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’ve been wondering lately: Do I feel more awe and wonder when I discover 

that an animal is more like me than I thought? Or when I discover that the 

difference is even greater? We have examples of both in this issue. In our lead 

story, Rob Moll looks at a bird that may mourn when one of its species dies. 

Are these gatherings of crows really funerals? And in Wonder on the Web, we 

look at a new study about zebra stripes. It turns out many of us have come to 

some wrong conclusions because we’ve assumed that lions and other preda-

tors see what we see. More similar, more different—so long as it’s a surprise, I 

get excited either way.

That surprise is a theme of our other articles in this issue (and, ideally, in 

every article you’ll read in The Behemoth). Michael Guillen looks at how hard 

it was to change our understanding of light. Walter Brueggemann dives into 

James’s instructions for prayer, challenging our assumptions about petitioning 

God. And Harold Smith describes finding surprise inside surprise as he passed 

through Washington, D.C.

May your assumptions and expectations be upended as you read on.

Ted Olsen is editor of The Behemoth and tweets @tedolsen.
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Editor’s Note 

Issue 41: Crow funerals, the strangeness of light, wonder at the Renwick, 

and asking God rightly.  /  TED OLSEN

https://twitter.com/tedolsen


here’s an old “Far Side” comic showing a crow standing on the road beside a 

poor, flattened creature. The crow holds a spatula upright, the way a person 

would while waiting to flip a pancake. 

It’s barely exaggerated. Crows and ravens can make and use tools to get food, 

even when the tools require multiple steps. The New Caledonian crow is espe-

cially famous for its skills. They track down just the right size branch, break 

it at just the right point, remove its leaves and bark, and work the end until it 

makes a hook. Then they use their new hook tool to grab insects inside rotting 

wood and to move leaves around as they forage.

That Aesop’s fable about the crow and the pitcher isn’t off the mark, either. 

Researchers documented crows placing stones in a deep glass of water that 

had a worm floating in it. The crows dropped in solid, heavy stones to raise 

the water level and eat the worm. The birds skipped lighter and hollow ob-

jects that wouldn’t displace as much water. This, the researchers said, puts 

crow intelligence (at least in this field) on par with 5- to 7-year-old human 

children. (Similar experiments with tools rank chimpanzee intelligence about 

T

Funeral for a Feathered Friend 

Researchers are discovering why crows gather when one of them dies. 

Are they mourning or just learning?  /  ROB MOLL

https://youtu.be/pqe3HtIdkNU?t=106


the same as a 2-and-a-half-year-old kid’s.)

Now a series of new experiments is asking whether crows are smart enough 

to understand death.

Investigating funerals

I’ve seen abundant crows all my life. But only since moving to the Pacific 

Northwest have I noticed crows ganging up on hawks and eagles, chasing 

them away. That antipathy between crows and hawks helped to make for an 

interesting recent experiment for researchers at the University of Washing-

ton.

First, the researcher laid out food for the crows. After the crows got used to 

seeing food at the site, volunteers launched their three-part test. They visited 

the feeding site 1) while holding a stuffed crow made to look dead; 2) while 

holding the stuffed dead crow as a stuffed hawk, made to look alive, perched 

nearby; or 3) without the stuffed crow but with the hawk perched nearby. 

(There were also two control groups. In one, there was just a person with nei-

ther a dead crow nor a stuffed hawk. In the other, there wasn’t even a person, 

just the food.)

In all three test scenarios, the crows responded as they normally do to the 

death of another crow. One crow, the one in whose territory the experiment 

was carried out, discovered the “dead” crow and began to caw. This attracted 

several other crows who gathered around and squawked at the researcher. 

This “funeral” lasted for between 10 and 20 minutes, then the visiting crows 

flew off again.

The effect of the ritual lasted much longer than those 20 minutes. Even six 

weeks later, crows could identify the faces associated with the dead crow. 

