Out of Eden: A Christian Ethics Study Guide to Food and the Environment
Session 4
Meat: What’s the True Cost? And Who Pays It?
Part 1: The Cost of Meat1
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The Cost to Our Health
‘U.S. health officials on Thursday reported the first case in the country of a patient with an infection resistant to a
last-resort antibiotic, and expressed grave concern that the superbug could pose serious danger for routine infections
if it spreads. […] The mcr-1 gene was found last year in people and pigs in China, raising alarm.The potential for
the superbug to spread from animals to people is a major concern.’2

Source: Maryn McKenna, ‘Imagining the Post-Antibiotics Future,’ Medium, November 20, 2013

‘Antibiotics resistance is one of the most pressing issues. It is recognized internationally that we’re on the threshold
of a post-antibiotics era and while we can’t prove that antibiotics used in livestock systems are the leading cause of
this, with 80 percent of the antibiotics used in the U.S. going to livestock in some way or another—under the
spurious title of “therapeutic,” when actually the truth is they’re being used mainly for growth promotion purposes
or to suppress diseases which would otherwise make those systems unviable—you can see that this is starting to be
of government interest. Imagine a situation where all the antibiotics of last resort—which are propping up public
health everywhere in the world—become useless. And we’re quite close to that now.
‘We’d also need to look at the cost of infectious diseases linked to industrial livestock production, the quality of the
meats not being as health promoting as grass-fed meat, residues of various kinds finding their way into the meat, and
the cost to the environment—both of the production itself (particularly water pollution resulting from nitrate
pollution) and of the cropping systems that feed the livestock (more nitrate pollution from the synthetic nitrogen
fertilizers used to grow acres and acres of corn and soybeans). Another major cost is greenhouse gas emissions,
which impact climate change.’3
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‘The NGO-led eat-less-meat campaigns have often thrown the ruminant baby out with the
bathwater. In the UK, that has led to an increase the consumption of industrially produced
poultry (some of the meat causing the most damage) at the expense of beef and lamb production
(which has the potential to be part of the solution). These are controversial statements because
it has now become almost orthodoxy to say that the worst offender in terms of Livestock’s long
shadow is [beef and lamb’s] impact on greenhouse gas emissions. What those and other reports
don’t reveal is that there’s a great difference between industrial ruminant production and
pasture-feeding animals. One of the things that hasn’t been taken into account is that if you are
grazing livestock on pasture, particularly as part of a crop rotation … it has the capacity to
Soil in a long-term experiment appears red
significantly increase soil carbon, which reduces the amount of carbon in the atmosphere.’

when depleted of carbon (left) and dark brown
when carbon content is high (right).

Part Two: How to Not Let Our Children Subsidize Our Consumption
‘After thirty years on the
throne, the pharaoh [of
Egypt] celebrated a
jubilee intended
magically to rejuvenate
the divine yet vulnerable
monarch…’4
‘Some [Egyptian] kings
built a whole new
festival temple dedicated
to this purpose, while
others reconstructed a
festival hall on [an]
already existing
temple.’5

25:1

The LORD then spoke to Moses at Mount Sinai, saying, 2‘Speak to the sons of
Israel and say to them, ‘When you come into the land which I shall give you, then
the land shall have a sabbath to the LORD. 3 Six years you shall sow your field,
and six years you shall prune your vineyard and gather in its crop, 4 but during the
seventh year the land shall have a sabbath rest, a sabbath to the LORD; you shall
not sow your field nor prune your vineyard. 5 Your harvest’s aftergrowth you shall
not reap, and your grapes of untrimmed vines you shall not gather; the land shall
have a sabbatical year. 6 All of you shall have the sabbath products of the land for
food; yourself, and your male and female slaves, and your hired man and your
foreign resident, those who live as aliens with you. 7 Even your cattle and the
animals that are in your land shall have all its crops to eat… 10 You shall thus
consecrate the fiftieth year and proclaim a release through the land to all its
inhabitants. It shall be a jubilee for you, and each of you shall return to his own
property, and each of you shall return to his family… 13On this year of jubilee each
of you shall return to his own property… 23 The land, moreover, shall not be sold
permanently, for the land is Mine; for you are but aliens and sojourners with Me…
[Regarding land sale:] 28 …at the jubilee it shall revert, that he may return to his
property… [Regarding indentured service:] 39 If a countryman of yours becomes so
poor with regard to you that he sells himself to you, you shall not subject him to a
slave’s service… 54Even if he is not redeemed by these means [his relatives pay his
debt], he shall still go out in the year of jubilee, he and his sons with him. 55 For the
sons of Israel are My servants; they are My servants whom I brought out from the
land of Egypt. I am the LORD your God. (Leviticus 25)
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Only the trees which you know are not fruit trees you shall destroy and cut
down… (Deuteronomy 20:20).22:6 If you happen to come upon a bird’s nest along
the way, in any tree or on the ground, with young ones or eggs, and the mother
sitting on the young or on the eggs, you shall not take the mother with the young; 7
you shall certainly let the mother go, but the young you may take for yourself, in
order that it may be well with you and that you may prolong your days.
(Deuteronomy 22:6 – 7)

