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The idea that there are going to be ani-
mals in heaven is widely accepted, fol-
lowing the prophet Isaiah’s vision that 
involves animals, as well as an altered 
relationship between prey and preda-
tor species, “The wolf also shall dwell 
with the lamb, and the leopard shall 
lie down with the kid; and the calf and 
the young lion and the fatling togeth-
er; and a little child shall lead them,” 
(Isaiah 11:6). However, as Metropolitan 
Kallistos (Ware) writes, “It is not clear 
whether these animals in the Age to 
come will be the same animals as we 
have known in this present life; yet that 
is at least a possibility. We certainly do 
not have good grounds for asserting 
that it could not conceivably be so.”1

Objections to the idea of the immortal-
ity of individual animals often center 
around the fact that animals do not 
have a rational soul. There is a consid-
erable body of patristic opinion that 
states that humans possess a rational 
soul, contrasted with the irrational 
soul of the “beasts”. The broader con-
text is that of the tripartite soul, an 
ancient philosophical system that was 
adopted by Christians and that oper-
ates with the concepts of plant, animal, 
and human souls. The first of which is 
only alive, the second alive and sen-
tient, and the third alive, sentient, and 
rational. It is important to bear in mind 
that the human soul contains all three: 
the plant part, the animal part, and 
the human part proper. This system 
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is summed up by St Maximos the 
Confessor, in The Third Century on Love, 
in the following way:
 

The soul has three powers: first, 
the power of nourishment and 
growth; second, that of imagi-
nation and instinct; third, that of 
intelligence and intellect. Plants 
share only in the first of these pow-
ers; animals share in the first and 
second; men share in all three. The 
first two powers are perishable; 
the third is clearly imperishable 
and immortal.2

The last statement would come across 
as starkly alarming to any animal-lov-
er, if it is taken entirely out of context. 
The central premise that does allow 
us to talk of animal immortality is 
that no one at all, not even angels or 
humans, is immortal by nature. Only 
God is immortal by nature; every-
one else, even the angels, can only be 
immortal by God’s grace. After all, 
Saint Maximos the Confessor, in the 
same Third Century on Love in which 
he appears to condemn animal souls 
to oblivion, writes, “Whether or not 
it (the being of created things) exists 
eternally depends on the power of 
Him who alone exists in a substantive 
sense. But since ‘the gifts of God are 
irrevocable’ (Rom. 11:29), the being of 
created things always is and always 
will be sustained by His almighty 
power.”3 In order not to accuse one of 
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the greatest Orthodox metaphysicians 
who has ever lived of contradicting 
himself within the space of two print-
ed pages, an alternative interpretation 
of the mortality or immortality of an 
animal soul has to be sought.

An alternative interpretation can rely 
on the Neoplatonic idea (later thor-
oughly “baptized” into Christian the-
ology) of creation as a hierarchy of 
angels, humans, animals, plants, and 
minerals. The hierarchy of creation 
forms the framework for the proces-
sion (the systolic movement of divine 
illumination and grace) and the return 
(the diastolic movement), in which 
the creatures, in returning to God, re-
alize and confirm their existence. The 
organization and functioning of the 
hierarchy of creation were dealt with 
extensively by the thinker known 
to us as Dionysius the Areopagite. 
According to Dionysius, the angelic 
powers “share with those below them 
the good gifts which have come their 
way.”4 Immediately below them are 
the humans: “By means of the angels 
as good leaders, they can be uplifted 
to the generous source of all good 
things.”5 The same logic is applied 
further down the hierarchy. “And, if 
we must speak of the matter, all this 
applies also to the irrational souls. . . 
every sentient and living being.”6

Thus it appears reasonable to postu-
late that animals achieve immortality 
through our human mediation, that 
we uplift them to the source of di-
vine good gifts, that we contain them 
in our souls, as it were. The advan-
tage of this idea lies in the fact that 
it does not contradict the patristic 
distinction between rational and irra-
tional souls, but rather builds on the 
Dionysian paradigm of creation, and 
on the procession and return of divine 
gifts within its hierarchical structure. 

The Dionysian hierarchy would in no 
way deny the differences between our 
rational and the animals’ irrational 
souls, but, equally, would affirm that 
we can pass divine gifts to animals, 
just as angels pass divine gifts to us.

In order to explore the actual mech-
anism whereby these gifts are given 
and received, a useful vocabulary can 
be borrowed from a conceptual struc-
ture within the modern philosophy 
of mind that is known as externalism. 
The nature of the human mind, more 
than any other subject, has preoccu-
pied modern philosophers for a num-
ber of decades, and externalism is one 
of the more promising recent trends. It 
is an account of human consciousness 
based on the idea that the human mind 
cannot be confined to a single skull, or 
even a single organism, it extends into 
the rest of the world, both cognitive-
ly and socially, forming systems that 
reach far beyond a given individual. 