(Volunteers wore latex masks so they wouldn’t be attacked by crows outside 

the experiment and so different volunteers could be used.) Upon seeing that 

mask, the crows would gather to squawk at the person who weeks earlier had 

held the dead crow or appeared with the predatory hawk.

When the hawk was present, the dead crow prompted more crow funerals 

and more crows at the funeral. That’s not surprising: The hawk without the 

dead crow raised as much alarm as the dead crow without the hawk. But they 

stayed away from the feeding site significantly longer after seeing a dead 

crow than after seeing a hawk. That helped to confirm researchers’ suspicions 



that crow funerals are used to alert neighbor crows to sources of danger—and 

to distinguish between kinds of danger. The crow community was learning 

who was associated with a crow death, but also who was not. 

(Worth noting: The crows scolded for almost every dead crow. But they only 

cawed about 40 percent of the time when researchers used a “dead” pigeon 

instead. And pigeons didn’t lead to the “funeral” mobs. And in case you’re 

wondering: Yes, researchers also ran the experiment on pigeons; they don’t 

care much if there’s a dead pigeon around.)

Crows’ ability to recognize human faces and remember them for years is actu-

ally remarkable. When was the last time you could tell two crows apart?

But do crows mourn?

It is the scientist’s job to evaluate animal behaviors in terms of adaptation 

for survival, but it is fair to wonder whether there isn’t something more than 

information sharing going on when crows gather around their dead. Do they 

grieve the death of one of their own? 

Like crow funerals, human funerals also serve specific purposes. A key func-

tion is to offer a dedicated space for grieving—the emotional process of work-

ing through the deep loss of a loved one. They serve as an opportunity for sur-

vivors to remember and honor the life of someone they cared about. For those 

closest to the deceased, a funeral is also part of the process of re-entering their 

community with a reshaped social network. No longer is the spouse the center 

of a person’s web of relationships. Establishing a new center takes time, but it 

traditionally begins at a funeral.

Funerals are also an important chance to reflect on and recommit to those 

things in life that are most valuable. A Christian funeral reflects our hope in 

Christ and in the eventual resurrection of our bodies. It reminds all of us that 

death will come to us eventually, and motivates us to live in light of that reali-

ty. At their best, funerals shift our priorities. 

And so I wonder if crows do indeed mourn, at least in some birdlike way. The 

BBC’s headline for the recent study reads, “The birds that fear death.” Crows 

may indeed experience fear. After all, it is our emotions that motivate our 

actions, and emotion causes us to assign priority to the information we learn. 

The University of Washington researchers are now scanning crows’ brains 

to figure out how active the emotional centers of their brains are when they 

http://www.bbc.com/earth/story/20150930-the-birds-that-fear-death
https://experiment.com/projects/crow-funerals-what-are-they-thinking-about


encounter a dead crow.

A crow “funeral” may merely involve the transfer of information about the 

death and causes of death of a particular bird. The gathering may serve the 

purpose of alerting a community of crows to the danger of a particular per-

son or hawk or any other hazard. But it is emotion (sadness, fear, anger) that 

assigns value to that piece of information. So I’d wager that in a bird’s own 

way, there is some sort of grief and mourning that attends a crow’s funeral. It 

may only last 10 or 20 minutes, but it is easy to imagine that there is a unique 

emotional quality to the avian gathering, one that is powerful enough that the 

information about a danger sticks. 

All creation does indeed seem to groan, awaiting redemption. Crows, ele-

phants, giraffes, dolphins, and chimpanzees all seem to mourn for their dead, 

often in groups. Perhaps there is a social function in the “funerals” for these 

group animals as well.

Humans, of course, are by far the most social of creatures. While 2-and-a-half-

year-old children are about equal to chimpanzees in terms of their ability 

to manipulate tools, they are light years beyond chimpanzees in their social 

intelligence. Children ace the social tests that stump the monkeys.

