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Mr. Shiver ’ s S tory
Lessons learned from a puppy
I met hi m in late September around St. Robert’s Day, 1997.

He was
with his siblings in a tall fenced-in enclosure on a very cold day. My
friend Glenn in Baltimore had these puppies and said, “Hey, Bob, come
get one.”
This little guy wandered over
to my toes on the other side of
the fence. He was shivering.
And that’s how he got his
name.
(At the time I named him, I
didn't realize what Shivvy
rhymes with.) His formal name
is “Mr. Shivers.” A friend in
Florida had been hounding me
(so to speak) that I should get a
dog. I was quite sure my little
doggie was a gift from God.
And nearly fourteen years later, with a tear in my right eye, I say, he
truly is. He’s a Chesapeake Bay Retriever with a black tongue which
suggests he has some Chow in him as well. He went in the water once in
Maryland in the winter, but got out quick. I’ve had him in the ocean but
he doesn’t like the water that much. I’d put the leash on him and take
him out over his head and watch him swim. His breed has web feet for
fetching ducks out on the Chesapeake Bay. He has a black, shiny coat
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with big paws and a handsome face like a wolf; once in a blue moon, he’ll
howl like one, which is chilling but fun, a reminder of his proud heritage.
He really is a noble creature.
He seldom barks; doesn’t chew or rummage the garbage; and he’s very
polite. I’ll set out his treats with his reach, but he won’t touch them until
he’s given them.
He’s a contemplative dog (like his master) and ascetical (which his
master’s not.)Contemplative in the sense that he seems to enjoy his own
company. I’ve left him to the care of two wonderful neighbors, Marie
Denis and Grace Krochka who have walked him while I’ve been gone for
as long as ten days. He stays alone in our apartment and they take him
for walks and spoil him as if he were a crown prince. But, of course, he is
Master of the House. And ascetical, in the sense that, early on, he
declined sleeping on a bed and prefers to sleep on the ceramic tile floor; I
suppose because it’s cooler.
When I was in my apartment in Baltimore Shivvy greeted everybody. He
was much more gregarious than his master. Even strangers on the street
wanted to pet him, prompting me to be friendlier too. What is amazing is
when I’m having a down day he’s even more attentive to me, as if he
wants to cheer me up, and he invariably does. When I moved to St.
Augustine to a HUD complex I had him designated as a legal companion
animal by a psychiatrist. He is welcome anywhere by law in the United
States. The innkeepers at the grand lodge on the south rim of the Grand
Canyon greeted him as an honored guest.
One evening, I looked down at Shivvy on the floor, so small. I got down
there with him. Of a sudden, I got a wonderful insight: That's what God
did!
That Christmas Eve in 1997 I took Shivvy with me to the children’s Mass.
I put a red bow around his neck and the little furry person sat in the lap
of my friend Carol Dunsworth until
the homily. I showed him to the
children and told them the story
about how I realized one night when
I was standing up and Shivvy was on
the floor, he must have felt that I
was a great creature. I told them
that I got down on the floor with my
puppy and at that moment, it
dawned on me that . . .
Jesus came into this world as
vulnerable as my puppy. Shivvy
depends on me to be gentle with him,
to feed him, to show him affection. Jesus, as a vulnerable little child,
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depended on Mary and Joseph for the same. Just as Shivvy lies
contentedly in my arms, so can we flop trustingly into the arms of
God. Puppies unconditionally trust their masters; how sad that we
often refuse to trust in God.
Jesus reversed roles when he came into this world. The mighty God
became the vulnerable one. As a child he was obviously vulnerable.
But when he grew to become a man, he remained vulnerable,
stretching out his arms on the Cross, surrendering his power as God
to become like a little vulnerable lamb led to the slaughter.
So Mr. Shivers’ vulnerability was a daily reminder that I needed to train
myself to care gently for those who are little or vulnerable. He also
reminded me of my own fragility. And in my fragility, when it showed
itself, my little puppy knew how to minister to me. He also reminded me
of the vulnerability of our God as he chooses to love us.
