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Dedicated to God’s Creation















Foreword



I’m a Christian. Jesus is my Lord. Joel Salatin is a Christian. That makes him my brother. But should Joel, or someone like him, be my farmer? Does it matter who grew my steak or my potatoes?


Most Christians don’t know how to begin to answer this question. We don’t know what the Bible has to say on the subject. We’ve not had a sermon on the biblical ethic of food. We can’t articulate the theology of eating too much of the wrong things or too little of the right. Gluttony is one of the seven deadly sins, and temperance is the cardinal virtue that counteracts it. But how many Christians think about what the Bible says when they walk into a grocery store or restaurant and cast a vote with their wallet for what they want the world to be like? How many know about the curses placed on Levi and Simeon in Genesis because they maimed a farm animal? How many of us have had a sermon on agriculture—not a reminder about how the Bible is set in an agrarian culture, but agriculture today?


This book is a clarion call to connect what you ingest three times a day with what you say you believe in. Like me, Joel believes that the Bible is the inspired word of God, and he looks to the Good Book rather than corporate America for directions. For many, both inside and outside the church, it will be eye opening to find out that there’s a sustainable and unchanging farming ethic to be found in Scripture. But again, one might ask, “Does it matter who grew my meal? Don’t Christians have bigger things to worry about right now?” I would answer that the Bible says God will give us great things to look after if we are faithful in the little things.


Three-quarters of Americans are overweight. Obesity isn’t something that happens to us in our sleep. It comes from eating too much or working too little. In religious terms these issues have been talked about using the terms gluttony and sloth. They are not pretty terms, but ignoring them is literally leading us into large problems.


And weight isn’t the only problem that comes from bad nutrition and industrial farming. On several occasions, I’ve asked people in a congregation to raise their hands if someone in their family has had cancer. A sea of hands go up. Then I’ve asked how many have heard a sermon on cancer. No hands are raised. There’s a disconnect between what we’re dying from and what we’re hearing about in church. The book you’re holding connects your faith and your food.


It’s not just physical health that results from un-anchoring ourselves from God’s plan for our lives. When all we do is look for the most at the cheapest price, we lose track of the world that can surprise us with its beauty. Joel’s vision of the world is alive! It’s a picture of wonderment. As he says, “One breath gets recycled through an apple tree leaf and then into an earthworm and then into a red clover leaf and then into your teenager.” His insights act as an antidote to the increasingly mechanistic world that threatens to reduce the meaning of human life to that of profit and loss. Joel’s dream of what our world could be seems to be much more in keeping with what I read in Scripture.


God could have worked His plan through the builders of ancient Egypt or the scientists of Babylon. Instead, He chose the tribe of Jacob, who traveled with their sheep and cattle. He brought their descendants to farmland and gave them agricultural laws that included rest for the animals. God didn’t leave sustainable agriculture to chance for His people. He even gave His nation of farmers ordinances on pruning fruit trees, for heaven’s sake! Joel asks, and I wonder with him, “How did the people of God get so disconnected from God’s plan?”


Jesus wasn’t born by accident. He was the most planned baby in history. It is not by chance that the Son of God spent His first night surrounded by farm animals and visited by shepherds. The Bible says that “all creation groans” as a result of human sin and failings. How appropriate that the baby Jesus should be attended by the creatures He came to restore to the right relationship with us. I’ve visited modern factory farms and I’ve been to Joel’s Polyface Farm; there is no question in my mind which farm is in God’s will for us and His creatures. There is no question which offers a picture of dignity and hospitality.


If you don’t think the Bible has anything to say about food, consider that Adam and Eve ate the wrong thing and it got them thrown out of the garden. Abraham and Sarah were made the parents of many nations because they served strangers a meal. Jesus taught for five chapters over a meal in the book of John, and then He offered Himself as the bread of life. He died and was resurrected, and what He did to calm His disciples and show them He was real was to eat with them. The centerpiece of heaven is the Tree of Life that yields fruit and heals the nations.


My prayer is that this book and Joel’s work will bring us one step closer to what we pray to our Father God, that “thy kingdom come, thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven.” As Joel would say: Dear friends, let that be food for thought. Amen.


Matthew Sleeth, MD


Blessed Earth founder and creation care author















Introduction



This is my coming-out book. Number ten seemed to be a good one for that. My mantra as a Christian libertarian environmentalist capitalist lunatic farmer has always generated some chuckles, and I’ve never shoved my Christianity down people’s throats. I don’t wear it on my sleeve, but people whose radars are up perceive that I’m a Christian.


So far, I’ve been able to bridge the creation worshippers and the Creator worshippers. This book has grown out of the tension between those two camps. I have deep, deep friendships in both camps. Often my liberal creation-worshipping environmental friends ask: “How can you believe what you do and be a Christian?”


By the same token, my Christian friends wonder how I can identify with so many liberal environmental ideas. This book is targeted to the 34 percent of Americans who call themselves evangelicals, the religious right, Christians, or members of the faith community. My biggest concern is that those will not be the ones who read it because “my people” have not been my constituency. But they’re moving, and that’s exciting to see.


Let me say a word to my non-Christian friends and constituency. I hope you’ll indulge this book. My utmost hope is that it presents God’s biblical view of things, not human interpretations of God’s view. That said, I’m sure I’ve missed some things and made some mistakes. In no way is this book meant to offend my non-Christian friends. Rather, I hope it gives you an understanding of God’s heart in earth stewardship. And if the full impact draws you to an interest in seeking more biblical insight, wonderful. That said, it’s hard to write a book for everyone, so I’ve targeted Christians with this one. But I invite you to listen in on our conversation.


I’ve purposely used biblical phraseology so that Christians will know I’m not a radical liberal creation-worshipping environmentalist masquerading as a believer. Think of this as a sermon that’s been a long time coming. For some, it will be the purest breath of fresh air you’ve inhaled for a long time. For others, it will challenge the very foundation of your assumptions.


In truth, I’ve grown weary of apologizing for Christian abuse of God’s property. While Christians aren’t the only ones abusing God’s creation, to be sure, we are the ones who should do it least. Society should have to strain things to accuse us of abusing God’s stuff. The sad fact is that by and large Christians deserve the accusations.


The thesis of this book is simple: all of God’s creation, the physical world, is an object lesson of spiritual truth. Object lessons for children have been part of spiritual instruction for a long, long time. Jesus’ parables were object lessons. The Jewish tabernacle during the wilderness wanderings was an object lesson.


Francis Schaeffer routinely asked: “How shall we then live?” Of all the great Christian apologists, he dared to wrestle with the physical/spiritual connection. While many theologians and academics have written books about earth stewardship, I’ve always found them lacking when the question “How shall we then live?” gets asked. As a full-time Christian farmer, I wanted to offer an extremely practical apologetic for earth stewardship.