So it makes sense that human funerals are more complex, more social, and 

serve a broader range of purposes. What doesn’t make sense is that as birds 

still hold funerals, humans (at least in the Western Hemisphere) are pulling 

back from them dramatically. There are lots of reasons why people are hold-

ing fewer funerals: they’re seen as too morbid, too expensive, too religious. 

But if a crow is missing out on information necessary for its survival by skip-

ping a funeral, perhaps we are, too.

Birds and humans need funerals for their survival. We need to align our fear 

of death with specific threats in our environment. For humans, when a funer-

al reminds us of our deepest beliefs and our priorities in life, it has accom-

plished its purpose.

Rob Moll is a CT editor at large and author of The Art of Dying and What Your 

Body Knows about God. His article “Heavenly Minded and Earthly Good” ap-

peared in issue 8 of The Behemoth.
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ur earliest rational-scientific descriptions of the universe attached great im-

portance to the existence of opposites. The Pythagoreans, for example, saw 

the world in terms of ten polar opposites: Limited/Unlimited, Odd/Even, Unity/

Plurality, Right/Left, Male/Female, Rest/Motion, Straight/Curved, Light/Dark-

ness, Good/Evil, and Square/Oblong.

Until recently, science’s view of the universe hinged on the existence of an-

other antithetical pair: particle/wave. A particle has a well-defined shape and 

size. By contrast, a wave is smeared out, like the widening ripples on a pond. 

A particle’s shape and size don’t change from medium to medium—they are 

the same in water or molasses. By contrast, the substance and appearance of 

a wave depend critically on whether it is moving in water, molasses, or some 

other material. To borrow a phrase from Marshall McLuhan, when it comes to 

waves, the medium is quite literally the message.

For ages, science considered light to be a wave, not a particle. But that belief 

was demolished a little more than a century ago.

O

How Light Changed  
the Rules of Opposites 

North couldn’t be south. An odd number couldn’t be even. And a particle 

couldn’t be a wave. Then we saw the light.  /  MICHAEL GUILLEN



The experiment that triggered the revolution was performed in the late 1800s, 

first by Heinrich Hertz and then by his assistant, Philipp Lenard. The setup 

was simple. When the scientists shone light of different colors and brightness 

onto a polished metal plate, their instruments detected negatively charged 

particles—later called electrons—coming off the surface. The men reasoned 

that electrons in the metal plate were being shoved around by the light waves, 

the way surfers are by ocean waves. Nothing unusual about that.

But something wasn’t quite right. Instead of appearing to be nudged off the 

metal plate by soft-body waves, the electrons veritably leaped from the sur-

face as if hit by a heavy sledgehammer.

It reminds me of an extraordinary phenomenon I discovered at the Avalon 

Peninsula in southeast Newfoundland. I came upon a beach made entirely of 

large pebbles. Every time a wave broke on the shore, it jostled the pebbles, 

creating a racket. The pebbles behaved exactly as science had expected elec-

trons to behave in Hertz’s experiment. The electrons, according to the old 

theory, should have been jostled around. But instead, they flew off like sharp-

ly struck billiard balls.

There was another bit of unexpected strangeness. The brightness of the light 

made no difference. When hit with dim or bright light, electrons flew off the 

plate with the same energy, which was ridiculous. It was like saying that tiny 

ripples and monster waves propel surfers with equal momentum.

There was one final bit of nuttiness. The color of the light—its frequency, the 

number of cycles per second it has—made a huge difference in the results. 

Red light pushed electrons off the plate with far less energy than blue light. It 

made no sense.

In short, everything about the experimental results was backward. The bright-

ness of a light wave, which should determine its wallop, didn’t. The color of a 

light wave, which shouldn’t make any difference, did.

Enter 26-year-old Albert Einstein, a total newcomer to the world of profession-

al science. In 1905 he offered an explanation of Hertz’s and Lenard’s so-called 

photoelectric experiment’s crazy results—and it was shocking.

