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Over Thanksgiving, I watched the movie Evan Almighty, in which a politician in upstate New York was elected to Congress on the campaign slogan ‘Change the World.’  He balked, however, when ‘God’ (I love Morgan Freeman!) intervened to give him a real opportunity to do so.  A very funny movie with some poignant moments - and some great animal scenes - it led me to do some thinking.  One scene I remember (though I’m sure I don’t have the quotes exactly right) was when God, disguised as a waiter, talks to Evan’s wife who has just left him because he was simply being too weird.  They are talking about prayer and whether it actually works.  God asks her if, when she prays for patience, she receives patience or opportunities to be patient? If she prays for courage, does she receive courage or opportunities in which to show courage?  

So I’ve been thinking about opportunities.  It’s important to most of us to feel we’ve made a difference in some way - having a child or not having children, volunteering, driving carefully, performing our jury duty, planting for wildlife, making a charitable contribution, using an ethanol mix gas, cutting the miles driven or what products we choose to buy and from how far away - every decision we face is an opportunity, often, to make a difference.

The field of wildlife rehabilitation is not about changing the world -- redressing some wrongs, perhaps, but not making major changes.  Making a difference, for sure, one life at a time - both in the animal’s life and, I tend to think, in the life of the person who brought that animal to our attention.  Each ‘case’ that we get is a breathing, living being with its own needs, wants, and rights.  They may be in pain, may be terrified when an injury has put the sky suddenly out of their reach, they may be helplessly young. They need to be treated, fed, raised, or - all too often - given the hardest gift of all, a gentle, permanent escape from that pain and stress.

But they all come to us, really, through one or more acts of kindness - and that is what Morgan Freeman, as God, says is how you change the world.

When we recently called a man who had found a turkey vulture with a badly fractured wing (see the case history inside) to tell him we’d released the bird, he was more amazed that we’d arranged a ride for the vulture down to California, since he’d missed migration here, than that we’d managed to fix the wing.  And that reminds me of how astonished my landlords were, years ago, when I told them I was driving a hatchling red-tailed hawk down to a nest in California that a biologist had found for him - since the nest that had blown down locally was a very early one and we hadn’t been able to find another with anything but eggs.  

On the one hand, when a woman brought in a badly mangled wren that had been caught by her cat, we totally failed to convince her she could make a difference by keeping her cat inside.  Her only response was that her cat ‘was named Attila for a reason!’ I had to assume that she would have been relieved if the cat had killed the wren outright - that she felt obligated to do something only because the bird was not yet dead, since it was apparently okay with her that her cat regularly killed songbirds.  Unfortunately, the only gift we could provide was to euthanize it ourselves, since the bird now had only one leg. 

People put different limits on their caring, their kindness, on what they are willing to do.  Sometimes a phone call that places the responsibility for an animal in need in somebody else’s court is as far as they are willing to go.  But sometimes they will drive 100 miles to see that an animal finds care.  We regularly receive phone calls from other parts of the country, or emails from other parts of the world, from people who have found injured wildlife and are asking for help finding  rehabilitators in their area.  Just this week we helped direct an injured bird to a  rehabilitation center in the Seattle area and one to a rehabilitator in northern California.  

Where there are no local care centers, we have helped the finders assist birds by themselves: including a kite in India, a fledgling kestrel in Iraq, and a sparrowhawk in Istanbul.  These people built a way to contain the birds safely, bought or caught live prey to assist the birds to learn how to hunt or feed themselves while they healed - and took no short cuts!

Where some people go the whole nine yards, others just take the first or second step. One woman called us after a pygmy owl hit her window.  Since she was a fair distance away from us and the bird was not contained (and thus would likely not be there by the time we could get to it), I asked her to please put a box over the bird.  However, she was so scared of birds that, when I finally convinced her to try it, she screamed and dropped the box when the bird turned to look at her, thus scaring it away.  One man called from his car about an injured red-tailed hawk along I-5; he wasn’t sure it was still alive but wasn’t willing to go back to check.  When we got there, we weren’t sure it was alive either until we picked it up, or that we could keep it alive, as blood poured out of its mouth.  Despite the trauma, the bird recovered and we were able to release it a couple of weeks later.

On the other hand, one gentleman hit a barred owl recently with his truck, did go back, picked it up out of the ditch, and called us from a convenience store.  (He had been imbibing a bit too freely that evening and preferred not to drive it in to us.) The bird repaid his rescuer’s concern with deep talon wounds in both hands and was calmly sitting in the driver’s seat when I got there - the man had wisely chosen not to get back into his car.  That bird is almost ready to be released, as well, and I can virtually guarantee that the man who hit him will be showing off his scars for years.  One huge adult female red-tailed hawk was found by a gentleman who simply threw his coat over her, picked her up and lived to tell about it, completely unscathed - and this is probably the strongest red-tail with which I’ve ever worked.  She had been banded in 1994 in California, as an adult - so was at least 14 years old.  We were able to release her, too, after a couple of weeks - to live many more years, we hope - as her inability to fly was apparently just from bruising.  

We’ve had to trap and rescue many a small hawk or falcon from warehouses or manufacturing plants.  I remember a sharp-shinned hawk in the old WareMart store who was flying deftly among all the conduits and electrical fixtures and vents hanging from the ceiling; the store manager was willing to turn out all the lights, and lose business not to mention risk pilferage, long enough to get her to sit still so I could catch her with a 16' long net.  Other companies are more concerned about the damage the bird might do, or the work time lost, than the bird flying terrified in such a strange environment.

Each bird we see has a story.  We don’t always know the beginning, sometimes are only bit players in the middle, and rarely know the end - unless we have a hand in that as well.  But their lives enrich ours and the lives of the humans by whom they’ve been found.  The birds that come into our care have the opportunity to make a difference in our lives and they’ve given us the chance to make a difference in theirs.  Of course, our education birds make a difference in people’s lives every day by letting us share their stories.  I smile to remember two visitor surveys we received at about the same time from people on opposite ends of the country.  In answering what was liked best, one responded “the details of how each bird came to be here”; in answering what was liked least, another visitor responded “the stories of why they’re here because they are painful.”  Education can truly change the world, especially if it makes people more aware of the results of their choices on the rest of this spinning Ark. 


In the movie, God says the key to changing the world is to perform random acts of kindness. Maybe we are changing the world, just making one difference at a time.
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