Externalism as a philosophical ap-
proach appears in two forms, known 
as content externalism and vehicle exter-
nalism. Content externalism is broader 
and less controversial. It simply as-
serts, to some extent following Hegel, 
that all our thoughts, desires, beliefs, 
hopes, fears, etc., are about something. 
We do not just think, believe, hope—
we think, believe, hope something, and 
that something is usually in the out-
side world. Our thoughts, beliefs, etc., 
are, in philosophical terminology, in-
tentional. And that intentionality, the 
“aboutness” of our mental states and 
mental acts, comes from the outside 
world and is impossible without it. 
In order for a conscious mind to exist, 
it takes both (a) the cognitive capaci-
ties within the individual and (b) the 
outside world to provide something 
for those cognitive capacities to work 
on. The human mind is coupled with 
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entities outside it to such an extent 
that it is meaningless to talk about 
human consciousness without it. 
Because this type of externalism con-
fines its observations to the content 
of our mental activity, it is known as 
content externalism. It is represented by 
such thinkers as Hilary Putman, Tyler 
Burge, and Colin McGinn.

The more extreme vehicle externalism, 
also known as the Extended Mind 
Theory (EMT), would take insights of 
the aforementioned thinkers further, 
and maintain that our actual cognitive 
processes can be outsourced to the 
outside world, that entities outside 
ourselves can serve as vehicles of our 
mental activity. The original formu-
lation of the EMT belongs to modern 
philosophers Andy Clark and David 
Chalmers. In their seminal paper The 
Extended Mind, published in 1998, 
Clark and Chalmers introduce the 
subject with a thought experiment of 
two people, Inga and Otto, who hear 
about an exhibition at the Museum of 
Modern Art and decide to go there. 
Inga thinks for a moment, remem-
bers that the museum is on 53rd Street, 
and proceeds there. Otto’s situation is 
different, he has Alzheimer’s disease. 
He has a notebook which he carries 
around with him, in which he writes 
all the important information. He 
consults his notebook, sees that the 
museum is located on 53rd Street, and 
proceeds there. The philosophers ar-
gue that there is nothing different in 
principle in the cognitive processes 
that took place here: both Inga and 
Otto wanted to go to the museum and 
accessed previously received, and 
previously noted, information about 
the location of the museum. The only 
difference is that in Inga’s case, the 
information was clearly in her mind, 
and in Otto’s case it was in his note-
book. But, given the similarities, Clark 

and Chalmers consider it legitimate to 
describe Otto’s notebook as an actual 
extension of his mind. 

Both content and vehicle externalism, 
outlined above, can provide an impe-
tus to an Orthodox discussion of the 
human mediation of immortality to 
animals. In the more general terms of 
content externalism, we could state that 
our minds are extended to animals in-
asmuch as we think about them, study 
them, classify them, and even more so 
when we look after them and form 
personal companionship with them. 
This is the same human mind that 
participates in the holy sacraments, 
that ultimately joins in the eucharistic 
exclamation of, “Thine own of thine 
own, on behalf of all and for all.” The 
idea that all creation, not just humans, 
participates in the Eucharist through 
the human, is developed in the writ-
ings of Metropolitan John (Zizioulas). 
He writes, “Whatever comes into the 
Church in the Eucharist becomes ec-
clesialized, rendered ‘Church’, as it re-
lates to the Father in Christ in the di-
vine Eucharist. By ‘Church’ we mean 
that all creation is brought into rela-
tionship with God through the human 
being.”7 And, further on in the same 
lecture, Metropolitan John states, 
“The human creature will freely par-
ticipate in the life of the persons of 
God and so all creation will be saved 
in and through man in Christ.”8

To bring the more extreme vehicle exter-
nalism, or the EMT, into the theological 
discussion of animal immortality is 
problematic at first glance, but, ulti-
mately, even more promising. It would 
be problematic if it involved the claim 
that our minds are coupled with those 
of the animals to such an extent that 
our cognitive processes are delegated 
to them, in a way reminiscent of the 
way we delegate to Google Maps or 

7 John D. Zizioulas, 
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ChatGPT. Such examples would proba-
bly be impossible to find, for the simple 
reason that our cognitive processes are 
more advanced than those of animals, 
and we have no need to outsource any-
thing to them. We could, however, con-
sider whether the EMT can be reversed 
from its anthropocentric position to 
suggest that the animals’ minds are 
extended, mutatis mutandis, to the hu-
mans. Imagine, if you will, a dog that 
leaves the house with his human, and 
trots down the garden path, without 
any sign of aggression, past a post-
man who is entering his territory. The 
dog then goes for a walk, completely 
without fear, on an unfamiliar patch 
that might, for all he knows, belong 
to another predator. Neither of these 
behaviors is natural for a dog qua dog. 
He would, guided by his animal mind 
alone, try to chase a stranger off his own 
territory and be on the highest possi-
ble alert if he had to walk on someone 
else’s patch. But for a dog living with a 
human, a dog whose mind is coupled 
with the human, these non-aggressive, 
calm, and relaxed behaviors would be 
entirely natural. One could, utilizing 
the conceptual apparatus of the EMT, 
say that the dog has outsourced the as-
sessment of danger and the judgment 
of whether or not aggression is called 
for, to the human being. Granted, it is 
not the same conscious outsourcing 
that the human performs in relation to 
Google Maps or ChatGPT, but it is, given 
the peculiarities of an animal’s mental 
life, for example, their reliance on in-
stinct, an analogous process. 