Forget science’s age-old belief, he declared: light is not entirely a wave; some-

times it behaves exactly like—gasp!—a particle. In other words, light is some 

kind of queer Jekyll-Hyde-like particle-wave—a “quantum,” it came to be 

called. Incredibly, Einstein ended up being right and was awarded the Nobel 



Prize in physics.

Einstein’s pronouncement defied everything science had thought was beyond 

questioning. It was as if he were declaring that odd could be even, right could 

be left, white could be black. In the history of contemporary science, no one 

had ever spoken such seemingly contradictory nonsense.

If that weren’t a hard enough pill for early 20th-century scientists to swallow, 

a French aristocrat soon completed the job of destroying science’s cherished 

belief in the particle-wave dichotomy. In 1924, 32-year-old Prince Louis-Victor 

de Broglie floated the idea that since a wave can behave like a particle, surely 

a particle can behave like a wave. “After long reflection in solitude and medi-

tation,” he recounted, “I suddenly had the idea, during the year 1923, that the 

discovery made by Einstein in 1905 should be generalized by extending it to 

all material particles and notably to electrons.”

Particles behaving like waves, waves behaving like particles. If it sounds a bit 

confusing to you, welcome to the dizzying world of 21st-century science. It’s a 

world that sounds senseless but appears to describe very well the universe we 

live in, a universe that as far as we know comprises objective truth. A world 

where in certain circumstances, light behaves like a wave, and in others like a 

particle. Ditto for electrons: sometimes they behave like particles, sometimes 

like waves.

Please understand, it is not a world where real objects are half one thing and 

half a completely opposite thing. What science appears to have discovered is 

that a light ray and an electron are each fully a wave and fully a particle. Each 

embodies a contradiction. It’s a world where our language has met its match, 

a world where particles and waves are all one hard-to-name, hard-to-compre-

hend thing—objects with a kind of dissociated identity, whose weird behavior 

is usually evident only in the teeny-tiny realm of atoms, but not always. Bi-

zarre, seemingly contradictory objects of which we ourselves are made.

It reminds me of Jesus’ identity. The radical notion that Jesus is simultaneous-

ly God and man is as confounding as the quantum theoretical idea that light is 

at once wave and particle, and an electron is concurrently particle and wave. 

Not half-and-half, but fully one and fully the other. 

At the extremities of reality—the realms of the super-tiny and the supernatu-

ral—we come face to face with truths for which we have no adequate words. 

As Niels Bohr, responsible for many of the stunning revelations about parti-

cles and waves, reportedly said, “The opposite of a correct statement is a false 



statement. But the opposite of a profound truth may well be another profound 

truth.”

Michael Guillen (PhD, Cornell) is former science correspondent for ABC News. 

Excerpted with permission from Amazing Truths: How Science and the Bible 

Agree, which releases February 9. See also Chad Meeks’s article in issue 33 of 

The Behemoth on “The Timeless Life of a Photon.”

ShareShare

http://www.michaelguillen.com/
http://www.amazon.com/dp/0310343755/?tag=christtoday-20
http://www.amazon.com/dp/0310343755/?tag=christtoday-20
http://www.christianitytoday.com/behemoth/2015/issue-33/ray-of-light-timeless-life-of-photon.html
http://www.facebook.com/sharer.php?u=http://www.christianitytoday.com/behemoth/2016/issue-41-february-4-2016/how-light-changed-rules-of-opposites.html?share=baJoRk8Rt5YaIaWPpm13ymuR%2bSt9%2f5uH
https://twitter.com/intent/tweet?text=http://www.christianitytoday.com/behemoth/2016/issue-41-february-4-2016/how-light-changed-rules-of-opposites.html?share=baJoRk8Rt5YaIaWPpm13ymuR%2bSt9%2f5uH%20via%20@behemothmag


onder. It first came to mind as our plane flew over the East Coast’s record 

snowfall and landed at Washington Reagan airport.

