals.

In an alternative to this Abrahamic religious situation, chapter 3, 
“Hindu Trees Tremble with Ecstasy,” ethnographically explores the 
roles of sacred rivers, plants, and cows in Gaudiya Vaishnavism, one 
sect of the Hindu tradition. Fieldwork at a Hindu ashram reveals devo-
tees who spiritually reverence cattle as holy mothers through rituals, 
dietary practices, and the establishment and operation of a large no-kill 
cattle sanctuary. These Hindus also reverence Tulsi, the holy basil 
plant, as a mother goddess in both belief and ritual. India’s sacred rivers 
enhance this sense of the Divine Mother, as they are thought to be liv-
ing, watery incarnations of benevolent mother goddesses. Therefore in 
this chapter we find powerful mother-child images of human relation-
ship with sacred nature. But we also find limits to the veneration of 
nature as our mother, such as the need to control dangerous snakes.

In chapter 4, “Sharing Mayan Natural Souls,” we investigate the tra-
ditional world of the contemporary Maya of Central America. From 
ancient times Mayan religions have insisted on a religious obligation of 
reciprocal sacred action among humans, many natural beings, and 
gods. Through this ethic, the Maya live within a deep network of inter-
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relationships with sacred nature yet remain distinctly human. In a vari-
ety of ways, including the sharing of souls with animals, shamanic 
transformations into jaguar form, and agricultural nature mysticism in 
the cornfield, the Maya world leaves us with a model of relationship in 
which humans remain discrete from but closely interwoven with the 
nonhuman natural world, and human fulfillment occurs in terms not of 
overcoming nature as an individual but of entering nature more deeply.

Chapter 5, “Friendly Yetis,” presents a picture of a sacred human-
animal hybrid in the form of the legendary yeti. Setting aside questions 
regarding the material existence of yetis, in examining Tibetan folk 
beliefs we find that yetis are thought to exist in a vaguely defined realm 
between human and animal and thus have simultaneous human and 
animal characteristics. When yetis are at their most human, they are 
gentle beings who may practice religion or pose as nice friends. When 
they are mostly animal, it is because they are holy incarnations of local 
mountain gods, charged with keeping order by enforcing the mountain 
gods’ will. Yeti folklore thus imparts to us experiences in which sacred-
ness appears as both human and animal at once, with varying results, 
thus highlighting the essential ambivalence with which humans 
approach natural forms.

In chapter 6, “Enlightened Buddhist Stones,” we return to the expan-
sive vision of John Muir but in a dramatically different package. Inten-
sive fieldwork at a Vietnamese Buddhist monastery uncovers doctrines 
in which humans recognize their deep interconnections with the natu-
ral world, broadly conceived, as part of the path to the goal of nirvana. 
Living among stones considered to be Buddhas, the monks and nuns 
adopt nonviolent and environmentally friendly lifestyles and forms of 
practice. They learn spiritual lessons from trees, tigers, snakes, storms, 
and a variety of other natural entities. While some other chapters in 
this book focus by necessity mainly on animals, this chapter teaches us 
that stones and water can be enlightened, too. But with the help of prac-
tices from the Cheyenne First Nations group, we also learn about some 
of the limitations of such a broad spiritual regard for the natural world.
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As we travel through two Abrahamic religions, two Asian high reli-
gions, and two geographically disparate folk traditions, we will find 
experiences with nature that may be unfamiliar to Westerners, who are 
not used to worshipping lakes or receiving spiritual teachings from 
trees. For instance, in the Christian Acts of Peter, a dog raises its front 
paws in the air and uses human speech to preach. But such experiences, 
which exhibit a sense of partnership with nature, are valuable for their 
unfamiliarity, because they teach us new ways of looking at the world. 
These varying and interesting experiences often show genuine concern 
for natural beings who are considered companions, gurus, or divinities 
and reveal a touching sense of human partnership not just with animals 
but also with flowers, lakes, and mountains. Also, since many of these 
stories really are more about humans than about natural beings, they 
betray operative human attitudes toward the natural world, and we can 
learn much by studying these attitudes. As the historian Keith Thomas 
has said: “For all the defects of imaginative literature as a historical 
source, there is nothing to surpass it as a guide to the thoughts and feel-
ings of at least the more articulate sections of the population.” Thus, if 
we look behind the foreign or magical elements of some stories, we just 
may find some useful hardheaded advice. Indeed, we will find that in 
some of these stories elements emerge that accord with contemporary 
scientific research. Or, as the Chinese classic The Journey to the West puts 
it: “When creatures can speak human language, they generally tell the 
truth.”28

Along with these moments of genuine partnership with nature, in 
each religion we also will find attitudes of human superiority of some 
type, since religion frequently aids and abets the myth of human supe-
riority. Among the many variable religious forms that we will study, 
human-centered attitudes appear constantly, although they are mani-
fested in varying ways. This seems unsurprising, since members of 
many species show favoritism to their own kind. But along with the 
universality of human-centeredness, we will see that each religious 
form distinctively includes alternative animal- or environment-friendly 
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elements, just as a quilt blends individual patches. In the milieu of 
Abrahamic religions anthropocentrism predominates, but in other reli-
gious worlds sometimes biocentric and ecocentric perspectives occupy 
center stage, with anthropocentrism somewhat marginalized, as we 
have already seen with the eccentric Muir and will see again among 
Hindus, Maya, Buddhists, and Himalayan residents.

