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We’re starting a new series this week called Consider the Birds. It’s bringing together a 
few elements of spirituality that are helpful in our quest for connection with God, 
ourselves, each other, and the world around us. Just as it sounds, we’ll be considering a 
few of the birds depicted in Scripture to explore how the writers used nature to talk 
about God and about life. Hand-in-hand with that, we’ll study the practice of 
contemplation. My hope is that we’ll find a deeper understanding of prayer in general, 
and of how we connect with nature in order to allow the living and breathing world 
around us to help shape our spirituality. 

One of the places I feel most alive is on my bike. Maybe some of you feel that way too. 
This has been true in my life since I was a kid. I so admire runners, but running is too 
slow for me - I like speed, I need a little calculated risk (especially if I’m mountain 
biking). It’s one of the places I feel most in tune with all my senses.

If it’s not biking for you, maybe it’s walking or gardening or skiing or yoga or hunting or 
making music or art. It’s that place where your senses are enhanced and you notice. 
You’re aware of your body. When I’m on my bike, I float between being absorbed in my 
own head to noticing the world around me and how it feels and back and forth again 
and again. [insert story of being on my bike this past week] So I’m aware of things 
outside myself, and then I’m back in my head, and I find myself wondering about what I 
just saw - how life has seasons of tremendous growth like that meadow - how you can 
have so much personal growth or change in a short amount of time that you hardly 
recognize yourself - or how life can smell wonderful and thick, yet somehow there’s 
suffering and dying and worms all mixed in with the life and the good smells and the 
brightness and the shadows. And I offer all of this as prayer to God. Nature informs how 
we process our lives.

I’ve come to understand that this very natural flow of thinking many humans have is one 
way of practicing contemplation.

To contemplate simply means “to behold,” or “to look long and thoughtfully at 
something.” In the Christian tradition, St. Ignatius talks about contemplation as a way of 
praying either through your thoughts or through your imagination as you notice and 
reflect on what you’ve seen or experienced. Or what you’re looking at.

Ignatius would say you could contemplate many things (cross, icon, etc), but what were 
talking about specifically in this series is the idea of contemplating nature. Concentrating 
on it deliberately through the day to allow it to interact with our minds in a way that helps 
us feel closer to the Creator, or to wrestle with questions about or with God.

This sort of wondering through the day is what St. Ignatius calls being a “contemplative 
in action.” He recognized not everyone could be a monk or a nun - we have jobs and 
tasks and kids; we don’t have time to sit around meditating and staring at nature for 
hours. Being a contemplative in action is a way to integrate contemplation into our 
everyday lives where we’re taking moments to pause, to behold (to really notice 
something), reflect on what we’re looking at or thinking of, and then offer that reflection 
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as a prayer to God. Pause, behold, reflect, offer. Sometimes what we offer is simply a 
feeling, “Wow, what beauty.” Or a prayer of thanksgiving, “Thank you, God, for that 
flowering tree on my commute to work. Thank you, God, for my child.” Or sometimes we 
offer a question. Rachel told me a story of how she was watching her Saint Bernard 
play with a frog when she was a kid, and then suddenly her dog (chomp!) ate the frog. 
“What is THAT about? Why is there such violence in the natural world? Why does life 
require violence to endure? Help me understand.” Anne Lamott wrote Help, Thanks, 
Wow a few years back where she says basically all prayer boils down to those three 
words. Contemplation teaches us all three of those prayers in an easy-to-do way, and if 
we understand ourselves as active contemplatives, prayer starts to flow through the day 
as we practice mindfulness and awareness of what’s around us.

Studying nature has long been a way humans learn about, and talk about, God. In the 
Old Testament, studying nature also seems to be important to gaining wisdom.

1 Kings 4: And God gave Solomon wisdom and understanding beyond measure, and 
largeness of mind like the sand on the seashore, so that Solomon’s wisdom surpassed 
the wisdom of all the people of the east, and all the wisdom of Egypt.


And it goes on to qualify that wisdom by saying … here’s why he was considered wise:


1 Kings 4:32-34 - [Solomon] spoke three thousand proverbs and his songs numbered 
a thousand and five. He spoke about plant life, from the cedar of Lebanon to the 
hyssop that grows out of walls. He also spoke about animals and birds, reptiles and 
fish. From all nations people came to listen to Solomon’s wisdom, sent by all the kings 
of the world, who had heard of his wisdom.


How is Solomon’s wisdom described here? It was knowing proverbs and songs (which 
is interesting), and being able to talk at length about the natural world. And wisdom is 
different from knowledge, isn’t it? Wisdom is different from knowledge. Spouting off 
information about plant names isn’t what made Solomon wise, but rather how he 
understood nature as a result of his pondering it. That’s what made him wise.