Historical and Cultural Background
• Biblical Israel celebrated a ‘jubilee’ which was based on the story of Adam and Eve given the original
Garden of Eden by a good God. If humanity had not fallen into corruption, all descendants of Adam and
Eve would have inherited their portions of the beautiful garden land. Note that there were other forms of
wealth, like livestock, clothing, equipment, pottery, jewelry, and coins.
• Ancient biblical Israel was a nomadic people who became agrarian. The first five books of the Bible – the
‘books of Moses’ or Torah (Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy) – are foundational
documents, like a charter or constitution.

Discussion Questions
• Compare the two jubilees. Where do the resources go in each? What does that say about the events?
• How do the passages reflect a concern for future children or not?
• Discuss this statement: People who don’t exist yet should still have human rights, so the present generation
should not be able to exploit their lack of voice today.
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Exploitation of the Land: The Heretic and His Impact
‘God gave the world to men in
common; but since he gave it them for
their benefit, and the greatest
conveniences of life they were capable
to draw from it, it cannot be supposed
he meant it should always remain
common and uncultivated. He gave it
to the use of the industrious and
rational, (and labour was to be his title
to it;) not to the fancy or covetousness
of the quarrelsome and contentious…
God, by commanding to subdue, gave
authority so far to appropriate: and the
condition of human life, which requires
labor and materials to work on,
necessarily introduces private
possessions.’6

‘A report by Trucost on behalf of The Economics of Ecosystems and
Biodiversity (TEEB) program sponsored by United Nations
Environmental Program, examined the money earned by the biggest
industries on this planet, and then contrasted them with 100 different
types of environmental costs. To make this easier, they turned these
100 categories into 6: water use, land use, greenhouse gas emissions,
waste pollution, land pollution, and water pollution.The report found
that when you took the externalized costs into effect, essentially
NONE of the industries was actually making a profit. The huge
profit margins being made by the world’s most profitable industries
(oil, meat, tobacco, mining, electronics) is being paid for against the
future: we are trading long term sustainability for the benefit of
shareholders. Sometimes the environmental costs vastly outweighed
revenue, meaning that these industries would be constantly losing
money had they actually been paying for the ecological damage and
strain they were causing.’7

Discussion Questions
• John Locke was an important political philosopher, very influential to the American founding fathers
because of his ideas of property rights and political revolution. What do you think of his view that the
‘industrious and rational’ would gradually accumulate more and more of the natural world? How does that
compare with the relationships honored in Leviticus 25?
• The quote on the right describes ‘externalities,’ as economists call them. The true cost of making
something is ‘externalized’so neither producer nor consumer have to pay it. What ‘externalities’ have we
observed abovein the production of meat? How do our future children pay for our current consumption?
• How would the passages from the Jewish vision of life described in the Hebrew Bible critique this
situation?