Slip-sliding into a waiting taxi, my wife and I were driven past ranges of 

shoulder-high snow near manmade wonders like the Jefferson and Wash-

ington memorials, then past the White House to our hotel just off of historic 

Lafayette Square.

Once settled in, and with a couple of hours to kill before our evening’s event, 

Judy and I thought we’d drink a bit more deeply of the capital’s architecture. 

Our stroll immediately past President Obama’s residence brought us to a 

recently polished facet of the Smithsonian building-expanse: the Renwick 

Gallery.

America’s first building to be designed specifically as an art museum, the 

160-year-old Renwick is an easily forgotten artistic gem, positioned as it is 

along a line of other attention-getting historic row houses.

But it was the banner emboldened with a single word, “WONDER,” draped 
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The newly renovated Renwick Gallery reopens with massive, immersive 

installations.  /  PHOTOGRAPHS BY RON BLUNT; INTRODUCTION BY HAROLD SMITH



across the recently refurbished facade that forced our attention. And our 

attendance.

Once inside, we were visually accosted by nine galleries full of massive, un-

expected treasures. Unexpected because of the media used by the nine artists 

whose individual vision filled each room: index cards, toothpicks, scotch-

tape, ground-up tires, wire, insects—lots of insects! Together, the installations 

turned the building itself into one big work of art.

The largest exhibits naturally demanded the most time to experience and 

drew the most awe from attendees. 

Inspired by a map from the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administra-

tion colorfully depicting the energy released during the Tohuku earthquake 

and tsunami of 2011, Janet Echelman translated these readings into a mas-

sive, undulating net hung across the ceiling of the Renwick’s Grand Salon. 

(Viewers were encouraged to lie on the floor and look up at this man-made 

“tsunami”—all the more adding to the sense of wonder.)

Equally impressive—and doubly unsettling—was the so-called “Bug Room.” 

The work of Jennifer Angus, this gallery’s four walls are covered with five 

thousand dead, dried insects arranged in patterns reminiscent of “Day of the 

Dead” motifs, all resting on a backdrop of a pink wash made from a Mexican 

insect that lives on prickly pear cacti.

As in the case of both Echelman’s and Angus’s artwork, the approachability of 

the Renwick seems to bring the art to you. And thus the power of each gallery 

presentation—power added to by an assortment of quotes subtly comple-

menting each rendition. One by St. Augustine near the gallery showcasing 

Tara Donavon’s Cappadocian-like towers made out of everyday office materi-

als particularly caught my attention.

“Men go forth to marvel at the heights of mountains, at the huge waves of the 

sea, the broad flow of the rivers, the vastness of the oceans, the orbits of the 

stars, and they neglect to marvel at themselves.”

No chance for such neglect here. That each artist could see beyond the mun-

dane (or, in the case of the tsunami-inspired piece, the terror) and bring forth 

beauty—and wonderment—speaks wonderfully of God’s own Creation high-

point.

We left hoping that our own sight might have been sharpened a little by our 

chance find. Or, as another gallery quote put it, we left hoping that we might 



“pay better attention to our surroundings, permitting the everyday to catch 

us up again.”

Harold Smith is president and CEO of Christianity Today. The Wonder instal-

lation will be on exhibit through May 8, 2016.

Jennifer Angus’s “In the Midnight Garden” positions 5,000 insects to evoke decorative wallpaper. Even the pink 
background is insect-derived cochineal dye.



Chakaia Booker’s “Anonymous Donor” invites the visitor to walk through ten-foot walls made from old tires, cut, 
shredded, folded, and reworked.

Gabriel Dawe used almost 60 miles of thread to create “Plexus A1,” a visual spectrum named for the body’s net-
work of nerves and vessels.



The ten fairy chimneys and hoodoos in Tara Donovan’s “Untitled” are made from about a million index cards.