The question, then, is, what does a food and farming system look like that exemplifies spiritual truths? What does a forgiving farm look like, a faith farm? What does a “whosoever will” food system look like? More than just asking if there is a right or wrong way to farm and feed ourselves, I’ve attempted to explain how God’s mind shows itself in real life. If we can’t grasp or understand truth in the life we see, how in the world are we supposed to practice it in the life we can’t see?


I do not see any conflict between the physical and the spiritual. In fact, I see symbiosis between the two. Each chapter, then, juxtaposes a farm and food system that illustrates biblical truth versus its opposite. I don’t purport to have all the answers, but I think we as Christians owe it to our world, our neighbors, our credibility, and especially to God to represent Him well. How we represent Him should not be taken lightly.


My prayer is that God will use this book to stir the hearts of His people to a renewed stewardship mandate. To God be the glory.


Joel Salatin


November 2015















Who Am I?





I have been a stranger in a strange land.


Exodus 2:22




“If you enter a health food store, you’ve just joined a cult.” I could scarcely believe the words. I put the magazine down, hoping my dormitory roommates did not notice the angst etching my face. Could it be true? Was I a cultist?


It was 1978; I was a senior at Bob Jones University in Greenville, South Carolina. The university’s professional and slick magazine, Faith for the Family, arrived in every dorm room each month—one for each student. The chancellor, Dr. Bob Jr., had written the cover story about the emerging food fad—organic, health food, compost—environmentalism’s latest permutation on our culture’s landscape.


Not only was I a student, I was also a student leader. Appearing in Who’s Who Among American College Students, president of my society (BJU’s alternative to fraternities), prayer captain (in charge of three dorm rooms), official campus tour guide for visitors. I was no slouch. I was a good foot soldier and considered myself a model of everything the university stood for. Indeed, I embraced the tenets and intended to promote the BJU vision for the rest of my life. I was a member of the religious right before anybody invented the term.


In modern parlance, I had drunk the Kool-Aid. But I had this other part of my life—my family and home. A farm nestled in Virginia’s Shenandoah Valley, about six hours north. It wasn’t just any farm; it was a non-chemical compost-centric, free-range chicken, homemade raw milk organic-embracing place. In fact, when the first health food store came to our town of Staunton, my parents immediately began buying things there.


Adelle Davis, early maven of heritage-based non-industrial food, was a household name. Her books Let’s Eat Right to Keep Fit and Let’s Cook It Right received plenty of attention in our house. Interestingly, she never could break her smoking habit and eventually died of lung cancer. I remember when I was about fifteen years old and my dad tried to eat brewer’s yeast. I was leaning over the kitchen counter, wide eyed, watching him try yet another healthy concoction.


Remember, these were early days in the integrity food movement. McDonald’s had not yet become a national brand. My dad took a spoonful of straight brewer’s yeast and promptly blew it all over the kitchen. Have you ever tried eating flour? It’s like trying to swallow sandpaper wood dust. One of his other early trials was flaxseed tea. I assumed my normal position as spectator, protected by the kitchen counter while he stayed in the kitchen on the other side.


He tried to spoon some of the flaxseed tea out of the cooking pot. It was like melted plastic. Every time he’d get some and try to get it to his mouth, it would snap back into the pot. It was like silly goo in a children’s toy store. Children like me who grow up on farms have distinctly intimate and memorable experiences with life’s greatest wonders, not the least of which is birthing. I blurted to Dad: “It looks like afterbirth.”


He and I both started laughing so hard he couldn’t continue trying to eat it. Obviously, something had gone wrong in the brewing. It was absolutely inedible. It was pliable but more like a rubber band. I took the pot out to my chickens, known for their ability to eat anything. Used to eating our kitchen scraps, the hens came running when I entered the yard with the pot. I poured it into their slop pan and they peered in sideways—their eyes make it difficult to see straight ahead. They circled the pan, first looking at the concoction with one eye, then tilting their heads the other way to study it with the other eye. Then they walked away.


I couldn’t believe it—I went running back into the house to exclaim to Dad the most amazing news of the day: “Even the chickens won’t eat it!” I’d never seen the chickens turn their beaks up at anything. The nastiest, most spoiled meat, milk, or whatever went down their throats like homemade ice cream. In my experience, the more mold and weird stuff hanging on food scraps, the more the chickens liked them. But not Dad’s flaxseed tea! I don’t think he ever tried to make it again. But he did make Tiger’s Milk, Adelle Davis’s nutritional milk shake concoction. Friends at church called it Panther Puke.


Our house was full of Rodale’s Organic Gardening and Farming magazines and The Mother Earth News. Plowboy interviews in the front of the magazine introduced me to permaculture. Another start-up in those days, ACRES U.S.A magazine provided a steady diet of eco-farming information.


My teen years during the early 1970s saw the rise of the hippie movement. Our family enjoyed entertaining hippie friends, some of whom arrived engulfed in an acrid, sweet-smelling perfume that we knew was not from tobacco. We enjoyed and embraced these back-to-earthers, discussing evil corporate American companies, the Vietnam War, compost, natural food, and alternative wellness like acupuncture and chiropractic. These folks formed our support network—yes, you could call it a tribe—in our environmental farming ventures.


All this time, I equally enjoyed my role as leader in the Bible Memory Association (BMA), kind of a precursor of today’s AWANA (Approved Workmen Are Not Ashamed) organization, which is also a Bible memory program. At the time, I did not feel a tension between practical earth stewardship, alternative health, and the Bible. These elements seemed to complement each other.


Our family actually would visit Eco-Village in North Carolina on the way to Bob Jones University. To my mind, both places were equally inspiring. So imagine my chagrin when, as a senior, student leader, and devotee of this beloved university, I suddenly realized that my family and I were branded cultists. I could scarcely finish the article. I was in a fog the rest of the day.


The university prohibited students from attending movie theaters. In fact, if you went to one during holiday or summer breaks, you faced disciplinary action if administrators found out. I had a sinking feeling, like I was a criminal among the righteous. I couldn’t confess—that would jeopardize my standing. I suddenly had this deep, dark secret. And it was more than just my problem.


My mother had been the first women’s health and physical education professor for Bob Jones College—when it was still in Cleveland, Tennessee. In fact, she was on the faculty during the transition from Tennessee to South Carolina. Our family had deep roots in the school. Had our family betrayed this legacy? As a senior, as supposed leader of several dorm rooms’ worth of guys, was I a sham, a wolf in sheep’s clothing, because we shopped at the health food store?