The day that I had my insight, I became aware of how much this little
creature of God could teach me. As a puppy when he would lie quietly in
my lap, I would attend to his breathing and his heart beat. He is alive as I
am alive. He breathes, I breathe. His heart beats, so does mine. I have
always tried to reverence life, but then I had been given a little one to care
for and to care for me.
I learned how to keep a relationship well oiled. Sometimes when I
disciplined Shivvy for piddling on my on my carpet, he wouldn’t "speak"
to me for awhile. Sometimes, when he knew he had been really bad, he
look at me with forlorn eyes. In these situations, I had to be very gentle.
I'd present my hand; but he might refuse to lick it, until I stroke him for
a while and praise him. Not for long, though; his tail would soon wag
again and he’d lick my hand or my face.
One evening, I learned how I could use more force than necessary.
Shivvy was eating up my linoleum floor! I was really ticked off, gave him
several heavy swats on his behind and plopped him unceremoniously into
his house. I regretted the stronger use of force than I intended; I could
see how abuse can so easily creep into domestic relations. The terrible
amount of physical and emotional abuse that takes place behind the
closed doors of our homes is a testimony that we need to learn to be
gentle, even if firmness is called for. I think we all have to pray that God
would keep us gentle with our children, with our spouse, with our
employees or with our puppies.
Sometimes I would get involved in my work and am not aware that he is
trying to get my attention by chewing on my slippers. When I realize
this, I get down on the floor and play with him for a while. How many
times do we ignore our children or the emotional needs of our spouses.
Even puppies have feelings! These days, in my condo Shivvy looks for
me to spend a few minutes to get down on the floor with him. I put my
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head next to his and just hold him. I’m a man of few words. But I
communicate with him heart to heart. We just breathe together for a
while. We are both contemplatives, it seems.
I was astonished the day when Mr.
Shivers decided he wasn't going to go in
the direction I wanted him to go. We had
a clash of wills. He dug in his hind
quarters and wouldn't budge. Could it be
that even a puppy had a will? Thomistic
philosophy states that the will is the
highest faculty of the human person that
renders us responsible for ourselves and our actions. Thomas also taught
that animals don’t have free will or intellect. Nevertheless, Shivvy sure is
smart! Though we Christians believe in the union of one soul with one
body, I can more easily understand how some believe in reincarnation.
There is something very unique about my dog.
There’s a powerful source of life in him, even if it may not be intellect and
will. When I take him for a walk, he takes the leash in his mouth, sticks
his head proudly in the air and pulls me along as if I were the one on the
leash! He still does that to this day. This happens for some reason at the
southwest corner of our condo quadrangle. I don’t understand; but he
does!
When we moved to St.
Augustine, Shivvy became more
fearful of people, perhaps
because I had changed; it was a
difficult time for me. He was
much less gregarious and would
bark at men and was fearful of
children. Yet, these days in Ft.
Lauderdale he has opened up
again and walks up to people
and greets them. And oh! he’s a
bisexual dog, by the way. He stops the parade to sniff all dog’s butts
going by in the accustomed ritual.
I just checked his age by breed on the Internet and they say he’s 95! But
he still acts like a puppy. He teases me by running fast and furious
around my dining room table, ogling me to catch him and he bounces
right up on my bed where he goes when I’m not at home; he looks like a
proud lion in his lair up there.
We’ll walk around our condo complex, especially along the canal where
he’ll mingle with the ducks. He loves other animals. That reminds me of
the time he found a little bird in Baltimore with a broken wing near a
fence and helped me.
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So we can learn a few things from a little puppy ~ how God comes close to
us; keeping trust; the virtues of vulnerability; how to build relationships;
how to discipline; how to nature faith and relationship with God; the
nature of free will; and how to learn new things -- substantial stuff, for
sure, but especially how to reverence all life.
As you can tell, I am in awe of this furry person given to me as gift! Life
is wonderful, even for a puppy. As I embrace Shivvy, a gift of life, I can
see, even in a little one, a hint of the face of God.

Above ~ enjoying his food.
Below, left ~ at the Vet; right ~making a new friend.
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