Because the religions in this study all embrace in some way the 
myth of human superiority, we discover a grim conclusion: just as 
humans frequently treat their conspecifics with selfishness and arro-
gance and even feel noble in doing so, so do we often treat animals and 
other natural beings with selfishness and arrogance, especially since 
they cannot complain in a language that we understand well. Since we 
have not yet extinguished human-on-human slavery, we may be sad-
dened but not surprised when humans treat natural ones like slaves as 
well.

Senses of human superiority may lead us to do terrible things to nat-
ural beings even when we claim to love them. Pet-parrot caregivers 
often love their birds, but parrots are now endangered in their home 
jungles, not just because of habitat loss but also because of the trade in 
pet birds. Cases of animal hoarding are familiar, where an attitude of 
the animals’ needing human care leads people to adopt more pets than 
they can properly nurture. Exotic animals like tigers are collected 
because we need to save tigers, only to have caregivers discover that 
managing a tiger in the back yard is more difficult than they expected. 
Further, numerous studies have shown that we often approach pets as 
substitutes for other humans, leading us to psychologically exploit ani-
mals while we claim to be loving them. From this, we often treat pet 
animals as humans, when instead animal experts tell us we should 
respect them as dogs, cats, or other creatures with their own species-
specific existential affairs and concerns. Moreover, to preserve our 
treasured pets and livestock we fence our homes and roads, thus inhib-
iting members of many different species from freely seeking food, 
water, and mates as they organically would. Personally, as a so-called 
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animal lover I have two pet dogs in my back yard, but they kill every 
rabbit, squirrel, gopher, and gecko that enters the yard; the rabbits 
involved may not consider my pet keeping fully to reflect love of ani-
mals—should rabbits, in their own ways, actually ponder such things. 
Thus there seems to be substance to the groan of George Bernard Shaw 
that precious animals sometimes “bear more than their natural burden 
of human love.” As it is with love toward our fellow humans, perhaps we 
would do better if we were to pay more attention to developing unself-
ishness in our love toward others and spend less time insisting on how 
much we love.29

The philosopher Mary Midgley claims that a sense of superiority to 
other species is normal for all beings. The cat that enjoys slowly taunt-
ing its prey before killing it appears to be expressing an experience of 
dominance, for just one example. But this provokes questions: Can cats, 
or any other species, really claim to be superior? Just as humans con-
sider themselves superior for their intelligence, may not eagles be con-
sidered the superior species because humans cannot match their ability 
to fly? May dolphins be considered superior beings for the way that 
they swim? In the end, are not all standards of superiority simply in the 
eye of the beholder? The philosopher Montaigne posed the issue this 
way: “When I play with my cat, how do I know that she is not passing 
time with me rather than I with her?” Or, as Xenophanes put it, in the 
sixth century b.c.e.:30

But if cattle (or horses) or lions had hands,
And were able to draw with their hands and do works as humans do,
Horses would draw the forms of gods like horses,
And cows like cows, and figure their bodies
The same as they themselves have.

Therefore we may do well to reconsider the myth of human superi-
ority, which portrays humanity as qualitatively better than all nonhu-
man natural beings. Throughout history many reasons have been put 
forward for humanity’s superiority: intellect, possession of emotions, 
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ability to make tools, ability to reason, ability to create art, ability to 
suffer, possession of organized social groups, possession of culture, lan-
guage ability, ability to think for the future, and ability to act morally, 
among others. All these standards have been debunked in their qualita-
tive formulations in recent years by scientists who study animal behav-
ior, thus scientifically eliminating many arguments in favor of the myth 
of human superiority. Previously perceived barriers between humans 
and nonhuman nature have been shown to be differences of degree, not 
of kind, or not to exist at all. Instead, animal-behavior specialists such 
as Donald Griffin, Franz de Waal, and Marc Bekoff increasingly stress 
the continuity with rather than the divergence of humans and other 
animals in terms of reason, emotion, and behavior. In this book we 
study these perspectives from religious points of view and question the 
myth of human superiority in terms of another marker of supposed 
human superiority: the ability to practice religion. This study presents 
numerous stories in which animals are said to engage in religion, and 
especially in the epilogue I explore the question of how we may under-
stand such tales.

Whether humans are superior to natural beings or not, it remains 
true that only if we understand both experienced human superiority to 
nature and partnership with nature can we understand who we are, 
where we have been, and where we are going if we wish to positively, 
beneficially, and authentically experience the natural world. Examin-
ing religious experiences with nature highlights how we may have 
gotten ourselves in trouble with the natural world but also how we may 
get out of trouble. Learning more about the natural world aids our 
understanding of other beings in our environment on their own terms, 
and this knowledge can then be parlayed into relationships with our 
neighbors in the nonhuman universe that are mutually constructive to 
a greater degree.
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