At that point, I realized how different I was. It all started to make sense. The health fooders, as a subset of the greater environmental movement, essentially embraced evolution and worshipped creation. You didn’t have to read hippie material very long to realize that God had little equity in their ranks. God was the problem, not the solution. Creation? Forget it. It all came from a haphazard big bang.


Christians responded aggressively. These environmentalist hippie whackos were anti-God, anti-Christian, anti-Bible—a cult, in fact. The lines were drawn. Each side despised the other, blaming the other for all sorts of sins. Environmentalists pointed to the Crusades and the conquistadors. Rigidity, hypocrisy, Phariseeism, and judgmentalism—the Bible birthed it all.


Christians pointed to drugs, free love, sex, and saving baby whales while ripping out thinking, hearing, responding human babies in abortion. Roe v. Wade burst on the cultural scene and further polarized these camps. Stereotypes form easily, and as the religious right under Jerry Falwell’s Moral Majority gained political traction, conservatives generally and Bible-thumpers specifically carried the blame for every environmental disaster. The environmentalists had their enemy—conservatives and the religious right.


In fact, I spoke at the University of Guelph in Ontario several years ago, part of a panel in a town meeting format. The instructions were clear: the three of us had an opening five-minute monologue and then we would entertain questions from the students for two hours. I arrived and sat down in my designated seat next to a professor-looking gentleman who placed a Bible on the table in front of him. I saw it and wondered what it was for—this was unusual.


He was the first to speak, and, holding the Bible aloft, he began a five-minute rant that went something like this: “You students need to understand that every ecological disaster, every polluted river, every smog-filled city, every toxic waste site, is due to this book.” He went on and on this way, blaming Jesus, the prophets, Moses, creation thinking—you name it. He left no stone unturned in the vitriolic diatribe. He didn’t know that I carry a Bible in my luggage because I love it, not because I loathe it.


I was next. I simply said: “I appreciate this remonstrance, but the blame is not on the Book, the blame is on misinterpretations and misapplications of the Bible.” This was simply one of many similar situations. I was speaking at another conference and we sat down at round banquet tables. Normally everyone introduces themselves around as the meal starts and the small talk ensues.


This time we all sat down, and, before introductions could be enjoyed, the guy next to me—another speaker—announced loudly: “I hate Christians.” Oh, boy, here we go again, I thought. Turns out he had just returned from six months of filming in Africa and watched local economies displaced by containers of missionary clothes and trinkets. The displaced entrepreneur class became the warlords featured prominently in Western news media—the guys who held up Red Cross trucks with submachine guns, extorting payments in order for the aid truck to proceed. He viewed Christian charity as the cause of warlords and cultural misery.


As my own position as a mouthpiece of environmentally friendly farming and local food grew, I found the tension at every turn. I realized I was living in two very different worlds. My environmentalist friends, largely liberal Democrats, loved my evangelical passion for promoting the pigness of pigs, compost, and food with integrity. But they quickly became embarrassed that I opposed abortion, wanted smaller government, and toted a Bible when I traveled. I loved these tree-hugging cosmic-worshipping, Gaia-promoting, big-government evolutionists. Many were and are closer friends than my Christian friends.


I was equally distanced from my Christian friends, and that was frustrating. When I attended services with these friends, I blanched at potluck dinners where parishioners brought Kentucky Fried Chicken. An elder who was a farmer had Tyson chicken houses. That made for strained conversations. Children’s programs featured sugary snacks and genetically modified organism (GMO) crackers. My Christian friends loved conservative talk radio, whose hosts laughed at the notion of animal rights: “Can they write a constitution?” Har, har, har. Rush Limbaugh’s perfunctory audio execution of monkeys in the rain forest—that wasn’t funny to me. My Bible says that God knows when a sparrow falls, that God feeds the ravens and clothes lilies with a glory greater than Solomon’s. Wow!


Then, of course, there are the prayer requests for sickness after sickness after sickness. Go to parishioners’ homes and you’ll find cartons of high fructose corn syrup drinks, candy bars, industrial food, microwavable breaded chicken nuggets loaded with artificials and un-pronounceables. And drugs. Drugs. Drugs. It dawned on me that the biblical narrow way that leads to truth and the broad way that leads to destruction are not just spiritual: they’re all-encompassing.


When the faith community pontificates on spiritual matters, it generally hides behind the Augustinian premise of duality: spiritual is good; physical is evil. But God made a world and proclaimed it good. Indeed, He promised the Israelites a land flowing with milk and honey—that doesn’t sound like a place of invisible spirit to me. It sounds like a place you can see, touch, drink, eat, taste, and feel.


Francis Schaeffer asked the question: “How shall we then live?” Memorizing verses and the catechism is fine, but how does it translate into practical living? Does God care if we use Styrofoam or paper plates at the church potluck? Does God care if we stop for Happy Meals on our way to a sanctity-of-life rally?


Those of us on the religious right can’t even find words to describe the inconsistency of a save-the-tree crusader who cares little about saving life other places, like in the womb. The birth canal does not make life. I’ve delivered a lot of calves in my life. When you reach into that cow to assist, you grab for a front leg and if it’s alive, the calf will instinctively pull away. Your first emotion when that happens is an exultant: “It’s alive!” It’s not fetal tissue. It’s a responding, thinking, living being that just hasn’t passed through the birth canal yet. If it doesn’t pull away, you feel the loss, realizing it’s dead, and now the deed is just to save the mother. This is not a focus group thing or academic blathering—this is real life.


I cannot for the life of me wrap my head around the thinking that elevates keeping a chain saw away from a tree over keeping a vacuum pump away from an unborn human baby. I don’t have words for it. And every red-blooded religious rightist can now say: “Amen!”


Okay, brothers and sisters, are you ready for the other side? When we stop off for Happy Meals on our way to a sanctity-of-life rally, the other side sees us as equally inconsistent. Why? Because Happy Meals represent everything Christians should oppose. From encouraging families to not eat together to factory farming to pollution to government subsidies to money being more important than anything else—it’s an icon of anti-Christian thought and practice. How could you stop there? Now, how many of you Christians can say, “Amen!”?


I had an epiphany several years ago when I was asked to speak at UC Berkeley, hotbed of liberalism and fount of godlessness. I had a standing-room-only crowd of graduate students and did what I call my stem-winder presentation—pictures of our farm and how we produce things in an environmentally enhancing way. I didn’t back down from my libertarian Christian beliefs, and even told the students I was a six-day creationist and sanctity-of-lifer. When I finished, the students erupted in a standing ovation.