Patrick Dougherty searches the world for bendable branches and sticks for his sculptures, such as the Renwick’s 
“Shindig.”



Janet Echelman’s “1.8” invites you to lie down to view a representation of the energy released by the 2011 Tohoku 
earthquake and tsunami. The carpet is partly made from old fishing nets. The installation’s name draws from the 
quake shortening the day by 1.8 millionths of a second as it shifted the earth on its axis.

When John Grade’s “Middle Fork (Cascades)” leaves the Renwick Gallery at the close of the Wonder Exhibit, it will 
be taken to the Cascade Mountains and placed next to the original hemlock tree that served as its model. 



Maya Lin’s “Folding the Chesapeake” models the estuary with 54,000 glass marbles.

The lighting sequences in “Volume (Renwick)” by Leo Villareal, which uses 23,000 LED bulbs in 320 steel rods, 
never repeat.
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“You ask and do not receive, because you ask wrongly, in order to 

spend what you get on your pleasures.” 

(James 4:3, NRSV used throughout)

he Roman Empire was an economy of bragging rights that required aggres-

sive, ambitious behavior to be best, and first, and biggest. It was a predatory 

economy of getting everything you could for yourself at the expense of every 

other person. Does that sound familiar? (It is not a new idea that the US, in its 

economy of craving, reinforced by strong military power, has close parallels 

to the ancient economy of Rome.)

And the early church had to live in that economy. So James, wise elder that he 

is, wrote to give advice and reprimand to the church, instruction that we used 

to call “the nurture and admonition of the Lord.” The church was tempted to 

imitate its cultural environment, and James insists otherwise. In the third and 

fourth chapters of his letter, James offers a social analysis and an alternative 

proposal that invites the church to choose and act differently.

The social analysis is in three stages:

T

You’re Praying Wrong 

Ask, and it will be given you, Jesus promised. Crave, and you’ll kill for it, 

James warned.  /  WALTER BRUEGGEMANN



“Those conflicts and disputes among you, where do they come from?” he asks 

first. “Do they not come from your cravings that are at war within you?”

There is everywhere conflict and dispute, a readiness to be quarrelsome, even 

to the performance of violence against those who think and act otherwise. 

Paul terms this the “desires of the flesh”: “Now the works of the flesh are ob-

vious: fornication, impurity, licentiousness, idolatry, sorcery, enmities, strife, 

jealousy, anger, quarrels, dissensions, factions, envy, drunkenness, carousing, 

and things like these” (Gal. 5:19–21). These are not “natural” or innate practic-

es, but learned habits of self-indulgence, life without restraint.

The second thing James notes is that the practice of such conflict and dispute 

results in destructive behavior. “You want something and do not have it; so 

you commit murder,” he says. “And you covet something and cannot obtain it, 

so you engage in disputes and conflicts” (James 4:2). James identifies two vio-

lations of the Big Ten from Sinai—murder and coveting—but the other com-

mandments are implied. They are affronts against God and against neighbor.

This behavior in dispute and conflict is propelled by cravings that are at war 

within you. So the cultural expectations of a society of bragging, ambition, and 

aggression generate cravings—an assumption that if you want it you need it, 

and you ought to have it, and you must ask for it in demanding terms.

But, says James, you do not receive, because you ask wrongly (4:3). So we get 

the sequence of unrestrained craving, conflict and dispute that violates neigh-

bor, and wrong asking, a recipe for disaster that nearly seduced the church in 

its imitation of a greedy, anxious society.

We have been taught an alternative by Jesus:

“Ask, and it will be given you; search, and it you will find; knock, and the 

door will be opened for you. For everyone who asks receives, and everyone 

who searches finds, and for everyone who knocks, the door will be opened. Is 

there anyone among you who, if your child asks for bread, will give a stone? 