Action Steps
• Eat sustainably: Give up all intensively raised (non free-range) meat. Eat poultry and pork more than beef.
Cook meat as a garnish on vegetables. Eat meat more occasionally and pay more for it. Eat only freerange, grass-fed beef and lamb.
• Educate others about Omega-3 vs. Omega-6 animal fats so they make healthy purchases
• Reduce government subsidies to grow feed corn: See Session 2
• Tax meat consumption: Especially from grain-fed, intensively raised meat
• Explore lab-grown meat?8
• Write your political representatives to ban the use of antibiotics: ‘The use of antiobiotics to accelerate
growth in farm animals can be banned by agriculture ministries, as it has in the European Union. All the
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better of governments jointly agree to enforce such rules widely. In both people and animals, policy should
be to vaccinate more so as to stop infections before they start. That should appeal to cash-strapped health
systems, because prophylaxis is cheaper than treatment. By the same logic, hospitals and other breeding
grounds for resistant bugs should prevent infections by practising better hygiene. Governments should
educate the public about how antibiotics work and how they can help halt the spread of resistance… Policy
can also sharped the incentives to innovate… Another [suggestion] is to expand a basic-research fund set
up by… governments in order to sponsor the development of cheap diagnostic techniques. If doctors could
tell instantaneously whether an infection was viral or bacterial, they would no longer be tempted to
administer antibiotics just in case. If they knew which antibiotics would eradicate an infection, they could
avoid prescribing a drug that suffers from partial resistance, and thereby limit the further selection of
resistant strains. Combining policies to accomplish many things at once demands political leadership…
Enough time has been wasted issuing warnings about antibiotic resistance. The moment has come to do
something about it.’9
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Leader’s Notes
Part 1: The Cost of Meat
1.
2.

What surprises you about these stats?
Here’s a question from a farm called KOL Foods:10
Q: Who has a smaller carbon footprint?
(a) A vegetarian who drives a Hummer
(b) A conventional meat eater who drives a Prius?
A: (a) The vegetarian because conventional grain-fed meat consumes so much fossil fuel. By eating grassfed meat you are eating meat that only requires the sun and rain to grow grass. So you would in effect be
the vegetarian in this scenario.

3.

4.

Here are some other scenes from videos and documentaries that you might have caught along the way
somewhere:
a. Have you watched the drone camera footage of the pig farm? It’s pretty gross. See the 5 minute
youtube video, ‘Spy Drones Expose Smithfield Factory Farms’ at
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ayGJ1YSfDXs.
b. Or the documentary called Food Inc.? It opens with a scene from a modern day chicken farm and
how they use growth hormones. Scary.
So it seems like the combination of pasture-fed, cage-free animals and good crop rotation can be good for
the environment?
a. ‘There not only needs to be a shift in the animals we keep—away from poultry and hogs and
toward ruminant animals (because they’re the ones that can digest cellulose)—but we also need to
shift away from the current, mainly grain-based feeding systems toward pasture-based ones. Doing
so would also involve growing fewer acres of corn and soy and bringing back crop rotations with
legumes and forage crops that would be consumed by the ruminant animals. The animals need to
stay on the farms and the farms need to be mixed. And unless there’s a public understanding of the
value of the right kind of animal fats, that change won’t be able to take place.’11
b. There are plenty of people doing cage-free. Is anyone doing both cage-free and crop rotation right
now?

Part Two: How to Not Let Our Children Subsidize Our Consumption
5.
6.
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Compare the two jubilees. Where do the resources go in each? What does that say about the events?
How do the passages reflect a concern for future children or not?
a. Land in the Jubilee year: What are the principles that are relevant here?
i. God gets to push a reset button on land, and give the land as a gift to each child or
grandchild in Israel. Each child is His child. This is His ‘no child left behind policy.’
ii. Is the once sabbath year for land every seven years kind of like crop rotation? It would
have had a similar effect on the land, yes. That’s intriguing. It’s not as if we can just
copy this, though. According to the story of Israel, God gave Israel a special promise to
send rain on their land (Dt.11). Israel was supposed to not be one of the great river
civilizations like Egypt, Mesopotamia, India, and China. No other nation has that
promise, because it called for faith in God in a certain way.
b. Animal life: The principle about not taking a mother bird, but only the eggs or young instead, in
Dt.22:6 – 7? What are the values behind this law?
i. Care for nature – the mother bird can reproduce and have more young
ii. Care for other people – if the mother bird reproduces, other people can benefit
iii. And, many scientists today recommend that we eat eggs more than meat!