The host professors and I went out for ice cream after the talk. As soon as we were outside the auditorium, they stopped me in front of a streetlamp and almost breathlessly said they had a confession to make. My mind spinning, I wondered what this was all about. I mean, there are confessions and then there are confessions.


What they confessed was that they were scared to death for me and they were elated that it had gone so well. You see, they explained, Berkeley developed a hissing technique during the Vietnam era to show their displeasure to speakers who said something unacceptable. Forget common courtesy; this is the apex of American political evolution, remember. Goodness, I love those guys. Anyway, these professors said they had never in their many years on faculty heard a speaker use the word God reverently without getting hissed.


Or course, if you used it in a cursing way, or damning way, that was fine and acceptable. I had used God several times, completely reverently and completely within the religious right context, and not only had the students not hissed, they had responded with a standing ovation. The professors admitted great relief and it seemed funny, after the fact, that they were distressfully tense and concerned before the event.


I’ve thought a lot about that incident over the years, and I’ve come to the conclusion that I may have been the first religious right person these students had ever heard who extended biblical beliefs to physical creation care. That talk-walk consistency resonated positively with the students and they were willing to respect or appreciate that I was a fuddy-duddy otherwise.


I think the faith community has squandered its moral high road. Back in the early 1980s I attended a sustainable agriculture conference with an Amish friend. As we walked out to retrieve our lunch, another attendee passed us on the sidewalk. He had dreadlocks, a hubcap-size peace symbol pendant dangling from his neck, earrings, and a burlap blouse, and he was wearing sandals without socks even though it was a cold day. Two buttons adorned his smock: “Co-exist” and “My Karma just ran over your Dogma.” My Amish friend glanced at me and whispered wryly: “Why are they the ones who appreciate that creation is fearfully and wonderfully made?” Indeed.


I am at home both places, but not at home either place. My Christian friends embarrass me with their cavalier attitude toward resource use, toxicity, pollution, animal care, and stewardship. They hold Monsanto’s GMOs up as a perfect example of dominion and human innovation, an expression of cerebral technological prowess. The assumption is that anything we’re capable of doing comes under the blessing of taking dominion over the earth and subduing it.


In the movie Jurassic Park, you may remember the euphoric scientist exulting over his accomplishment while his resurrected dinosaurs wreaked mayhem on civilization—eating people, cars, and so on. The journalist dared to ask the scientist: “But sir, just because we can, should we?” That is a pregnant question and worthy of our attention every day. As a Greco-Roman Western reductionist compartmentalized fragmented disconnected democratized individualized systematized parts-oriented culture, we’ve become great at figuring out the how of things, but not the why.


It’s the why that creates an ethical framework around the how. Otherwise, we’re inventive and sharp enough with our big brains and opposing thumbs to innovate things we can’t spiritually, emotionally, physically, or mentally metabolize. Suddenly we find ourselves devoting most of our innovative capacity to solving problems we created with our amoral innovation.


Why is it that in all the things pastors and evangelists decry, from alcoholism to abortion, they cannot find room to decry junk food, pharmaceutical dependency, and plastic islands floating in the ocean? Any mention of the seven hundred dead zones in and around the United States? Any mention of concentrated animal feeding operations that destroy neighborhoods with their stench and water pollution? No way; the religious right sends our kids to the best colleges so they can land high-paying jobs at big companies that pillage the earth. Oh, I mean that practice dominion. Yeah, right.


I’m fascinated by the notion that most Christians happily patronize cheap food that destroys creation in its production, impoverishes third world countries, and supports oligarchical interests, all in order to have more money to put in the offering plate for missionaries. Does that make God happy? Endorse the broad way in every facet of life in order to wiggle through the narrow way in one small part.


Enter the homeschooling movement. As the new millennium turned and alternative schooling gained momentum, I saw the glimmer of a shift. In the 1990s more than half the visitors to our farm were of the creation-worshipping variety. But after 2000, that ratio flipped the other way. Suddenly thousands of families—conservative libertarian Christians—began talking about food quality, land stewardship, and farm righteousness.


Certainly the Y2K phenomenon fueled this conservative back-to-the-land movement, but I believe the fuel for the whole shift came from homeschooling. This grassroots educational innovation occurred as a result of parents’ disenchantment with government institutional education. They didn’t like the curriculum, the violence, the philosophy, the institutionalization, the temptations, or the reduced academic standards replaced by condom-toting teachers and values adjustment exercises.


By the thousands, families like ours said “Enough!” and opted out of the government schools. The exodus was huge and continues today. Some started homeschooling. Others went to parochial schools. Many used correspondence. Whatever the alternative, for the most part these parents found it refreshing and deeply satisfying. When a person takes an alternative path and finds it satisfying, that happiness stimulates alternative thinking in other areas of life.


By 2010, a groundswell of homeschoolers had added a kitchen grain mill, milk cow, and farmette to their opt-out lexicon. The conversation went like this: “Now that I’ve opted out of education’s wide gate, found the narrow gate of alternative learning and found it satisfying, what other narrow gate can I find? Where else can I opt out?” Along came Christian health insurance, home business entrepreneurship seminars, and appointments with chiropractors—imagine that. What parents had called quacks these opt-out homeschoolers embraced as truth dispensers.


Moms began reading about nutrition and started seeking raw milk. They planted gardens and kept honeybees. Go to any homeschooling convention today and you’ll be amazed at the self-employment homesteading alternative therapy presence. It’s huge. Some of these outfits even began asking me to come and speak at their conferences. Me, an environmentalist beyond organic weirdo.


Indeed, the first time I formally articulated the basic themes of this book was at Patrick Henry College, the brainchild of Michael Farris, founder of the Home School Legal Defense Association. How fitting that my first public apologetic for these concepts came at the official American homeschool college. As wonderful as that was, however, I noted that the college did not spend any time talking about food or farming. Those were non-issues compared to making sure American military muscle stayed well financed and Monsanto stayed free to spew GMOs around the landscape. This was not a slight oversight; it was a purposeful and necessary disregard because to wrestle with earth stewardship was to question the axiom: folks who hug trees are anti-God.


During the 1980s Focus on the Family did a multiday series on the plight of the American farmer. My dad was still alive and we listened to the heart-wrenching stories of these Christian farmers who went bankrupt. James Dobson empathized and cried foul with them. Lending institutions, market boards, machinery dealers, chemical companies—oh, the wailing and gnashing of teeth that erupted from the studio over the predations of these uncaring and manipulative entities. Farmers were victims of an insidious agenda beyond their control.


Dad wrote a kind letter to James Dobson describing how our farm avoided dependency on these entities. He explained that we made our own compost for fertilizer, direct marketed our products to local customers, grazed our cattle on perennials, and built ponds for dependable water. We were making good money and doing fine, thank you very much, because we had gone through a narrow gate instead of a wide one. We never even got a reply.