Of if the child asks for a fish, will give a snake? If you then, who are evil, know 

how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will your Father in 

heaven give good things to those who ask him!” (Matt. 7:7–11)

But you do not receive, says James, because you ask wrongly:

You ask only for yourself.

You ask for instant gratification, so we need a quicker contact and a faster 



follow through, for who is taught to wait?

You ask only for your own kind in a practice of tribalism, the tribe of America, 

or whiteness, or liberals or conservatives.

You ask without restraint or limitation or discipline, because if you want it, 

you need it!

God is ready to give bread and not a stone. God is prepared to give you a 

fish and not a snake. But you ask wrongly, in imitation of a world of anxious 

greed.

What Right Asking Sounds Like

So I wondered: What would James say is “right asking,” the kind of asking that 

a craving, aggressive, ambitious, bragging, anxious society cannot practice? 

How would the church ask faithfully? Maybe like this:

Ask not for self, but for the neighborhood, always in the presence of brothers 

and sisters. Such a horizon of right asking contradicts the dominant value 

system of Rome or the US economy.

Ask for the future. Right asking is not about instant gratification. It is about 

gifts given slowly, to be nurtured and treasured and passed along, not used up 

in a flash.

Ask for those who are not of our own tribe. Our asking is so much defined by 

our class, our race, our nation state, our ethnic group, because the others are 

not on our screen. But the prayers of the faithful rightly match the praise of 

the faithful. And you know how the praise goes:

Praise him, sun and moon; 

praise him, all you shining stars! 

Praise him, you highest heavens, 

and you waters above the heavens! . . .

Praise the Lord from the earth, 

you sea monsters and all deeps, 

fire and hail, snow and frost, 

stormy wind fulfilling his command!

Mountains and all hills, 

fruit trees and all cedars! 



Wild animals and all cattle, 

creeping things and flying birds!

Kings of the earth and all peoples, 

princes and all rulers of the earth! 

Young men and women alike, 

old and young together! (Ps. 148:3–4, 7–12)

All creatures of our God and king gather together with radishes and kanga-

roos and kings and young girls, all in praise. So ask for all the creatures. Ask 

for the creation. Ask on behalf of the world around you.

Ask with disciplined restraint, because not nearly as much is needed as our 

empire-satiated craving might suggest. Ask modestly. Ask a little.

And the outcome of right asking is bread and not a stone, fish and not a snake; 

maybe it will be two loaves of bread and five fish. The outcome of right asking 

is what Paul terms “the fruit of the spirit”: “By contrast the fruit of the spirit 

is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, and 

self-control.”

And then Paul adds: “There is no law against such things”—not even in the 

greedy empire of Rome (Gal. 5:22–23).

Or as James has it: “But the wisdom from above is first pure, then peaceable, 

gentle, willing to yield, full of mercy and good fruits, without a trace of par-

tiality or hypocrisy. And a harvest of righteousness is sown in peace for those 

who make peace” (James 3:17–18).

‘If Your Child Asks’

Right asking sounds like an act of quiet piety. It is that; but it is more than that. 

It is a mighty challenge to the dominant greed system. It is an alternative to 

be acted out in the public sphere. It is an exposé of the entire loan and credit 

system that preys upon the vulnerable and keeps them in debt. It is a sum-

mons to transform structures and policies that are propelled by the craving 

that consists in wrong asking. James does not propose a quiet little community 

of right asking, but a bold invitation to a larger society that is devouring itself 

in wrong asking.

So what if, in the end, right asking is only asking for the little children? Jesus 

holds up the little ones as a test case. But not just the cute entitled ones that 



belong to the ownership class. All the children! All the children of the world 

and of the city, all the children left behind. All the children who are victims of 

the predatory economy. In my town, Cincinnati, 53 percent of the children live 

below the poverty line. They live below the poverty line because the cravings 

of empire depend on the cheap labor of the vulnerable who do not make it in 

an economy of greed. They are left behind because they are relentlessly kept 

“separate but equal” concerning education and housing and health care. Jesus 

speaks of a stumbling block set before the little ones. The stumbling block of 

inadequate provision, of social stigma from birth, of disadvantage of a system-

ic kind. Such stumbling blocks are predictable in a society of wrong asking, 

because children are left behind when the asking is only for self, only for our 

tribe, only for instant gratification, only without restraint, limitation, or disci-

pline.

