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To Be Human 

Twenty-fifth Anniversary Year 
 

Editor’s Note: This is the sixth of the series of the “The Best of Arise.”  
This one from 1978 and you’ll note that I continue to refer to current 
events as I go a long.  My dog Shivvy makes an appearance; he was 
still a puppy at the time; I had him for seventeen years until 2011 and 
now have another sweet dog named Shoney.  
 
This  season ’ s  s c r ip tu re s  (both Lent and Easter) and the fact I now have 
a not-so-little puppy have prompted me to think about what it means to be 
human. 
 
As a prologue to this story, we recall from Philippians Chapter 2:5-9, Jesus,  

Who, though he was in the form of God,  
did not regard equality with God something to be   
 grasped. 
Rather, he emptied himself, 
taking the form of a slave, 
coming in human likeness; 
and found human in appearance, 
he humbled himself, 
becoming obedient to death,  

even death on a cross. 
 

Jesus illuminates our humanity with a wondrous light. In 
sending Jesus to us God enables us to reflect on our 
humanness—Why did God choose the human race to relate to?                    
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God obviously found something of value in human beings to send his Son to 
become one with us. Our whole Jewish-Christian story is about how God 
wishes to relate to us humans who are but creatures of this small planet. 
 
Then as I reflect on the reality of my puppy who sometimes acts quite human, 
I question my own sense of life on the high end of the species of planet earth. 
This reflection has prompted me to appreciate the gift of my humanity, for 
more often than not we take for granted or abuse our humanness. I realize that 
I am but an earthling; I belong to planet earth. (How sad it is that we seem to 
be intent on destroying our habitat that was given to us to support and care for 
us.) 
 
My puppy is at my feet beneath my desk as I write. He’s got his paws on my 
feet . As I become aware of this body-to-body connection with this wonderful 
little creature, I wonder about the similarities and differences between us.  
 
You see, reflecting on this little one who shares my apartment and my life, I 
think about who he is and who I am. He and I share life in common and 
having him around prompts me to reflect on the mystery of life, as at this 
moment. 
 
My dog Shivvy is such a noble creature. He even seems to have a sense of 
self, making it clear when he wants to play or go off by himself; he enjoys 
body-to body contact, as I do; he’s quite intelligent and is a quick learner; he 
makes me appreciate that, like him, I’m an animal, albeit a rational one. Being 
part animal is a dimension of who I am. 

Those of us who tend to deny 
our animal nature only have a 
bankrupt spirituality, for the 
incarnation (the enfleshment) 
of God is the foundation stone 
of our Christian religious 
experience. 
 
But we tend to forget our 
connections with other 
creatures. And, in fact, there is 
plenty of evidence that 
humans can be pretty nasty 

creatures, becoming less than human. Shivvy and other creatures seem to be 
true to their nature; humans tend to distort their nature and often destroy what 
they touch. 
 
You see, we’re not content to be human. We’re not satisfied with who we are 
as homo sapiens. We want to be better than human; we try to climb high on 
the totem pole and thereby compromise our nature. 
 
That's where Jesus comes in. He helps us see that the key issue for humans is 
to seek meaning; to live a life that makes sense and has a noble purpose. 
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Humans are meaning-makers. And in that, we become more-than-human; 
Jesus, as Human/God exalts the entire human race. He has brought all of us 
before the throne of grace. 
 
Sadly, we choose not to be exalted, but to exalt in ways to be cruel, to tear 
each other down, rather than to lift each other up.  Recent news reveals that 
violence and hatred is not far below the surface of the human race. Humans 
tend to open themselves to spiritual evil rather than receive the tremendous 
spiritual good God wishes to bestow on us. In Jonesboro, Arkansas two 
middle school boys gun down classmates and a teacher at their school. And 
just this week a kid senselessly kills other kids in Oregon while others are 
caught plotting to do the same. India and Pakistan choose to show their 
machismo by testing nuclear weapons. 
 
Why is it that some of us humans tend to destroy what we touch? Lesser 
creatures don't do that. Will the threat of human violence ever end? Will it get 
worse before it gets better? Humans are the only creatures on this planet that 
kill for sport, for other reasons than survival. A visitor to our planet may well 
conclude that violence toward one's own is a characteristic of being human. 
 
Jesus, on the other hand, has made it clear that violence isn't the way. He 
chose to surrender himself to evil men rather than escalate evil. And he asked 
his followers to pledge themselves to nonviolence, that is, to love our 
enemies. It is clear to me at this point of my Christian journey that 
nonviolence is an essential component of 
the gospel. 
 