For the record, I deeply appreciate Focus on the Family, Patrick Henry College, Bob Jones University, and anyone else I’ve singled out in this personal saga of who I am. I use these real-life situations not to disparage, but to illustrate the depth of the neglect. The fact is that the religious right has neglected earth stewardship and given it over to creation worshippers instead of owning it as Creator worshippers.


What would make Satan happier than to paint environmental care and alternative health as his domain so that Christians would not adopt healing and stewardship practices? So that Christians could be branded as earth rapists and pillagers, and lose all their credibility? Making the Christian community impotent in argument and hypocritical in lifestyle blunted God’s message. What a great victory. In our self-righteousness, Christians could make jokes about animal rights, organic farmers, and fruit and nut eaters, all while holding our Bibles in one hand and gobbling Hot Pockets with the other.


Lest anyone think I believe Christians are the most destructive people on the planet, let me quickly say that the story of civilization, unfortunately, is generally one of destruction. All kinds of religions and all kinds of people have made a mess of their surroundings; Christians certainly don’t have a corner on that. But I’m concentrating on Christians in this book because that’s the group I want to challenge and encourage. If it sounds like I’m only picking on Christians while giving Muslims or Shintos or Hindus or Druids a pass, a book on everyone’s sins would be too big to print. Today, I’m dealing with my people. I’ll let those others deal with the sins of their people.


The bottom line for me, and theme of this book, is that creation is an object lesson of spiritual truth. Just like object lessons for children point them to biblical principles, so the physical universe is supposed to point us to God. “THE HEAVENS DECLARE THE GLORY OF GOD,” the psalmist says in Psalm 19:1 (NIV). Indeed. If that is the case, then what does a forgiving farm look like, a beautiful farm, an ordered farm, a neighbor-friendly farm? And not just a farm, but an entire foodscape.


Is a foodscape that hurts people godly? Is a farming system that destroys soil and makes it more fragile forgiving? Shouldn’t our food and farming models be more resilient, creating healing and abundance rather than sickness and scarcity? Those are the issues we’ll be looking at in the rest of this book, and I hope at the end you’ll agree with me that John 3:21 is one of the hardest admonitions in Scripture: “BUT HE WHO DOES THE TRUTH COMES TO THE LIGHT” (NKJV).


I don’t know about you, but I’d much rather talk about truth than do it. I’d rather catechize it. I’d rather make it the subject of a Sunday school class or focus group. I’d rather preach about it. I’d rather write books about it. I’d rather do a word study, research the etymology, and systemize it. I’d rather have any relationship with truth than to do it. Please, no, that’s too hard. Doing truth makes it visible, practical. Doing truth is what truth looks like—it’s physical. Oh, so truth is something you can see? Yes. Clearly, God is interested in the physical manifestation of things, not just cerebral concepts.


So what does food and farming as an object lesson of spiritual truth, that viscerally shows the world what Christians believe, actually look like? That’s what this book is all about.


In 2009, with all this background, imagine my utter amazement at receiving “Alumnus of the Year” from my alma mater, BJU. I was beyond humbled and honored to receive it. Certainly I’ve been privileged to speak and carry a God-centric persona into places perhaps no other graduate has penetrated—because of the bridges I’ve built around food and farm integrity. But I did have to chuckle at the notion that a cultist had received such a coveted honor.


To be sure, in all my work I’ve tried to remain true to the biblical principles of this great school. BJU had much to do with shaping who I am, and I’ll be forever grateful for the opportunity to have graduated from there. Great people, great education, great debate program (Dad always said I majored in debate and minored in everything else). But like all of us and our institutions, it had some blind spots. I hope that all of us can embrace the challenges of the following pages, like the words of a friend encouraging us to think and do better. We can all use that.


When I was younger, after I did something good, my dad used to say: “That’s good; now let’s see some more.” In other words, don’t assume you’ve arrived at perfection just because you’ve done a good job. Stay with it and continue refining. As the apostle Paul admonished: “Press on.” Let’s do that, shall we?















Biological vs. Mechanical





The glory of all lands…


Ezekiel 20:6




Is life fundamentally biological or mechanical?


Intuitively, we understand that life is biological, and yet Western thought tilts decidedly toward the mechanical. The fundamental difference between the two is that living things have feelings and the capacity to communicate, heal, and forgive.


One of my dad’s most common sayings was: “Remember, machines don’t forgive.” What he meant was that machines have no remorse. If a chain saw cuts off your leg, it has no feelings, no sorrow. I’ve had several accidents with machines and tools, and I guarantee you not a single one is sorry that it hurt me.


If you go on a trip and suddenly a terrible thumping sound comes from your front right wheel bearing, you can stop the car, get out, and beg forgiveness for not lubricating it properly. You can weep: “I’m so sorry I didn’t grease you soon enough. Oh, I’m so sorry. Do you need a rest? I’ll let you rest.” You can let that wheel bearing sit for five years to rest and recuperate, but when you get back in to start down the road, guess what it will do? You got it—thump, thump, thump.


Fortunately, living things can heal and forgive. We can all be grateful for that. You can say an unfit word to your spouse and then apologize and things can be as good as they were before.


Not so machines. They have no feelings, no emotions, no remorse, and cannot offer forgiveness after abuse or misuse. They are inanimate. And material is similar. Clay, plastic, metal, wood—we can fashion it into whatever shape we want to without disrespecting its clayness, plasticness, metalness, or woodness. How many times have you seen a potter smash down a bowl and start over? We don’t cry over the poorly formed first attempt. It’s inert substance. It has no life, no specialness, except in how we form it.


Contrast that with a pig. I can’t make a pig. I can’t sculpt a pig out of wood or clay and give it life. The miracle of birth is still very much a miracle. Breeding is a miracle. Starting from that fertilized egg, a pig begins to develop. From the chromosomes to the mitochondria, the cells multiply and that little pig grows. It never looks like an alligator or a tomato. It stays distinctively pig.


In fact, with pigs, several piggies grow simultaneously—even a dozen—inside the sow. As a farmer, I’ve seen lots of things birthed: calves, lambs, pigs, chicks. A reverent hush always settles over a birthing, a sacredness that almost begs worshipping something bigger, grander than anything we can see: God perhaps?


One of my favorite joys is stepping across the electric fence to commiserate with a group of our pastured pigs. We control them in their pastures with electric fence. My special treat is to sit down, preferably on an old stump, get real quiet and still, then just wait. Sure enough, those pigs eventually ease over to check me out. They snoodle up and down my pants, pushing their wet noses into the creases. Others nip at my shoelaces and chew at the soles of my shoes. Some come up behind me and begin nipping at my pockets or the multi-tool I carry in a leather case attached to my belt.


