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Background:  My cat Kiki (“Kitty Kitty”) passed away on Thursday of this last week (17 May 2007).  She had a tumor on her stomach, and had fought bravely over the last few months, but ultimately the tumor prevented her from being able to eat and keep food down, and we had to mercifully let her go.  
I have had Kiki since the week before Christmas, 1996, when she “adopted” me and my wife at that time by showing up outside our door on a very cold winter night.  We decided to bring her in, and that decision changed my life.  

Today’s lesson is not about death, or afterlife, or a debate about “kitty heaven” vs. “people heaven.”  Instead, it is about reflecting on some of the ways she changed my life, and the lessons maybe we all could learn from this special animal.  
What I learned:

1. Be curious.  Obviously, cats are conjectured to be curious creatures, and Kiki was no different in this regard.  They investigate, they explore, and they listen.  How often do we fail to see the beauty of nature, or of what’s going on in the next office, because we say we are too busy?  Are we experiencing all that God has put here for us, or are we so set in our thinking that we can’t see the magic that is all around us?
2. Play.  Kiki loved to play.  Sometimes with me, sometimes with the other cat Coco, and sometimes by herself (running at full throttle around the house!), Kiki loved to play.  We had lots of games that we played (apron strings, tie, run-around-the-house, and the ever popular claw-Matt’s-hand), and her eyes would get so big with excitement when we would play!  Playing refreshed Kiki, and it made her happy.  And it made me happy too.  There isn’t much of anything so bad at work that you can’t be made to feel a little better by watching a cat jump after either an apron string or the light from a laser pointer!
3. Share.  Kiki shared her food with Coco, and her time and affection with me and others.  Kiki taught me how to share my ice cream with her, although I’m not sure that was really an altruistic move on her part!  However, thinking back, those “Ice cream moments” that we had were very, very special.  How much more special can we make our lives by taking a little time to share some ice cream?
4. Talk.  Kiki loved to talk.  She would meow for many reasons, and would bark at squirrels.  She could tell me to get up and pay her some attention, or to “zoom groom” her, or it was time for some dinner.  And she would purr.  She communicated to me, and I back to her.  And that brought us closer together.
5. Love.  Love is possibly the most overused and misused word in our language (I love my Mom, and I love Taco Bell and I love baseball – see how we have stretched this one word to possibly do just a little too much??) So with this preemptive admission of poor word choice, I’ll say that Kiki taught me a little about love.  Especially unconditional love, and the true enjoyment of another’s company.  We didn’t have to be able to talk about the world events to appreciate each others peaceful presence.  
6. God can be seen in many things.  As anyone who has followed my teachings knows, I am a big believer that God is not separate from us (e.g. up in heaven), but here with us (For in him we live and move and have our being. Acts 17:28).  We can experience the sacred in many, sometimes unexpected ways.  These are often called “thin places
,” areas where our world and the realm of the spirit become closer together.  I know of many times I have experienced this with Kiki.  Do not mistake what I am saying, I am absolutely not saying that I thought this cat to be a deity (although some historical societies did perhaps).  But there is a certain beauty in her chasing a butterfly that may have gotten into the house, and in her ability to sit outside on the porch for hours on end enjoying the nature.  And then to look up at me with eyes filled with beauty, awe, wonder, and amazement that said “open your heart as well as your eyes, and you will see what I see!”  Think about our hymn “God of the Sparrow” (Vajda, #272 in blue hymnal) – 
     God of the sparrow, God of the whale, God of the swirling stars

     How does the creature say Awe, How does the creature say Praise

     God of the earthquake, God of the storm, God of the trumpet blast

     How does the creature cry Woe, How does the creature cry Save

     God of the rainbow, God of the cross, God of the empty grave

     How does the creature say Grace, How does the creature say Thanks

     God of the hungry, God of the sick, God of the prodigal

     How does the creature say Care, How does the creature say Life

     God of the neighbor, God of the foe, God of the pruning hook

     How does the creature say Love, How does the creature say Peace

     God of the ages, God of the hand, God of the loving heart

     How do your children say Joy, How do your children say Home. 


           (Jaroslav J. Vajda, GIA)

I don’t think it’s a stretch to think that the author meant to imply God’s presence in all these aspects of nature, in the whale, the sparrow, the heavens, the storm, the rainbow, the cross, the empty grave.  
7. Time is shorter than you think.  Clearly Kiki died too soon.  So did my Dad.  And so have countless millions.  During the last month of her life Kiki taught me to cherish every day.  Think about that for a moment – “cherish every day.”  How much less would we take for granted if we adopted this mindset – that each day is a gift?  Each day with our parents, each day with our brothers or sisters, each day with our friends, each day in a land of peace, each day with food, each day without illness – maybe we should truly live a little bit more in a state of thankfulness and less in a state of desires.  It’s hard to think if Ecclesiastes 3 without remembering the 1965 song by the Byrds, but if it is approached from the standpoint of cherish ever day (no matter what the day brings), or live fully, whatever time it is; be present to what is,
  then it is a beautiful poetic statement of our human condition (creature of God condition?): 
1 There is a time for everything, 

       and a season for every activity under heaven: 

 2 a time to be born and a time to die, 

       a time to plant and a time to uproot, 

 3 a time to kill and a time to heal, 

       a time to tear down and a time to build, 

 4 a time to weep and a time to laugh, 

       a time to mourn and a time to dance, 

 5 a time to scatter stones and a time to gather them, 

       a time to embrace and a time to refrain, 

 6 a time to search and a time to give up, 

       a time to keep and a time to throw away, 

 7 a time to tear and a time to mend, 

       a time to be silent and a time to speak, 

 8 a time to love and a time to hate, 

       a time for war and a time for peace. 

 9 What does the worker gain from his toil? 10 I have seen the burden God has laid on men. 11 He has made everything beautiful in its time. He has also set eternity in the hearts of men; yet they cannot fathom what God has done from beginning to end. 12 I know that there is nothing better for men than to be happy and do good while they live. 13 That everyone may eat and drink, and find satisfaction in all his toil—this is the gift of God. 14 I know that everything God does will endure forever; nothing can be added to it and nothing taken from it. God does it so that men will revere him.
So these are the seven areas in which I think I learned something from Kiki the cat.  It’s true that she is no longer with us, at least not in the same form she was before.  But I believe that if we can think for a moment about these seven areas and apply them to our lives, then the blessings she shared will continue to be here for a very long time.
Discussion:

  What have you seen in the lives of your pets?  Any questions?  Have a great week! 
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� See, for example, Marcus Borg’s Heart of Christianity.


� Borg, Reading the Bible again for the first time p168.
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