Let’s consider the joy, the beauty, the 
wonder, of being human, for we are 
"fearfully, wonderfully made,” as Psalm 
139 poetically declares.  
 
Many years ago, I attended a seminar that 
brought substantial changes to my life. I still 
remember a values clarification exercise we 
did. We were given six small sheets of 
paper and asked to complete the phrase: I 
am..." on each one and then rank them. I 
variously wrote, "I am a priest," I am a 
creative person," but the one that eventually 
made the top of the list was, "I am a 
thinking, feeling, willing human being." 
 
Of a sudden, I had a deep appreciation that 
these three activities were a major part of 
what it means to be human. Thinking, 
feeling and willing are the higher faculties of the human race. As we think, we 
can create; as we feel, we make contact with our environment; as we will, we 
choose the path our future will take. These are our internal faculties. But we 
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also have five highly developed senses through which we process data from 
the external world—seeing, hearing, tasting, smelling and touching. 
 
Shivvy also has five senses, the same as ours, with incredibly developed 
senses of hearing and smell. The fact that the five senses are means of 
communication for us thus unites us with other creatures on planet earth. They 
are wonderful gifts that we are always using to collect data. We take our 
senses for granted; we just employ them in every waking moment. The five 
senses are part of our animal nature, whereas thinking, feeling and 
willing are part of our spiritual nature. We are, in fact, embodied spirits 
and these higher faculties bring us into the realm of the spirit; they are the 
means by which we are able to exercise the highest human function, the 
ability to love and be loved.  
 
Many of us humans particularly have problems with the sense of touch. Every 
pore of our skin is sensitive to touch. Touch unites us with others and makes 
us feel at one. My puppy enjoys being touched. He loves to have his ears 
scratched and his belly rubbed. And he, too, likes to touch me. He wakes me 
up by putting his head on my neck and licking my face.  
 
I must say, that as a person who lives alone, I very much enjoy Shivvy's 
touch.  On the other hand, when we lose the desire to touch, we let go of an 
essential part of our animal nature. 
 
To be human, therefore, is to have a body. And, therefore, to be honestly 
spiritual, we must appreciate and take care of our body. We become badly 
mistaken if we deny the body, as our Catholic spirituality has done in the past. 
In denying the body, we deny our connections with planet earth, and, 
therefore, with the God who gifted us with our wonderful human nature. 
Instead of enjoying our human nature, we try to become like gods. Again and 
again, we commit the sin of Adam and Eve.   
 
Shivvy teaches me that one of my higher purposes is to be a servant. I serve 
him by taking him for a walk, by making sure he’s fed, by playing with him. 
He is also my little servant. He plops his head in my lap as if to say, "I really 
like you." And he follows me around as if to say, "can I be of assistance when 
you're 
cooking dinner?" Perhaps, just perhaps, he is a nobler creature than I. 
 
Let’s remember that Jesus commands that his followers be servants, following 
his example as the suffering servant. And so, humility is characteristic of 
those who seek to be truly human. Jesus taught us that. We should be more 
concerned in our spiritual quest to connect with all that is of the earth. (The 
word humility comes from the word "humus" which means" muck.") The 
great spiritual virtue of humility would have us get down in the muck to find 
the clues to our spiritual growth than to strive upward.  
 
I think of the scene in which the young warrior Luke Skywalker in the Star 
Wars trilogy lands in a dark and dank swamp when he was on his quest to find 
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his spiritual master. He thought landing in the swap was an unfortunate 
detour. Little did he realize that it was in the swamp that he was to find the 
master that would prepare him to be a great warrior. Yoda, a jolly little 
creature was to become his master teacher. 
 
So for many of us the life lesson is "up is down" and "down is up." In other 
words, our connections with lesser creatures and with the planet itself will 
give us more direct access to spiritual growth than if we strive our whole 
lifelong to reach the heights of heaven.  
 
For those of the human race, humility is 
necessary to remind us that being human is putting ourselves below all others; 
weakness is our strength. In that, we can discover that each of us humans is 
unique. DNA testing bears this out. No one is like me. I am like no other. So 
the best of human spirituality is to realize our own self-identity and self worth. 
Jesus would have us employ the gift of self, not to our own advantage but in 
loving service to others.  
 
Love ,  Jesus  taugh t ,  i s  the  ha l lmark  of  the  human 
expe r ience .  
 
Dogs, however, seem to know that by instinct. 
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