The friendliest and most docile sidle up alongside and place a chin on my knee, waiting for a rub. Pigs universally like to be rubbed and scratched just above their tails. They straighten out their tails in response and lean into me, like a cat that’s being petted. If I begin scratching a pig’s belly, he’ll often flop down right there on his side, making the exercise even easier. The point here is that the pigs and I can respond to each other.


When you wash and wax your car, does it ease over next to you to demonstrate its happiness and appreciation of your attention? Does the steering wheel turn sideways and rest on your lap when you turn it gently? Animals are not machines. They have distinctive personalities. Even in an eight-pig litter, some will be aggressive and others timid. Some will be a little on the wild side and others will be docile. Some will be more curious and others will hold back when confronted with something new.


But the cars that come off an assembly line show no differences that way. Yes, I know, someone might get a lemon, but that’s not a factor of the car’s personality. Cars don’t have personality. Plants have personality. Ever sit under a magnificent tree? I’ve cut a lot of trees in my life, but I always have this little gnawing inside about taking a life. Grasping the responsibility that I’m taking a life so that other trees will live better, or so that the world functions better, helps me make a wise decision about which ones to cut (kill) and which ones to keep.


Life has specialness that nonliving things don’t. We all can appreciate that living things occupy a special place. But God even ascribes specialness to nonliving things. Let’s look at the word glory as it pertains to specialness, whether the thing is living or nonliving. What does the word glory mean? When we say “the glory of God,” what does that mean? Moses wanted to see God’s glory. When God’s glory departed from Israel, what did that mean? We don’t use the word glory much today. It’s a spiritualized word reserved for church services and theological discussions. The Westminster Shorter Catechism is clear: “Man’s chief end is to glorify God.”


In 1 Corinthians 15:39–41, the apostle Paul writes: “ALL FLESH IS NOT THE SAME FLESH: BUT THERE IS ONE KIND OF FLESH OF MEN, ANOTHER FLESH OF BEASTS, ANOTHER OF FISHES, AND ANOTHER OF BIRDS. THERE ARE ALSO CELESTIAL BODIES, AND BODIES TERRESTRIAL: BUT THE GLORY OF THE CELESTIAL IS ONE, AND THE GLORY OF THE TERRESTRIAL IS ANOTHER. THERE IS ONE GLORY OF THE SUN, AND ANOTHER GLORY OF THE MOON, AND ANOTHER GLORY OF THE STARS: FOR ONE STAR DIFFERETH FROM ANOTHER STAR IN GLORY.” What do we mean when we speak of the glory of all these things?


Isaiah 10:18 speaks of the “GLORY OF HIS FOREST,” and we know Solomon “IN ALL HIS GLORY” was not arrayed as beautifully as a lily (Matthew 6:29). Proverbs 17:6 says, “GRANDCHILDREN ARE THE CROWN OF THE AGED, AND THE GLORY OF CHILDREN IS THEIR FATHERS” (ESV). How about Proverbs 20:29: “THE GLORY OF YOUNG MEN IS THEIR STRENGTH”? Even whole cultures have a glory according to Isaiah 35:2, which mentions “THE GLORY OF LEBANON.” A concordance listing for “glory” is huge—it’s used many different ways and for many different things. What does it mean?


It means the distinctiveness of something, the specificity and uniqueness. That’s the common thread throughout all of these uses. Webster’s defines it as “honor,” which is okay as far as it goes, but clearly in all these uses far more than honor is involved. We could certainly agree that honoring something requires appreciating its distinctiveness, its specialness. And so the glory of God is His uniqueness, just like the glory of the pig is its uniqueness. The glory of the stars, the forest, old men, and entire countries is wrapped up in distinctiveness.


Think about God’s attributes, codified succinctly in Unger’s Bible Dictionary:




Spirituality (God is Spirit)


Infinity


Eternity


Immutability


Self-sufficiency


Perfection


Freedom


Omnipotence


Omnipresence


Omniscience


Justice


Truth


Love


Mercy


Grace




I’m surprised the list did not include holiness, but anyway, can we agree that this list is absolutely divine? That no human, no animal, no plant, no angel, no rock, stone, or flower possesses these attributes perfectly? They are unreservedly and distinctly divine. Only God can be described with this list.


That means if the chief end of man is to show forth God’s glory, then our lives should honor God in these respects. But notice how many times the Scripture uses the word glory for things other than God, showing a deep respect and honor for the uniqueness of all created beings—and things. The point is that the sum and substance of our lives should point toward the Godness of God. And He wants us to understand that how we extend that respect and honor to His creation indicates our level of honoring His specialness.


Who would want to serve a God who is like anything else? That wouldn’t be a transcendent deity; it would simply be another something. Glory speaks to uniqueness; what makes God God, you you, and me me. And a pig a pig. With respect to glory, biblically speaking, God’s glory inherently is no more special than a forest, a pig, or a civilization. Respecting the glory of each encourages a respect for the glory of all. We could call this whole idea: Glory Consistency.


If we can’t appreciate the pigness of the pig, we can’t appreciate the Godness of God. Yet, in modern America, no credible scientist would conceive of such a silly notion. Indeed, our research and farming practices are predicated on growing everything faster, fatter, bigger, cheaper, without regard to respecting and honoring distinctiveness. We grab that dominion mandate and run like a bunch of swashbuckling conquistadors right into the sacred domain of life, whacking and flailing, altering, snipping, and inserting as if all of life is some sort of inanimate protoplasmic structure to be manipulated however cleverly hubris can imagine to manipulate it.


As if pigs are no more special than extruded plastic dolls or polyethylene pipe fittings. I would suggest that a culture that views its pigs as just mechanical objects to be reprogrammed and manipulated will view its citizens the same way, and ultimately God the same way. A deity to be manipulated and formed into something of our liking. God becomes either nonexistent or a doting grandpa dispensing goodies to whoever has the most clever sales pitch. Or worse, a fairy that can poof anything into anything in the blink of an eye.


Education always involves learning the rudimentary things first. You don’t learn about suffixes and prefixes until you learn the ABC’s. You don’t learn about logarithms until you learn that two plus two equals four. You don’t study rocket propulsion until you learn the simple principle: “For every action, there is an equal but opposite reaction.” I would suggest that learning what it means to bring God glory is far more advanced than what it means to bring pigs glory. Honoring the pigness of pigs is far more elementary than honoring the Godness of God.


