Ethical Eating

My last two sermons have focused on Theology.  In the first sermon I sought to define “theology” in a way that made sense and was relevant to Unitarian Universalists.  There is of course the traditional definition, “the study of God.”  I prefer Dr Michael Hogue’s definition, “The study of things that are ultimately real, valuable, and meaningful.”  


In the second sermon, I stressed that theology must be transformative.  Our studies cannot be merely academic; they must push us in every aspect of our lives to ponder if we are living our lives in the best way possible.  This is of course, an incredibly broad challenge.  Examining our lives is a very personal thing, and we will not all come to the same conclusions.  That is why Unitarian Universalism must always be a religion that welcomes people from many different perspectives.  We learn when we are exposed to ideas we don’t profess.  We are better people when the ideas we hold dear have been through the crucible of intellectual challenge.

I have also discussed how my work with animals as part of community service for seminary forced me to examine how human-centered so much of religion is.  When my classmates discussed things like oppression at their service sites, it always focused on human oppression.  I had to broaden this to include animals, since they were the focus of my work.  I have learned that a relevant modern theology must take animals and nature seriously.  We are all part of the same ecosystem, whether we attribute it to God or evolution or both.  My boundaries had been stretched, as had those of my classmates.

This past week, and concluding today, the Unitarian Universalist Associationheld their 50th General Assembly since the merger of the Unitarians and the Universalists.  During this time, a Statement of Conscience was debated and voted on, and passed by a large margin.  The purpose of a Statement of Conscience is to provide to UUA leadership a document, voted on by the congregations, which will state goals and beliefs that a majority of the congregations have approved.  While no individual or congregation is required to pledge allegiance or belief in any of these statements, it does show where we as an association are focusing our theological and social efforts.

The idea of ethical eating is important to me because I have been re-thinking my approach to food.  In my fundamentalist days, I would say I have been convicted to change my habits.  This statement of conscience deals with issues that Jancy and I have been giving a great deal of thought to, and rather than talk about the statement of conscience, I will share our story.  The ideas we wrestle with are ideas presented in this document.  It’s a way of making things a bit more personal.


I want to reiterate something right now.  I fully understand that death is an integral part of the cycle of life.  Life forms on this planet are essentially eating, sleeping, reproducing, killing machines.  It’s not a pretty picture, but it is accurate.  Yet from an evolutionary perspective, we are capable of surviving while minimizing the suffering of animals that feed us.  Ironically, with the technological advances humanity has made, you’d think that animals would be suffering less now, when in reality, the burdens of feeding an ever-increasing population have forced us to use less humane methods to raise animals that will be butchered for food.  


Concentrated Animal Feeding Operations (CAFOs) have greatly increased our food supply, but have also resulted in a terrible quality of life for any animal raised for food.  In general (because there are probably exceptions), animals in CAFOs are not allowed to roam freely.  Cows are feed grains rather than grass and kept in crowded lots.  Chickens have their beaks cut off and are forced into tight cramped cages with other chickens.  Animals are fed growth hormones to increase their size, and antibiotics because they live in their own feces.  Surrounding land and water is polluted by animal waste.

But CAFOs aren’t just used for butchering animals.  Dairy products can also come from such facilities.  In fact, I’ve read, though I can’t confirm, that giving up dairy products would help animals more than giving up meat.  Let me repeat that.  If your goal is to reduce the inhumane treatment of animals, and you buy your food at a standard grocery store, you will alleviate more suffering if you give up dairy products than if you give up meat.  

Now I’ll make it personal.  Every morning I eat two bowls of cereal.  I’ve been doing this most of my life.  It is a ritual so ingrained that giving it up would be akin to giving up smoking for someone addicted to nicotine.  It is true that donuts and waffles can provide a suitably sugary substitute, but ultimately I always come back to cereal.  I also love cheese.  And I dearly love meat.  Eating more humanely is great in theory, but when it comes time to eat, this was going to be a real sacrifice.  Tackling this issue would require a two-pronged attack: reduce my consumption of dairy products and meat, and look for sources of these goods where the animals involved in production were treated humanely.

In trying to reduce my intake of dairy products, the most obvious target would be milk.  Could I find a suitable substitute for Moo juice?  I started with soy milk.  Jumping to straight soy-milk was too much for me.  I tried it on a bowl of cereal, but the taste was too alien.  Yes, it was white and milky in appearance, but it wasn’t really milk.  However, all was not lost.  For several months I mixed regular milk and soy milk together in a fifty-fifty concoction that was close enough to meet my daily cereal requirement.  But I could never get over the hurdle and go completely soy.


The answer came one day as we were at the grocery store.  Jancy pointed out rice milk and asked if I had ever tried that.  No I hadn’t.  And unlike soy beans, which I have never really liked in any format, I did like rice.  I began with the same 50/50 mix I had tried with soy milk, but was soon  drinking it straight.  I had broken the milk addiction!  


