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FR FRANCIS MARSDEN


“Meat is murder: the taste of depravity.


Blessed are the merciful: Go vegetarian!”

Animal rights groups have flourished during the last twenty years. What light does Christian thought shed upon their claims?

Should we agree with Albert Schweitzer when he writes: “Compassion, in which all ethics must take root, can only attain its full breadth and depth if it embraces all living creatures and does not limit itself to humankind.”

“Animals whom we have made our slaves, we do not like to consider our equals” (Charles Darwin). 

“Exactly. That is because they are not our equals,” some would answer.

Animal welfare is concerned with the humane care and use of animals. In contrast, animal rights or animal liberation groups usually take a more radical stance – They claim that animals are "not ours to eat, wear, or experiment on," regardless of human benefits from animal use. Their philosophy focuses upon what rights animals are entitled to as living, feeling beings.

They propose the elimination of all uses of animals for food, clothing, leisure, or research purposes - the adoption of vegetarian diets; the elimination of wool, leather, or fur for clothing or ornamental purposes; and the abolition of animals used for leisure activities, such as in hunting, horse and dog racing, zoos, circuses, or aquaria. 

More extreme groups like Animal Rights Militia have claimed responsibility for burning down barns belonging to a veal company, planting incendiary bombs in shops which retailed saddlery, leather and suede goods, woollen mills, poisoning Mars bars, (because the manufacturers had performed tooth decay experiments on animals). In one hoax they claimed to have injected rat poison into frozen turkeys. In Britain animal rights groups injured lorry drivers ferrying cattle for export.

One publication expresses the animal liberation viewpoint in these terms: 

“[Animal] Liberators believe that a human has a no greater claim to life than a mole or a sea bass. They feel that humans are the lowest form of life, and that the world would be a much better, more peaceful place without them.

“If an animal researcher said: “It’s a dog or a child,” a liberator will defend the dog every time. A liberator also believes that disposing of a few researchers will save even more dogs from their cruelty. 

“Liberators have come to one unavoidable conclusion: HUMANS WILL NEVER MAKE PEACE WITH ANIMALS! It is not in their natures or in the natures of the societies they have created. In fact, liberators believe that if people really want to save the animals, they must stop wasting their time trying to improve the human race and its societies. They must declare war against humans. They must join in this revolution! 

”Animals should be free to live their lives unshackled from human exploitation. ….” 

From such philosophies issue forth the attacks on medical research institutes and their staffs. More information about the iniquities of using animals for food is available on web sites such as www.meatstinks.com, www.milksucks.com and www.veggieJesus.com.  

Some animal rights supporters re-interpret the New Testament wholesale: They suggest that Jesus was a vegetarian of the Essene sect. He did not eat the Passover lamb at the Last Supper. He threw the traders out of the Temple because by selling animals for sacrifice, they were sending them to their deaths. They claim that Jesus' central message, of mercy and compassion, cannot be reconciled with violence toward animals. 

Unfortunately, Jesus’ multiplication of two fish and five loaves to feed 5000 humans presents a particular difficulty, as does the bumper catch of 153 fish on the Sea of Galilee after the Resurrection. Nevertheless, for more information on the suffering of fish, one may visit PETA's (People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals) pro-fish Web site: NoFishing.net. 

Meat-eating, it is claimed, is a part of the fallen creation, like stoning for adultery and "an eye for an eye" morality. God allowed both eating animals and slavery in Genesis only as a temporary provision in a sinful world. 

In all this heated debate, the animal rights campaigners, shocked by the cruelty of some of our modern farming methods, have in my opinion lost sight of one essential truth. 

Man as a rational animal with an immortal soul, destined for eternal life with (or without) God, and he is thus different from the animals who belong only to this world.

The Judaeo-Christian tradition speaks of human beings as the crown of God’s creation, made in His own image and likeness. This is not said of the animals. 

God gave man stewardship or dominion over the world and all its living creatures. In the Hebrew understanding, the fact that Adam named the animals gives him power over them. Whilst humans should neither be deliberately cruel to animals, nor degrade the environment in such a way as to destroy species, they nevertheless are entitled to use them for food. Consequently, they may morally use the skins for clothing too:  

“Every living and crawling thing shall provide food for you, no less than the foliage of plants. I give you everything with this exception: you must not eat flesh with life, that is to say blood, in it.” (Gen 9:3) 

Man has reason: animals have only instinct. Man has language, art, literature, music, philosophy and religion, and high grades of social organisation. The animals have only rudimentary forms of language. Man has the capacity for self-reflection and the knowledge and contemplation of the Divine. He also has a spiritual potential both for altruism – to be come a saint like Mother Teresa – or to become diabolically worse than any animal, slaughtering thousands of his own species.

Animal Liberators reject the key Divine Revelation of the centrality of human beings in God’s Universe and man’s supernatural vocation:

“Liberators have adopted a naturocentric ethic, in which they see the human place in the world from the perspective of the entire natural world. This view sees humans, not as the centre of the planet, but only as one participant among a majority of others. Man is not even the most important participant. Why should he be? Elephants, otters, sea bass, spiders, and vultures have as much a right to be on this planet as humans. . . . Liberators believe they must care for the environment, not because it has value to humans, but because it is the home of their non-human brothers and sisters.”

One feels some sympathy with statements such as: “There is nothing in the Bible that would justify our modern-day practices that desecrate the environment, destroy entire species of wildlife, and inflict torment and death on billions of animals every year. The Bible imparts a reverence for life; a loving God could not help but be appalled at the way many animals are treated.”

However, it is when the writers go on to assert that “the only legitimate Christian response to such mockery of God's beautiful creatures is to adopt a vegetarian diet,” that one parts company. “One egg represents 24 hours of unimaginable suffering for a hen.”

The New Testament says nothing about vegetarianism. Indeed, it abolishes the Jewish kosher regulations and, more than once, declares all foods holy: “Everything God has created is good, and no food is to be rejected, provided grace is said for it. The word of God and prayer make it holy.” (1 Tim 4:4)

Even clearer permission from God to eat meat is given in Peter’s dream at Jaffa: 

“I fell into a trance as I was praying and had a vision of something like a big sheet being let down from heaven by its four corners. This sheet reached the ground quite close to me. I watched it intently and saw all sorts of animals and wild beasts - everything possible that could walk, crawl or fly. Then I heard a voice that said to me, "Now, Peter; kill and eat!" But I answered: Certainly not, Lord; nothing profane or unclean has ever crossed my lips. And a second time the voice spoke from heaven, "What God has made clean, you have no right to call profane". This was repeated three times, before the whole of it was drawn up to heaven again.” (Acts 11:5-11)

St Paul repeats his teaching in Rom 14:20-22: “Do not wreck God's work over a question of food. Of course all food is clean, but it becomes evil if by eating it you make somebody else fall away. In such cases the best course is to abstain from meat and wine and anything else that would make your brother trip or fall or weaken in any way.” 
Some strict monastic orders like the Poor Clares and Cistercians keep to a mostly vegetarian diet, but this is a voluntary choice of abstinence. Fasting and abstinence are ancient, but nowadays much neglected, ingredients of Christian spirituality.

However, to proclaim, as some have done on their placards, “Human Rights for Animals!” or “Animals are human too!” reveals a state of serious mental confusion.