The same principle applies person-to-person. If we are going to create an ethical framework on which we honor the glory of Tom and the glory of Mary—realizing that this is the object lesson for the glory of God—it starts with honoring the pigness of pigs. I’ve read bulletins that current research is under way in our land-grant universities to isolate the stress gene in pigs so that we can abuse them even more aggressively in our concentrated animal feeding operations (CAFOs), but they won’t care anymore.


In CAFOs, farmers cut off the pigs’ tails—called docking—to intentionally make them sore and tender. Pigs are active and enjoy being busy. When pigs in such confined quarters can’t act out their pigness like rooting in the soil, romping, looking for bugs and cavorting, they become bored and stressed. When bored, these pigs gnaw and bite each other, especially tails. Being sore and tender, the pain is more intense and the assaulted pigs quickly move away rather than tolerating the aggressive biting long enough to open a bloody wound. If the tails were not sore and tender from being cut off, the pain of being bitten would not be intense enough to make the attacked pig move away from the aggressor. Once blood flows, the other pigs—remember, they’re omnivores—will see that wounded pig as lunch and consume him. I’m not making this up.


By what sort of ethical or moral stretch can anyone make a case for docking tails in order to keep pigs alive in such anti-pig production arrangements? Gentle people, it is how we protect the least of these—pigs in this case—that creates an ethical framework around how we protect the greatest of these—people and then God’s reputation. Our children can’t see God, but they can see pigs.


Our friends can’t see God. But they can see pigs. When we honor the pigness of pigs, we create a philosophical imperative that we can see. Suddenly the spiritual mandate to bring glory to God has an object, something physical in which to participate. Pigs munching on acorns, chowing down on grass, digging up roots, and gamboling around a silva-pasture (tree-dotted grassland) do things that not another living being on the face of the earth can do. None. If we deny the pig that chance, and put it on a slatted floor in a cage in a confinement house, it can’t act out its uniqueness. That keeps us from being able to enjoy the pig’s special qualities.


The obvious question, then, is: How do we honor the pigness of pigs? How do we create a farm and food system that respects the pig’s glory? What are the distinctives, the special attributes of the pig? What is the essence of the pig? First of all, it’s an animal. Animals, as opposed to plants, are supposed to move around. Have you ever heard of a stationary animal?


Yet the modern swine industry, with gestation crates and CAFOs, operates under the supposition that animals don’t need to move around. They assume that it’s utterly respectful to confine sows in crates so that the pigs cannot even turn around—ever. How about laying hens in industrial houses? Imagine a twenty-two-inch by sixteen-inch cage with seven laying hens in it—less space per bird than a sheet of copy paper. The birds cannot stretch their wings and have to take turns moving around because not enough space exists for all of them to move at the same time.


In order to crowd these birds in such confined conditions and keep them alive, farmers cut off their beaks to blunt what would otherwise be too sharp for such confined conditions. Does this sound like something that honors the chickenness of the chicken? By the way, you should see the spell-check lines under all these words like pigness, chickenness, and more on the way. My computer screen is lit up with red underlines, but I’ll leave them because they convey the strength of meaning better than anything else. Thankfully, the English language is malleable.


Chickens are birds and as such need room to flit, perch, spread their wings, strut, and stretch their necks and legs. This is just common courtesy. Now, back to pigs.


Second, pigs have a wonderful plow on the end of their noses. In this, they are truly distinctive. This means the glory of the pig is in its ability to move things around, to till things, and disturb soil. On our farm, we use pigs to build compost. When we feed hay to the cows in the winter, we bed the cows with wood chips, straw, peanut hulls, or any other kind of carbon we can find, creating a carbonaceous diaper to absorb the fifty pounds of nutrients dropping from the cow’s back end every day.


We add corn to this deepening diaper and elevate the hay feed boxes to keep things level as the diaper rises. The cows tromp the oxygen out of the bedding, making it anaerobic. The diaper, or bedding, ferments. When the cows go back out to graze fresh grass in the spring, we put pigs in those vacated hay feeding areas and the pigs seek out the fermented corn imbedded in the carbonaceous diaper. As the pigs till through the bedding, it is aerated, converting it from anaerobic material to aerobic compost. We call these pigs pigaerators because they aerate the bedding and rotovate it.


Not only does this make economic sense because we’re letting appreciating animals do the work rather than depreciating machinery, but it also fully honors the pigness of the pig. We’re not asking the pigs to do something they don’t want to do. They’re in hog heaven. Nothing suits them more than to rip and tear into this bedding and eat the fermented morsels buried there.


At this point, the pigs are not just tenderloin and ribs; they are co-laborers in our land-healing ministry. They are team players. Suddenly our spiritual resonance, respect, and appreciation for the glory of pigs completely change our relationship. They are no longer protein stuff, but primarily fellow workers, sharing common vision and visceral participation in the needs of the farm. They are part of an intricate choreography that pulls its dance moves from millennia of porcine glory. This is the fabric of pork legend from time immemorial.


Now, lest you think I’m putting pigs on too high a pedestal, it is sobering to realize that if I climbed into that pigaerating work site and fell asleep, they would just as happily consume me as that fermented corn. In fact, when children come to the farm to visit and invariably want to pet the pigs, I’m always happy to oblige with permission, but I give a warning: “Keep moving. These guys are omnivores, remember. They start with your toes, then your fingers, and within a couple of hours they’ll be onto your liver and pancreas. So keep moving.”


It’s a lighthearted way to remind us all that these are animals. They don’t sign treaties. We don’t have an armistice agreement with them. They’re pretty simpleminded: if it tastes good, eat it. And human flesh is as good as cow poop and fermented corn. Yum.


Now imagine the life of a pig in a CAFO. Crammed in there with literally thousands of other pigs, no sunlight, no fresh air—the floor is slats over a slurry manure pit, which vaporizes ammonia into the air to mix with the fecal particulate for breathing air—in small cubicles without any work to do. Would you go mad, too? Absolutely. And yet Christians routinely grow pigs this way and even send our children to good colleges so they can land high-paying jobs with agribusiness corporations to promote, design, and research more anti-pig models.


Rather than displaying our kids’ graduate degrees in these bastions of anti-pigness, we should be repenting in sackcloth and ashes.


On our farm, when the pigs are finished with the compost, and during most of the season, we put them out in pig pastures and acorn finishing glens in the woods. Using electric fence to control them, we move them from paddock to paddock every few days so they enjoy fresh ground and plenty of salad in their diet. Pigs like a varied diet: they are omnivores, remember. They like bugs and worms as much as chickens—that has a double meaning, by the way. Still don’t get it?


Okay: The first meaning is that chickens like bugs, too. The second is that pigs like chickens—as in munch, munch. Tasty drumsticks. Sooooo, pigs like bugs and worms as much as chickens. Whew!