KOL Foods, ‘The True Cost of Meat’; http://www.kolfoods.com/the-true-cost-of-meat.asp; last accessed August 11, 2016
Twilight Greenaway, ‘In Search of the True Cost of Industrial Meat,’Civil Eats, April 12, 2016

7.

8.

iv. So the law communicated to Israel to be proactive, to understand the natural world, and
care for it and others
Discuss this statement: People who don’t exist yet should still have human rights, so the present generation
should not be able to exploit their lack of voice today.
a. Can individuals matter if they don’t exist yet? The realization we need to reflect on seriously is
the fact that in a secular ‘human rights’ framework, the only people who have ‘human rights’ are
people in this generation. Especially when we define those ‘human rights’ as ‘freedom from being
interfered with as much as possible.’ That means we have ‘rights’ without ‘responsibilities.’ And
people who don’t exist yet don’t have human rights. Legally speaking, they have no voice or
power.
b. What’s the result of silencing the voice of our future children? How many things will they have to
pay for because we consumed far too much and left them to pay for it? This is why the West,
along with modern capitalism everywhere, pushes off to the future environmental pollution, global
warming, government deficits, the energy crisis, the global food shortage, the global water crisis,
and so on. The truth is: we have not inherited this earth from our parents; we are borrowing it
from our children. And we are leaving nothing left for them. It’s taxation without representation
across time. The idea of ‘individual rights’ without responsibilities is likely to be the fatal flaw of
the West, especially since we give huge corporations more ‘individual rights’ than our future
children!!
John Locke was an important political philosopher, very influential to the American founding fathers.
What do you think of his view that the ‘industrious and rational’ would gradually accumulate more and
more of the natural world? How does that compare with the Jubilee principle of Leviticus 25?
a. John Locke rips Genesis 1 out of context, and doesn’t give a thought to Leviticus 25. God showed
what it means to subdue and have authority over the creation – not like a tyrant or a hedonist who
just uses things up and moves on. But the work with Him in partnership, to make a sustainable
garden. Locke seems like he wanted land and natural resources to go to the lowest bidder. But
that devalues land, water, air, etc. The real value of natural resources is either infinite, or
unknown to us, because we don’t know everything about it.
b. ‘Industrious and rational’ becomes a kind of religion that is made to trump other religions. Where
is ‘industrious and rational’ as human values in Leviticus 25?
i. They could be there for 6 years out of the 7. But the rhythm of rest, even for the land,
takes priority in the actual Bible.
ii. Also, God in Israel showed a desire to put into place a ‘no child left behind policy’ by
leveling the playing field every 50 years, and regifting the garden land to every new
generation in Israel.
iii. Illus: In 1988, a case came up before the Supreme Court called Lyng v. Northwest Indian
Cemetery Protective Association. The Court ruled against the First Amendment in the
case of Native Americans on their sacred land. This was about the northwestern corner
of California (Chimney Rock of Six Rivers National Forest). The Court ruled 5 to 3 that
the U.S. Forest Service was not forcing these Native Americans to observe any particular
religion, and that this land was effectively not part of their religion. So the land could
just be basically changed permanently by building a road through it and cutting down
trees. Justice William Brennan dissented, saying:
‘Where dogma lies at the heart of Western religions, Native American faith is
inextricably bound to the use of land. The site-specific nature of Indian religious
practice derives from the Native American perception that land is itself a sacred,
living being.’
One law review said:
‘This excerpt from Justice Brennan’s dissenting opinion in Lyng v. Northwest
Indian Cemetery Protective Ass’n underscores the centrality of sacred land to
the spiritual lives of Native Americans. Yet, Justice Brennan’s words are clearly
in the minority. He alone takes the time to scrutinize the particular Native
American faith at issue in an attempt to ascertain its relevance, both to the case

at bar, as well as to the lives of practicing Native Americans everywhere. His
words and sentiments reflect an awareness of the considerable differences
between Native American spirituality and Western religious thought, and the
impact those differences should have on our legal system. Moreover, his words
express the cyclical and all-encompassing nature of Native American
spirituality, recognizing that areas of life considered fundamentally separate and
distinct in Western religions are an all- encompassing amalgam in the Native
American vision: ‘Thus, for most Native Americans, ‘[t]he area of worship
cannot be delineated from social, political, cultur[al], and other areas o[f] Indian
lifestyle.’’12
Thankfully, after the case was decided, Congress intervened. They designated the area a
‘wilderness area.’ The road could not be built.
9.