The word from James is indeed that it could be otherwise. There could be 

right asking. But that, he writes, depends on friendship. “Do you not know 

that friendship with the world is enmity with God? Therefore whoever wishes 

to be a friend of the world becomes an enemy of God” (4:4).

Friendship with God, by contrast, depends on meditating day and night on 

God’s Torah, day and night on the good purposes of God, day and night on our 

part in those good purposes. Right asking depends on that friendship. So ask 

rightly: Ask for bread, but be sure it is broken bread. Ask for wine, but be sure 

it is wine poured out. Those who do not ask rightly perish, as is happening 

right before our eyes. But, says the psalmist, those who ask rightly will pros-

per. What better! What better than to prosper through right asking. That is 

very good news indeed!

Walter Brueggemann is William Marcellus McPheeters professor emeritus of 

Old Testament at Columbia Theological Seminary in Decatur, Georgia. Adapt-

ed with permission from a sermon delivered at St. Chrysostom’s Episcopal 

Church in Chicago, September 20, 2015.
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Pluto’s (Possible) Ice Volcano
It’s amazing to think that just a little over 100 years since the Wright brothers 

took to the skies in a spruce biplane, we’ve got spacecraft capable of charting 

the topography of Pluto. As of last July, NASA’s New Horizons spacecraft had 

picked up evidence of two possible cryovolcanoes—volcanoes that that spew 

ice instead of lava. One of these sites, informally dubbed “Wright Mons” in 

honor of the Wright brothers, could be the largest cryovolcano discovered in 

the outer solar system so far.

To Lions, Zebras Are Mostly Gray
Why are zebras striped? Camouflage, right? They break up the zebra’s out-

line, or let them hide among the shadows of trees. At least that has been the 

main theory so far. But it turns out that to most predators, the black and white 

stripes show up as muddled gray at any real distance, which means camou-

flage isn’t all that necessary. The Atlantic’s Ed Yong summarizes new research 

on what zebras really look like to lions and the reasons it still might behoove 

zebras to wear such flashy coats. One of them has to do with a much smaller 

threat: blood-sucking flies.

Wonder on the Web 

Issue 41: Links to amazing stuff.

http://www.christianitytoday.com/behemoth/2015/issue-28/plutos-new-horizons.html
http://www.nasa.gov/feature/possible-ice-volcano-on-pluto-has-the-wright-stuff
http://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2016/01/to-lions-zebras-are-mostly-gray/427050/
http://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0145679
http://www.bbc.co.uk/nature/16944753


Frozen Soap Bubbles
Here’s a lovely video inspired by a preschool girl who apparently did not want 

to put on her winter coat one day. “But it is very cold outside,” her daddy said. 

How cold? “So cold that even soap bubbles freeze and it looks really beautiful, 

you know?” Our thanks to Pawel Zaluska for braving the cold (5˚F) and film-

ing this phenomenon for the sake of whimsy and wonder.

Space Archaeologist
Egyptologist Sarah Parcak is what you get when you cross Indiana Jones and 

Chris Hadfield. Using infrared images and data collected from NASA satellites, 

she searches for (and finds) lost archaeological sites. In this short TED talk, 

Parcak explains the role of space archaeology in her discovery of the long-lost 

capital city of ancient Egypt’s Middle Kingdom—an era known as a cultural 

renaissance in Egypt’s history. Excavation of the site is still in progress. But 

Parcak’s team has already found some promising clues, like pottery and pre-

cious stones (maybe from a ritzy jewelry shop).
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