In these outdoor rotated paddocks, we provide them with all the feed they want, clean water out of a special drinker they can’t soil, and shelter either in trees or with portable nursery shade cloth contraptions. They can tear up roots, eat different kinds of plants, eat Japanese beetles or any other kind of protein they can find. Perhaps one of the most profound statements ever uttered to me came from the mouth of a chef. He wanted to see the farm so I took him on a quick tour, and when we got to the pigs, he confessed he’d never been with live pigs. Ever. After enjoying their antics and natural behavior for a few mesmerizing minutes, he said simply: “If I were a pig, this is how I’d want to live.”


Folks, that is exactly the point. Because our farm puts that kind of attention on maintaining the sanctity and dignity of the pig—the glory of the pig—we have a credible launchpad to a bigger discussion about defending the glory of God. Putting the pig in this position does not make God smaller; it makes God bigger and more awesome. This is not theologically demeaning; it’s theologically affirming. Do you see how the two ideas complement each other? Because we care about the pigness of pigs, we care about the Godness of God. What does that look like? Suddenly, a whole new discussion occurs.


To the greater Christian community, however, a phrase like pigness of pigs conjures up notions of animal worship and environmental flakes. It’s the kind of statement you’d expect from vegans and animal rights whackos. But I would argue that our view toward the animals is a direct manifestation of our view toward each other and to God.


The Scripture is full of animal rights, conservative pundits and talk radio notwithstanding. From “THOU SHALT NOT MUZZLE THE OX WHEN HE TREADETH OUT THE CORN” (Deuteronomy 25:4) to “THOU SHALT NOT PLOW WITH AN OX AND AN ASS TOGETHER” (Deuteronomy 22:10), the Bible is full of animal rights. Jesus clearly said it was okay to relieve a distressed animal on the Sabbath, even though the Sabbath was a day of rest. Indeed, Adam’s directive to name the animals shows that God was not interested in just a bunch of “its.” God feeds the ravens—an especially nasty bird—and knows even when a sparrow falls.


Animals are viewed throughout the Pentateuch as an extension of personhood. My paraphrase of Exodus 21:28 and following says that if an animal you own hurts someone, you’re not guilty unless the animal has a reputation for aggression. If it has that reputation and you have not dealt with it, the animal is an extension of your body—you are as responsible for the violence as if you had committed it with your own body. Wow. That’s significant.


The point is that God neither looks kindly on abusive treatment of animals nor on viewing animals as machines and tools. They occupy an amazing space, subject to humans, dependent on human care and mercy, yet exhibiting their own distinctiveness and glory. It’s a unique position, one that it would behoove us to wrestle with until we arrive at a place that ultimately pleases God.


So here’s a question: If we assume there is a right way and a wrong way to care for or produce domestic livestock, what might a list that articulates the two look like? I would suggest that anything that honors and respects the animal is right, and anything that equates the animal with machines and tools is wrong. When you enter a factory farm situation—a Tyson chicken house, Smithfield hog factory, Iowa Beef Packers feedlot—does what you’re seeing strike you as bringing glory to that animal? Or does it seem more like a machine? Later in this book we’ll deal with the naysayers: protection, feeding the world, disease, efficiency. Right now I’m zeroing in on the life vs. nonlife issue. We’ll get to the other things later.


A helpful question may be this: If I were an animal, would I want to live like this? I can feel the pushback from my friends who see such a question as anti-human because it sounds anti-dominion. Remember, I slaughter lots of animals. This is not about turning animals into people. But it bears asking: Is this environment, if I were this animal, the kind of habitat I’d like? Is it the way I’d want to be treated? I think that can go a long way toward discovering the answer.


Perhaps a big issue we need to deal with at this point is the push-back that if life is so special, what gives us the right to kill and eat? How does killing the pig honor its glory? How is the pigness of the pig reverenced when we enjoy bacon for breakfast? That’s certainly a valid question. First, let’s look at this biblically. Nowhere does the Bible even hint that eating animals is wrong. The patriarchs ate animals. The prophets ate animals. The kings and peasants all ate animals. The feasts included animals. Jesus ate animals. The disciples and apostles ate animals.


How does killing and eating animals add strength to their glory? Because life requires death. While it’s true that killing a carrot, in the big scheme of things, is no different from killing a chicken, when the blood flows and the eyes go dim, it’s far more graphic and real. The typology of sacrifice preceding life occurs throughout the Old Testament and culminates, of course, in the ultimate sacrifice of God’s Son as the perfect lamb to take away the sins of the world.


Every time we kill something, whether seed embryo (wheat), vegetable, or animal, in order to live, it should remind us not only of the sacrificial death of Jesus that enables us to partake of eternal life, but also how precious life is. Life is so precious that it requires death. The goal of radical animal rightists working through research scientists to grow nonliving meatlike substances from human feces or primal slime in petri dishes is a denial of this foundational principle that life requires death.


Jesus uses the principle of a seed being planted, and dying, before sending forth the new shoot. Unless it dies, the new shoot can’t come forth. Everything, everything, everything requires death in order to create life. And lest anyone think I’m skipping the Edenic period where nothing died, we’re not in Eden anymore, Toto. We don’t have perfect bodies; we live in a fallen world in which bringing glory to God includes appreciating the cost of life in Him. It is precious enough to require death. Eating reminds us of that with every chomp of our jaws.


Our sustenance is completely and utterly dependent on taking life, be it plant or animal. That alone should drive us to appreciate the sanctity and precious value of life. That means we don’t hurt people and things unnecessarily. We’re all one step away from our last breath. Every breath is a gift, borrowed, or snatched, from the hands of death.


That’s the biblical part. Now let’s go to the ecological part. Everything is eating and being eaten. If you don’t believe it, go lie naked in your flower bed for three days and see what gets eaten. Watch any nature documentary and you’ll be struck by all the consumption and death going on. From microbes including bacteria and nematodes to viruses, amoebas, and elephants—all of life is eating, biting, chewing.


Unfortunately, our techno-sophisticated culture’s love affair with Disney has Thumpered and Bambied us to the point that most people feel completely segregated from this visceral death reality. Our skins die. Our blood cells die. Microbes live in our bed-sheets, chomping dead skin. Does this make you shiver? I think it’s hilarious.


All that being said, I would suggest that what makes the sacrifice of any being sacred is how it was honored in life. To take that one step further, I would even suggest that only when we’ve honored the life do we have the right to make the sacrifice. In other words, someone who has abused the life, disrespected the life, looked at it as just inanimate stuff, does not deserve to kill and eat. The right to participate in that sacred act must be earned.
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