GOD IN THE ARTS

Editor: The Revd Michael Burgess (Parish Pump, UK) continues writing about animals and birds
as seen in art and scripture... this month he considers *

He gave us eyes to see them: Tobias, the
angel and the dog, by Andrea del Verrochio

‘He never makes it his business to inquire
whether you are in the right or the wrong,
never asks whether you are rich or poor, silly
or wise, sinner or saint. You are his pal. That is
enough for him.’

Jerome K Jerome was writing there about the
special bond between human beings and dogs
who offer us those vital gifts of loyalty,
companionship and help. We can think of
guide dogs, sniffer dogs, and dogs serving with
the forces in war torn countries. And dogs who
have a special part to play in care homes,
prisons, with undergraduates taking exams, and autistic children. Dogs are a
reassuring, dependable presence in so many ways.

A few years ago Dion Leonard was running an ultra-marathon across the Gobi
desert. A stray dog befriended him and together they ran the course. It was an
amazing adventure that eventually brought them both back to this land, and
they can now be seen exercising in the streets and parks of Edinburgh.

In the book of Tobit in the apocrypha, a dog accompanies his son, Tobias, on
another incredible journey. Tobias leaves home with his dog to collect a debt,
and Raphael, the angel of healing, is also a companion. It is the theme of this
month’s painting from the workshop of Andrea del Verrochio which is now in
the British National Gallery. The studio flourished in the 15th century in
Florence, and it is possible that Leonardo da Vinci painted the little dog.

We know that it was not an easy journey and we see the stones along the way.
Tobias holds a fish from the river Tigris which will heal his father’s blindness.
His arm is entwined with the angel’s arm, and there at their feet is the faithful
dog.

While ‘dog’ is often a word of contempt in the Bible, here in the apocrypha we
meet a dog who provides friendship and security on the journey of life.
Dostoevsky wrote ‘Love the animals. God has given them the rudiments of



thought and untroubled joy.” We know that to be true as we think of the part
dogs play in our lives, and as we rejoice in the special gifts they bring us on the
journeys we make.