The quote on the right describes ‘externalities,’ as economists call them. The true cost of making
something is externalized so the producer and the consumer don’t have to pay it. How do you see, or know
of, externalities like pollution or soil depletion?
a. For a general and engaging 20 minute video, see Annie Leonard’s The Story of Stuff:
http://storyofstuff.org/movies/story-of-stuff/.
b. See the impact of Nestle Corp on California’s Sierra Nevada public lands and water supply to
make bottled water: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Qcus410BwX8. Is it a priority to give
our children to have the experience of hiking through a national forest and seeing lots of wildlife?
c. For faith-based curricula for Jewish teens, or Christian teens, see http://storyofstuff.org/resources/.
10. How would the passages from the Jewish vision of life described in the Hebrew Bible critique this
situation?
a. You’re making your future children pay for the way you consume things and throw things away
b. You’re making inequalities stack up so that children, who have done nothing to deserve privilege
or underprivilege, inherit it all. And they inherit the attitude that some people’s lives are just
worth less than others.
11. (optional) Did Jesus also insist on full responsibility? Yes, he was absolutely against theft. And he felt
quite protective towards children (Mt.19:13 – 15; cf. Mt 18:1 – 14 where Jesus uses ‘children’ as an image
of brand new believers)
a. Explicitly, Jesus named the commandments for honoring parents (5) and against murder (6),
adultery (7), stealing (8), and lying (9) along with the command to love your neighbor as yourself
as commandments that he carried over (Mt.19:18 – 19). Implicitly, he seemed to be referring to
the Ten Commandments as a whole, given the interaction he was having.
b. Also, Jesus deepened the Jewish commandment against murder to a commandment against
harbored bitterness (Mt.5:21 – 22). He made this warning about anger work both ways. If you
harbor anger against someone because you feel they wronged you, you need to go to talk to that
person and resolve it as best you can. But also, if you know or remember that someone else is
angry at you, you need to go to talk to that person and resolve it as best you can (see also Mt.18:15
– 20). So there is absolutely no reason to think that Jesus would embrace taking only ‘partial
responsibility’ for your actions. And no reason to think he would be for laws that permit people to
do that.
c. The rest of the New Testament, like the Old Testament, condemns stealing. For example, Paul
condemns stealing in Ephesians 4:28 and commands that anyone stealing turn around and work
and give to the needy (not just be self-sufficient). Theft via institutional injustice is condemned in
Luke 3:7 – 14. The particular case of theft of persons, or slavery, is condemned in 1 Timothy 1:10
and Revelation 18:13, just as the Old Testament condemned forms of slavery beyond selfindenture or debt-repayment.13 Repaying a debt is commanded, lest neglecting it become a theft,
in Romans 13:8 – 10.
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d.

Note the quotes above, in the comparison. Christians in earlier times opposed limited liability,
when the idea was raised, as being a pagan or non-Christian idea. So we have good historical
precedent. Christians today have just gotten used to the way things are.
12. (optional) For more information on the other industries named in the quote on the right, see:
a. Oil / Coal Mining
i. National Geographic, How Big Oil Conquered the World:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FRm5UY8aHSs
ii. Suzanne Goldenberg, ‘Just 90 Companies Caused Two-Thirds of the Man-Made Global
Warming Emissions,’ The Guardian, November 20, 2013
iii. Damien Carrington, ‘Fossil Fuels Subsidized by $10m a Minute, Says IMF,’ The
Guardian, May 18, 2015
b. Tobacco
i. Nathan Bomey, ‘Thousands of Farmers Stopped Growing Tobacco After Deregulation
Payouts,’ USA Today, September 2, 2015
c. Electronics
i. The Story of Stuff Project, The Story of Electronics: http://storyofstuff.org/movies/storyof-electronics/

