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Galatians 5: 16-26 
This week, in one of my trips down the rabbit hole that is the internet, I came 
across an absolutely fascinating video about Island Foxes. 1  
 
The Island Fox, Urocyon littoralis, is found in all the world only on 6 of the 8 
Channel Islands off the coast of Southern California.  The Island Fox is much 
smaller than a typical fox as a result of insular dwarfism, a phenomenon where a 
species confined to a very small range, like an island, evolves a reduced body size 
to conserve limited resources.  So, Island Foxes are only about 18-20 inches long 
from nose to tail, about the size of a small house cat, which makes them 
incredibly cute.  They were also, until recently, incredibly endangered, just on the 
brink of vanishing without a trace from existence.  Scientists tried to figure out 
what had happened to the once plentiful foxes because they started out as apex 
predators on the islands, eating bugs and lizards and small rodents.  They could 
never get TOO plentiful—the small island habitat kept a ceiling on that…but they 
had no natural predators, so their continued thriving seemed assured.  
 
But something changed. On Santa Rosa Island, the population of Island Foxes had 
fallen from 1500 in the early 1990’s…to just 14 by the year 2000.  Similar 
devastation had occurred on the other islands, too. The foxes were nearly gone. 
And in their studies, scientists came across a complex chain of woes driving the 
decline.  The foxes were threatened because their entire ecosystem was on the 
verge of collapse.  It all started in World War two, the video explained. Soldiers 
fighting in the jungles halfway around the world from the Island Fox’s habitat 
were falling victim to malaria, typhus, and insect borne diseases, so the allies 
developed DDT, a powerful insecticide.  One of the world’s largest DDT 
manufacturing plants was in Los Angeles.  Over its period of operation, that plant 
(Quite legally at the time) dumped 17,000 tons of pesticide waste into the coastal 
rivers and the Pacific waters around the Channel Islands.   
 
                                                        
1 (The video can be viewed here:  https://thekidshouldseethis.com/post/island-
fox-channel-islands) 



 2 

That spilled DDT entered the fish population through a process called 
bioaccumulation.  It didn’t kill off the fish…but it made them, well, toxic.  And that 
posed a problem for the bald eagles native to the area that depended upon the 
fish as a food source.  Now this is important, because, preferring fish, the bald 
eagles left the island foxes pretty much alone.  But the DDT in the fish caused the 
bald eagles’ eggshells to become thin, fragile, and brittle, so a nesting mother 
would crush her own eggs.  By the 1950’s, bald eagles had disappeared from their 
habitat around the Channel Islands, and left the skies open for a new species of 
raptor:  Golden Eagles.  And Golden Eagles don’t prefer fish, so the poisonous fish 
were not a problem for them—but Golden Eagles do have a fancy for foxes.   
 
Now add one more wrinkle to this teetering ecosystem.  The Channel Islands also 
had a large population of feral pigs, introduced by farmers in the late 1800’s, and 
left to breed unchecked.  The feral pigs were a double whammy, because they 
destroyed the vegetation that was the foxes’ habitat and protection, and if golden 
eagles like anything better than foxes, it’s a little feral piglet, so that assured that 
the golden eagles were there to stay. 
 
So—there’s your trouble.  All conservationists had to do to solve the Island Ïox 
extinction crisis was to clean up the DDT to stop the bioaccumulation, get rid of 
the feral pigs, capture and relocate the golden eagles, reintroduce the bald eagles 
and accomplish an aggressive Island Fox breeding program before the clock ran 
out and the ecosystem was irreversibly altered.  They didn’t have one problem, 
they had 5 or 6 concurrent problems.  An ecosystem in full collapse. 
 
So, with that image in mind, hit pause for just a moment with the Island foxes. I 
came across something else down my internet rabbit hole this week.  It was 
actually unavoidable to encounter it—the story that was tweeted, re-tweeted, 
repeated and re-shared about last weekend’s interaction at the Lincoln memorial 
between a group of Kentucky Catholic School Teenagers, who were present for 
the anti-Abortion March for Life, and a small group of native Americans, who 
were present for an Indigenous People’s March.   
 
The story, and in particular the one photograph of the smiling teenager and the 
native American drummer face to face with one another, spread like wildfire 
through mainstream media and various social media outlets.  And I want to take a 
moment and own my response to it.  I saw everything I thought I needed to know 
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to make a judgment about what was going on—a smirking teenager.  A bunch of 
Make America Great Again hats. A photo with one native American face 
surrounded by dozens of white faces.  Add in that the students were from 
Kentucky…with all the stereotypes that unfairly come with that—my outrage 
machine kicked into full overdrive.  I saw ugliness, I saw racism, I saw white 
privilege, I saw ignorance, I knew exactly what was going on and exactly who to 
blame for it.   
 