As a small exercise in examining nature, we’re looking at birds in Scripture particularly 
in this series. And this morning we’re going to talk a bit about the dove, which is a type 
of pigeon. The pigeon appears in scripture in a few key places, and carries a few 
different meanings, some of which might be surprising, depending on what we think of 
when we think of pigeons.


So, speaking of Solomon, he’s credited with writing The Song of Songs, a book in the 
Old Testament that’s considered part of the wisdom literature and is beautiful erotic 
love poem. It’s written as a dialog between a lover and his beloved. I’m going to read a 
few lines from it, and we’ll notice the way Solomon uses the dove in the poetry. Here’s 
a line Solomon has the lover say to his beloved:
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Song of Songs 6:8-9a - “Sixty queens there may be, and eighty concubines, and 
virgins beyond number; but my dove, my perfect one, is unique, the only daughter of 
her mother, the favorite of the one who bore her.”


And then the woman says of her lover:


Song of Songs 5:12 - “His eyes are like doves by the water streams, washed in milk, 
mounted like jewels.” 


Song of Songs 5:2 - “I slept but my heart was awake. Listen! My beloved is knocking: 
[He says:] ’Open to me, my sister, my darling, my dove, my flawless one. My head is 
drenched with dew, my hair with the dampness of the night.’”


Notice how the dove is talked about in these verses: Eyes like doves, washed in milk. 
(Doves in the Middle East are gray - she imagines them washed in milk to make them 
appear white.) My dove (comma), my perfect one. My dove (comma), my flawless one.


Doves were associated with purity in some rabbinic traditions, and that seems to be 
how Solomon is using the symbol. Doves were considered pure mainly because of 
their first appearance in Hebrew Scriptures, which is in the story of Noah. Many of us 
are familiar with the story, if from nothing else than the Russell Crowe movie - Noah 
built an ark and after 40 days of rain and almost 200 days of severe flooding, he sent 
birds out to see if there was any dry land around. First he sent the raven, which 
returned to him. And then he twice sent out a dove; the second time it returned with a 
tree branch indicating land had re-appeared on the earth. 


Rev. Debbie Blue, a Lutheran Pastor in Minnesota, writes: “Some rabbinic writing 
suggest that the animals and birds that are forbidden to the Jews to eat [the kosher 
laws] are those that possess bad character traits. What a person eats has an effect on 
them; therefore, Torah forbade animals that would badly influence the people’s 
character. The story of Noah illustrates the dove’s good habits. Noah sent one out of 
the ark to test if the floodwaters had subsided. It consented to go without protest. ‘She 
[the dove] did not permit her personal interest and desires to interfere with her mission.’ 
Some birds demonstrate selfish and heartless characteristics and thus are unsuitable 
to eat, but the ‘modest and compassionate’ dove is good to eat. Unfortunately for the 
pigeon/dove, its ‘purity’ and ‘cleanness’ also made it the only bird that was acceptable 
for sacrifices.”


So the dove was considered pure by some because it was seen as a selfless and 
innocent bird. It’s perhaps why Jesus advised us to be “wise as serpents and innocent 
as doves.” And Rev. Blue is right in that it was the only bird acceptable for sacrifices. 
But, on the other hand, some rabbis said the pigeon was acceptable to sacrifice 
because they were plentiful and easy to catch - you didn’t have to kill them to catch 
them. They were plentiful and cheap and so were an acceptable sacrifice for poorer 
people who couldn’t afford to sacrifice lambs. We’re told Mary and Joseph, Jesus’s 
parents, sacrificed pigeons when they went to dedicate Jesus at the temple. 
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But Solomon seemed to be in touch with the idea of the purity of the dove. So, that’s 
one way that bird is used in the Bible.


There might be another reason he chose the dove, though.


Humans who observe pigeons noticed they have unusually strong sexual appetites. 
People who race pigeons (which I’m not advocating - PETA has raised concerns about 
the sport), but people who do race them note that they fly faster if they’re allowed a bit 
of … shall we say foreplay … with their mate before they’re released on a sort of 
boomerang race - where they fly a certain distance and then return back. The foreplay 
gets them to return home quicker. But for all of their libido, pigeons are faithful to one 
mate for life. And so maybe it’s the combination of these traits - libido and loyalty - that 
informs Solomon when he writes the lovers’ songs.


These traits might also, in part, explain why the dove is a metaphor for the Holy Spirit. I 
titled this sermon, “Father, Son, & Holy Pigeon,” in part to prompt us to think about 
why the Spirit is cast as a bird, because at times its portrayed as a dove. I mean, aren’t 
pigeons and doves kind of weak and frail ? Aren’t they nuisances? 