A more striking, more universal in its 
nature, and a more theologically rele-
vant example, is provided by the lives 
of saints, and the frequent accounts of 
their companionship with animals—
companionship that has nothing to 
do with the ordinary processes of 
taming, imprinting, or habituation. It 

involves many different species and 
is initiated by the animals, not by the 
holy men and women themselves. 
Such animal stories are extremely 
common in all traditions. For exam-
ple, in modern English-speaking the-
ology, they are documented by Helen 
Waddell in her book Beasts and Saints 
and Elizabeth Theokritoff in Living in 
God’s Creation, Orthodox Perspective on 
Ecology. Palestinian, Egyptian, Greek, 
Russian, and European holy men and 
women are described as communicat-
ing with animals, sharing their dwell-
ings and food with them, and healing 
them when necessary. These accounts 
are altogether too numerous to be 
dismissed as frivolous hagiographic 
decorations. 

The theological, and philosophical, 
significance of animal stories in hagi-
ography might lie in the following nar-
rative. The book of Genesis recounts 
the process of Adam naming the new-
ly created animals that God brought 
before him (Gen. 2:19); presumably, 
these animals lived around the human 
without fear. Following the Fall, and 
the advent of human sin, in the sto-
ry of the Flood, fear of humans is put 
into animals (Gen. 9:2). In the lives of 
holy men and women, animals are de-
scribed as losing their fear of humans, 
and actively seeking out their compa-
ny. As the holy human beings progress 
in their theosis, the consequences of the 
Fall are reversed, and animals instinc-
tively sense it. It is natural for animals 
to follow their various instincts, such 
as the instinct to build nests, to look 
after their young, to bury food for lat-
er, etc. It would appear that they also 
have an instinct for sainthood. As Saint 
Basil the Great put it in the Hexaemeron 
(Homily IX, 6), “Beasts bear witness 
to the faith.” In terms of modern-day 
EMT it is possible to say that animals 
couple their minds to the human, once 
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they have sensed the human’s altered 
existential status, and outsource to 
them such powers as are necessary to 
establish a link with the divine. 

This coupling is picked up by the hu-
man, who, precisely by reason of being 
a rational living being (logicon zoon), is 
able to recapitulate the whole world 
in their conscious mind, and present 
it to God, thus liberating it from its 
bondage to corruption and death. The 
human’s distinctive rational soul, far 
from becoming a line of demarcation 
beyond which animals are condemned 
to eternal oblivion, is rather a means 
by which animals can achieve immor-
tality. Indeed, this is the correction 
of the concept of rationality, or logos, 
that Metropolitan John (Zizioulas) 
drew attention to. Commenting on the 
Patristic understanding of rationality, 
he writes, “Rationality was not, as it 
came to be understood later, simply 
a capacity to reason with one’s mind. 
Instead, as the ancient Greeks thought 
of logos, it is man’s capacity to achieve 
the unity of the world and to make a 
cosmos out of it.”9

Thus it appears possible to defend the 
idea of the immortality of individual 
animals without denying the patristic 
distinction between the rational hu-
man and the irrational animal soul. 
The argument utilizes the accepted 
patristic assertion that any creature 
can only be immortal by God’s grace, 
not by its own nature, and further re-
lies on the concept of the human as the 

bridge between the material and the 
divine, frequently mentioned by var-
ious Church Fathers. The Dionysian 
hierarchy of creation, and the proces-
sion of divine gifts within it, hints at 
the provision by which immortality 
can be passed on to the animals by 
humans. Modern philosophy of mind, 
in particular its increasingly popular 
trend towards philosophical exter-
nalism, can provide a vocabulary to 
discuss more explicitly and in greater 
detail the actual mechanism whereby 
the joining of the human and the ani-
mal mind can take place. 

It should be noted that the concept 
of the human mind or consciousness 
as presented by modern philosophy 
is different from the patristic idea of 
the human soul. Although this differ-
ence runs deep and is worth exploring 
separately, it should not influence the 
central conclusion of the present argu-
ment for animal immortality, because, 
broadly speaking, the patristic “soul” 
and the modern “consciousness” 
are related as “whole” and “part”. 
Therefore, Orthodox Christians can be 
encouraged by the thought that the an-
imals they love in this space and time 
continuum are not going to sink into 
oblivion. The only thing that stands 
between animals and immortality is 
human sin and the only hope for im-
mortality for humans, as well as the 
rest of God’s creation, is a life in Christ, 
to which an invitation is extended by 
every sacrament and every service in 
the Holy Church. 
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