I’m not saying, by the way, that those elements were entirely absent from the 
scene…but the situation was more complicated than I and many others first 
assumed.  Other videos emerged to give perspective to the scene.  The teenagers, 
who were there for a protest march, had come under vicious verbal attack by a 
splinter group calling themselves Black Hebrew Israelites.  This group has 
messages and behaviors not unlike those of the infamous Westboro Baptist 
Church—an apocalyptic end times outlook, and an aggressive and vocally abrasive 
style. For over an hour, as the student group waited for their bus, the Hebrew 
Israelites had been attacking and preaching at both the high school students and 
the native American group—calling the students inbred, crackers, racists, and 
“MAGA hat wearing obscenities”, calling the Indians unbelievers and sinners 
destined for hell, telling a woman who confronted them that she needed to be 
quiet and go listen to her husband. 
 
The charged atmosphere came originally not from the students but from the 
Hebrew Israelites.  The students then asked permission from their chaperones to 
respond with school chants and cheers—essentially as an effort to drown out or 
shout down the Hebrew Israelite group.  The chaperones, apparently unaware of 
the scriptural admonition from Proverbs 15 that a gentle answer turns away 
wrath but a harsh word stirs up anger, unwisely gave permission.  So now there 
are two groups shouting at each other in an effort to drown each other out.  Then 
the native American gentleman decides that the best action is to drown out both 
groups with a prayer song—well intended, perhaps, but it is in a different 
language, his native tongue, so the message is lost…the students, who have felt 
attacked and already assumed a posture of defensiveness, interpret the 
intervention as another aggressive voice.  Some of them respond with mockery 
and tomahawk chop arm motions.  And so, we arrive at an altercation of shouted 
voices—the Hebrew Israelites shouting insults and obscenities, the students 
shouting school cheers, the native American gentleman shouting prayer choruses, 
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some students mockingly joining in, and, as soon as the entire confrontation went 
viral, Facebook users and TV pundits shouting opinions, diatribes, memes, slurs, 
and does it always come to this(?)…death threats. 
 
If you are wondering, by the way, what any of this has to do with island 
foxes, or with our passage from Galatians—here’s the point.  I suggest that 
the Lincoln Memorial Confrontation is indicative of a societal ecosystem in 
distress.  In it, we see on full display what Paul refers to as the unhealthy 
works of the flesh:  enmities, strife, jealousy, anger, quarrels, dissensions, 
factions; and we see none of the healthy fruits of the spirit: 
love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, 
and self-control.  
 
And we want to look for a simple cause for our cultural tinderbox, a 
scapegoat, a simple solution.  But in fact, as the Lincoln Memorial 
altercation indicates in microcosm, there a lot of causal factors.   
 
There is the problem of our culture of identity politics.  We have become a 
nation of competing statements and symbols:  confederate flags.  Black 
lives matter T-Shirts.  All Lives Matter T-Shirts.  Blue Lives Matter T Shirts.  
MAGA hats.  Pink knit hats.  Anthem kneelers.  American flag wavers.  
NRA members.  Gun Control Advocates.  All of these causes and symbols 
give us a sense of order or belonging.  But they also give us a means of 
rejecting and demonizing one another without considering anything about 
the other person’s complex humanity.  Pink knit caps to the left, red ball 
caps to the right.  I was ready to write those students off without a second 
thought, never having met them.  I should be ashamed of that. 
 
Another factor is our loss of community—Harvard sociologist Robert 
Putnam identified this collapse in his book Bowling Alone, released in the 
year 2000.  In the book, Putnam noted that while more Americans are 
bowling than ever before, fewer Americans are joining bowling leagues.  In 
a bowling league, you are committing to be together with a group of 
people—sharing an experience—sharing stories—interacting.  Bowling 
alone is a bunch of people in a bowling alley, but without the community or 
the shared experience.  And Putnam used the bowling image as a 
metaphor for what is happening elsewhere.  People departing churches in 
pursuit of their personal religious beliefs and opinions.  A decline in 
membership of civic groups like the Lion’s club, the Rotary Club, the 
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Garden Club, etc.  We simply don’t interact with our fellow community 
members like we used to. 
 
Instead of actual community groups, we’ve substituted the pseudo-
community of social media—Facebook, Twitter, Instagram.  These give us 
the illusion of being constantly connected to each other without really 
connecting at all.  We’re connected but with memes, sound bites, 240-
character slogans or opinions.  We’re connected with high school friends 
from years ago and half a country away, but we don’t know our nearest 
neighbors. 
 
And for our news—we turn to branded, packaged, often-slanted media 
sources that only confirm our preconceived biases.  Instead of news, we 
get news and commentary, news and punditry, news and opinion.  And 
controversy sells, strong emotion sells.  The picture of a kid in a MAGA hat 
faced off with a native American—sells.  We click on it.  We react to it. 
 
Combine identity politics, loss of community, social media, and branded 
news, and you immediately see why it was so easy for Russian trolls to 
manipulate public opinion during the recent election—and by the way, 
they’re still doing it. I see a meme designed to spark my outrage, I share it 
with members of my identity group, who share it with their friends who 
share it with their friends.  And because our social media interaction is 
almost exclusively with like-minded people—it is easy to divide and to 
separate us. 
 