Cheese is proving a tougher nut to crack.  I have found some soy cheese that is quite passable on a cracker, but faux mozzarella cheese, shredded and design to be used on pizzas, resulted in a pizza so truly vile that words fail me.  Jancy is able to eat almost anything, and even she found it to be disgusting.  So I still face the dilemma of craving pizza, and therefore cheese, and I’m not sure what I’ll do about it.  But I have stopped eating pepperoni for the most part. A good four-cheese pizza is enough for me.

Moving from dairy to meat, I begin by stating that I doubt I will ever be a vegetarian.  We are omnivores, evolutionarily speaking.  The craving for meat resides deep in my chromosomes.  I doubt I will ever fully overcome that desire.  But there are still things I can do to eat more humanely.  First of all, I don’t eat meat at breakfast or lunch (with rare exceptions).  Jancy and I try to have at least two meatless dinners per week.  So in essence I only eat meat five times a week, sometimes less.


For those times when we do eat meat, we are in the process of seeking sources of meat wherein the animals are allowed to live decent lives, freely roaming fields and pastures rather than spending their short lives in tight confinement.  One source we recently tried was Lynchburg Pasture Fed Beef. The animals raised here graze freely, without antibiotics or growth hormones, and never eating grain.  But most importantly to me, they live this way until it comes time to be butchered.  They have the cow equivalent of the good life.  Jancy and I bought our first pack of meat from them recently.  I suspect we will buy more.  But this is not meant to be a commercial for this company.  This sermon is about how Jancy I and have made changes in how we eat.  How we have been transformed.

On the topic of food, Unitarian Universalists will come to many different conclusions.  Some are just fine with buying beef at a grocery store, and don’t want to know about the life the animal led.  Others want the animals to have good lives, but still have no problems with an animal being killed to provide food to humans.  And others will argue that it is completely unnecessary to eat meat, and shameful to kill animals in order that we may live.  People feel passionately about both food and life, and I dare say this topic could generate as many hard feelings and raised hackles as a discussion about politics.


But I bring you back to the purpose of this sermon, as well as my previous two.  How does our theology (or philosophy if you prefer) transform our lives?  How does what we say and share here impact how we live?  This story is an example, a personal example.  It is the story of how my theology has impacted a major part of my life.  It is an example of transformation.

 
Because I have been thinking hard about life, and our role in this world; because I pushed beyond traditional thinking as I merged theology and community service in my first year at Meadville Lombard, I have made changes.  These changes came from within, not imposed from without, and therefore I think they will be permanent changes.

But these changes do come with a cost.  And many people cannot afford even the modest changes we have made.  Rice milk is double the cost of regular milk.  Pasture fed beef is also at least double the cost.  So to live this way requires a financial commitment that many can’t make.  So when we have this discussion, humaneness may be subservient to affordability.  People who have made a change like this must always be wary of turning smug or self-righteous.  Whenever we make a change, we must be humble.  We can certainly share our ideas and advocate for change, but others will disagree, and we may not hold the moral high ground we think we do.


For instance, I might feel pretty pleased with myself for reducing meat consumption, and being willing to spend more on rice milk and pasture fed beef.  Yet, there is till no getting around the fact that animals are killed in their prime to feed me.  Other animals still suffer in CAFOs producing the other dairy products that I haven’t given up.  And there are people in this world, know as vegans, who don’t eat any animal products at all.  I wish I could get to that point.  Instead, I have made compromises.  I have nothing to be proud of.  We heard Elaine talk about compromises she has had to make in the military and in the Boy Scouts.  It was a very timely sermon, as it ties in very well to what I am talking about right now.

Our goal, as we wander through the wonderful complex mess that is life on Earth, is to do the best we can.  Why?  Because, as was shared here years ago by a guest speaker, when we look back on our lives, we don’t want to have regrets.  Our awareness of life around us, ideas flowing from others, and our impact on the web of life, should constantly affect how we think and live.  The examples I have provided are but one tiny example of a much larger dynamic that occurs in all of us.  Awareness leads to transformation.  This is theology at its best.  

 For anyone contemplating a change in eating habits, I want to recommend the book “The Compassionate Carnivore,” by Catherine Friend.  She advocates for a gradual change in eating habits for an individual, rather than jumping immediately into vegetarianism or veganism.  For many people, this is a dismal failure, and they end up right back where they started.  Rather, move gradually when making big changes, and do what is reasonable and achievable.  She also points out that if people are willing to purchase meat from locations that treat animals humanely, we are encouraging this sort of business.  Our money is our vote.  When we tell CAFOs we don’t want their meat, they may change their practices.

Ethical eating encompasses a wide variety of issues. I’ve only touched on a few.  Other considerations are the plight of the workers producing the food, wages paid, distances food is shipped, impact on the environment of pesticides, fertilizers, transportation, soil erosion, and deforestation.  These are complex issues, and require serious study.  This aspect of our lives is important, and is not one we should ignore.  

Food production can have a dark side that many of us don’t want to see.  But the religious, ethical, theological side of us should insist on seeing it!  If we are not willing to carefully consider how our eating habits impact other life and our environment, our religion will join so many others in irrelevance.  I am encouraged by the work our congregations are doing in this area.  I encourage each of us to do serious personal work as we consider how best to eat ethically.  We will be better people for the effort.

Amen and blessed be.
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