Let me share a story with you:


When I was fifteen, my grandma passed away - my dad’s mom - and that had a 
profound impact on my dad. At the time he was a CPA and a partner in his own firm, 
but he hated it. And he’d just lost his mom, and he hated his job. My dad’s more of an 
entrepreneur, a people person, a risk taker, a big picture thinker, he’s a dreamer. So he 
got a small amount of money in the will and decided to quit his job and take a year or 
two to figure out what might make him happy. This drove my mom crazy, but that’s 
another story … 


Long story short, one of the businesses he toyed around with before finding one that 
ultimately fit was a business selling BirdBGone. That’s something we poke him about 
to this day. I mean, BirdBGone is one of the most ridiculous sounding things. All 
BirdBGone is is a thin strip of metal or plastic that has spikes sticking up from it to 
keep birds from sitting on buildings and pooping everywhere (to say it plainly). My dad 
was passionate about it - he’s a visionary. He told me, “One day, lots and lots of places 
will be using this stuff. Everyone will have it.” And he tried selling it to all kinds of 
businesses, ultimately without much luck. So after a few months of trying, he moved 
on to something else. But I’ll tell you what, it’s the darnedest thing if I don’t see 
BirdBGone everywhere I go: airports, restaurants, there’s even a small piece is in the 
backyard of the house we bought this spring, near the garden — and I saw it all over 
cathedrals in Europe. I remember especially standing in San Marcos Square in Venice, 
the public square that probably has the largest number of pigeons hanging out in it in 
the world, and looking at St. Mark’s Cathedral covered in BirdBGone. Of course it is.
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So birds - and maybe pigeons especially - are often considered nuisances in cities 
because they’re everywhere. Why is the Holy Spirit a pigeon? We don’t want to use 
BirdBGone on the Holy Spirit, do we?


The dove and the pigeon in general had a different reputation in ancient cultures. In our 
culture the pigeon is sort of plebeian, and the dove is a symbol of peace - often 
depicted with an olive branch in its mouth reminiscent of the Noah story. But for many 
ancient cultures, the dove is a symbol of sex and love and war. We’ve talked about 
where their sex and love reputation comes from, but people also noted that pigeons 
can be aggressive fighters. And we know they’re good and accurate messengers in 
war as well. 


In ancient Babylonian literature, the goddess of love and war, Ishtar, is often painted 
with a pigeon on her arm. It was her symbol. And if you’ve read The Epic of Gilgamesh 
(I had to read it twice in high school), which pre-dates the Old Testament, you know 
Ishtar has a reputation for being both amorous and fierce. The dove is also an 
important symbol for the Greek goddesses of love and war, Aphrodite and Athena. 
Aphrodite’s chariot was said to be drawn by doves. 


It’s this picture of love and loyalty and fierceness that informs the Jewish tradition that 
says the Spirit of God hovered over the waters at the beginning of all creation in the 
form of a dove. Genesis, to be clear, doesn’t say the Spirit is in the form of a dove, but 
that’s one strand of Hebrew thought that is pervasive and that I think influences the 
gospel writers. All four gospels talk about Jesus’s baptism. It’s one of the only places in 
Scripture where we have the Trinity shown together - Father, Son, and Holy Pigeon. 
Jesus, the Son, is in the water being baptized by his cousin; the voice of the Father is 
heard saying, “This is my Son, whom I love. Listen to him!”; and the Holy Spirit 
descends on the Son from above as a Dove. All three on stage together.


This was evoking the Creation, where the voice of God is speaking, “Let there be 
light!”, the dove was hovering over the waters, and the New Testament writers 
understood Jesus to be present at the beginning in the creation of the world. In John, 
Colossians, and 1 Corinthians the writers are insistent that Jesus was there in the with 
God the Father, and through Jesus all things were made and everything holds together 
in some mystical, mysterious way. Father, Son, and Spirit. 


So, if you’re going to have a bird bringing order out of the chaos and darkness to 
create a world; and if you’re going to have a bird hover over Jesus, the one through 
whom it is said chaos and darkness were yet again brought to order in a New Creation, 
you’d better have a bird that is fierce and strong and a lover. 


I like the idea of the Spirit as a pigeon - pigeons are found everywhere (except the 
poles and the Sahara desert). They’re everywhere people are found. They’re common, 
just as the Spirit is accessible to all who want to interact with her. And it shows an 
aspect of God as one who is a loyal and desirous lover. A God who can be found, and 
a God who longs and aches to be found. A God who is loyal to his people. A God who 



Consider the Birds: Father, Son, & Holy Pigeon Pastor Emily Swan - 7/12/2015

fights for us. A God who hovers over our darkness and chaos and brings order into our 
lives through his ever-present love. Father, Son, and Holy Pigeon.