So—what is the solution?  Well, back to the island foxes for a minute.  It 
was a conservation success story but it took a ton of work.  The first piece 
was DDT cleanup—a massive, expensive, taxpayer-funded effort.  
Contaminated sand had to be dredged and removed.  Fresh sand had to 
be brought in and applied, like a band aid or a cap, over top of the DDT 
laced sand.  New, strict environmental regulations had to be put into place.  
Cut taxes, cut regulations, maximize corporate profits and reduce corporate 
restrictions, the environment ALWAYS loses.  So that had to be reversed. 
 
The feral pigs, an invasive species, had to be removed from the equation.  
Hunters from New Zealand were brought in and using dogs and 
helicopters, they hunted the non-native pigs every day for a solid eighteen 
months, eventually removing more than 5000 pigs from a single island.   
 



 6 

The golden eagles had to be captured and relocated.  This effort was 
especially difficult because the eagles were highly intelligent and 
suspicious of traps, baits, and the like.  Eventually they had to be chased 
down in helicopters, captured with weighted nets when they flew near the 
ground, and relocated to the other side of the Sierra Nevada mountains. 
 
The bald eagles had to be brought back in order to keep golden eagles 
from re-establishing.  Eventually, the combined DDT reduction efforts and a 
bald eagle breeding program produced an established nesting population 
of island bald eagles for the first time in half a century. 
 
Lastly, the few remaining island foxes had to be captured and bred in 
captivity, using DNA testing to produce as much genetic diversity in the fox 
population as they could—the small island habitat had led to limited genetic 
diversity, sort of like cousins marrying cousins, marrying cousins.  Then the 
foxes were reintroduced to their habitat—and now an ongoing effort of 
vaccinations and monitoring sustains them. 
 
Do you get a sense of the labor involved? That’s how you clean up and 
repair an ecosystem in crisis:  it takes intentionality; and time; and effort; 
and expense; and working on five things at once, not just a single, simple 
problem. 
 
So, taking that lesson, let’s return to our damaged political and social 
ecosystem.  We have a lot of problems to solve.  Our loss of community?  
We need to start interacting with our neighbors.  Shared projects.  Acts of 
kindness. Actually get to know each other instead of assuming we know all 
we need to know. Think of what is gained when we join with neighbors we 
don’t otherwise know in a help-the-homeless project, or when we join with 
Muslim neighbors at their mosque to break the fast during Ramadan.  We 
soon need to invite them over for a meal here at Grace once again. 
 
Our social media addiction?  Well, I love Facebook as much as the next 
person.  And some find Twitter useful as a way of sharing news or 
information.  I don’t propose eradicating them, they won’t go away.  But 
consuming them exclusively all the time is like consuming fast food 
exclusively all the time.  We need to reduce the screen time, read a book, 
plant some flowers, take a walk, talk to the neighbor we meet on the walk. 
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News—well, we need to know the news, but we can seek out multiple 
sources and reputable sources.  Did I hear it on CNN or Fox News, or 
MSNBC?  What is Reuters saying, or the BBC, or NPR?  Do I fact-check 
my news and bias check my news?  Or am I an uninformed consumer?  Do 
I seek multi-source confirmation and check out Snopes.com before I share 
a story? When I share a story, I give it life. 
 
Our language—we need to stop using words like idiot to describe people 
who anger us, frustrate us, or oppose us politically.  Even in private.  What I 
say in private impacts how I act in public.  Names and diatribes are not a 
substitute for honest disagreement or earnest debate.  I need to be 
cautious not to sow offense, and slower to take offense.   
 
Tend to these concerns, and our social ecosystem will begin to return to a 
healthier, more hospitable climate—but even with the restored ecosystem, 
the Island Foxes needed special focused attention.  Active intervention. 
Careful monitoring.  An ongoing breeding program. 
 
What are we doing, what am I doing--actively and intentionally to breed or 
cultivate the fruits of the spirit:  love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, 
generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control?  Here are a few 
suggestions:  Pick a single one of those fruits and make a conscious effort 
to live it out for a week.  Then pick another.  Write a thank you note.  Give a 
compliment.  Practice random acts of kindness.  Buy lemonade from kids 
with lemonade stands.  Pay extra.  Overtip your wait staff.  Take some 
cookies to your neighbor who’s been on furlough. When you’re shoveling 
your steps, maybe shovel your neighbor’s.  Enjoy nature.  Smile more.  If 
somebody yells at you, don’t yell back.  Just turn away.  Adding to the 
shouting only multiplies the problem.  Tend your own spirit—read what 
makes you happy, or thoughtful, or reverent, not just what makes you 
anxious or angry.   
Meditate.  Pray.  Be grateful.  Gratitude and negativity are natural enemies.  
Feed the right one.  And maybe—if we act with perseverance and intent…if 
we’re willing to do the hard labor—then like the Island fox, civility can be 
brought back from the brink.  Amen. 
 
 


