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Last week the medical journal, The Lancet, with a global non-profit foundation called EAT, 

released a study, “Our Food in the Anthropocene: Healthy Diets From Sustainable Food 

Systems.”  They say: 

 

Without action, the world risks failing to meet the UN Sustainable Development Goals 

and the Paris Agreement, and today’s children will inherit a planet that has been 

severely degraded and where much of the population will increasingly suffer from 

malnutrition and preventable disease… 

 

Food is the single strongest lever to optimize human health and environmental 

sustainability on earth.  However, food is currently threatening both people and the 

planet. 
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And so they propose something called The Planetary Health Diet, which is mostly plant-based 

but can optimally include modest amounts of fish, meat and dairy foods.   

 

As you can see from the image on your bulletin cover (see above), this diet would call for a 

massive decrease in the amount of meat we eat in the developed world and a radical increase in 

vegetables, fruit, legumes, whole grains and nuts. 

 

Such a shift from refined grains, red meat and sugar not only would yield health benefits to the 

individual but they would call for a change in the global food production which “constitutes the 

single largest driver of environmental degradation.” 

 

If the developed world would be able to change its system of food production to a system that is 

more sustainable, feeding 10 billion people a healthy diet is possible, preventing about 11 million 

deaths annually.  This is the new story of “the feeding of the multitudes!”  This is the modern-

day loaves and fishes!  It is possible.  But it is also necessary to avoid environmental destruction. 

 

In addition, different sources that I’ve read say that the single most effective action you can take 

to combat climate change—to reduce your carbon footprint—is to stop eating meat.  More than 

anything else you could do.  The EAT-Lancet report says that the Planetary Health Diet is 

essential to reduce green house gas emissions and to stop global warming! 

 

Now, I’ve been reflecting on this issue for a number of years, and a couple of books have opened 

me up to it again.  Many years ago an important book to me was Frances Moore Lappe’s, Diet 

for a Small Planet.  Several years ago, it was Michael Pollan’s The Omnivore’s Dilemma.  

Another important book to me was The World Peace Diet, by Will Tuttle.   

 

Pollan followed the food chains for three different kids of meals from the source to the final 

meal: industrial food, organic food and food we forage ourselves.  The industrial food, which is 

based almost entirely on one crop—corn—is the dominant form of our culture.  We’ve become a 

race of corn eaters, directly or indirectly. To eat corn directly is to consume all the energy that is 

in that corn, but when you feed it to a steer or a chicken 90% of its energy is lost. 

 

If where you stand is in agribusiness, processing cheap corn into 45 different McDonald’s items 

is an impressive accomplishment.  If where you stand is on one of the lower rungs of America’s 

economic ladder, there are advantages of cheap calories in a variety of attractive forms but also 

there’s obesity, type 2 diabetes and heart disease.  If where you stand is in the lower end of the 

world’s economic ladder, it looks like death and disaster. 

 

Thich Nhat Hanh has said, “Every day 40,000 children die in the world for lack of food.  We sho 

ever eat in the West, who are feeding grains to animals to make meat, are eating the flesh of 

these children.” 

 

Actually, as Frances Moore Lappe pointed out, it’s not just the West’s eating habits that causes 

this, it is the cash crops in other countries.  She asserted that every country, with the possible 

exception of Bangladesh, has the ability to feed itself.  But under the global economic system, 

many countries are captive to export economies that prevent self-sufficiency.   
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Now, some people might say, but Steve, you’re mixing politics with my eating!  I’d say, yes, but 

so did Jesus!  For Jesus, eating was often a political act, in his own society with sharp divisions.  

He ate with a certain kind of awareness, a consciousness.  Jesus broke bread with those 

considered to be unclean, impure, even with hated enemies.  He used eating as a way to 

challenge, to scandalize and to heal society. 

 

And so what I’m suggesting is that we intermingle scientific knowledge with ancient wisdom to 

further justice and the healing of the planet.   

 

In the ancient Hebrew creation myth we read “God said, ‘Let us make humankind in our 

image.’”  Interesting to note that God is plural.  And that it says, “in the image of God they were 

created; male and female.”  God is not bounded by binary sexual representation.  And then it 

says that humankind would have dominion over the fish, the cattle, the wild animals and every 

creeping thing on earth.  Which means also that they are to take care of and protect the earth, as 

well.   

 

It was the philosopher, Alfred North Whitehead, who said that “life if robbery.”   Each living 

organism requires food.  He said “It is at this point that with life morals become acute.  The 

robber requires justification.” 

 

In 1944 Donald Watson in England coined the word “veganism,” which is a philosophy that 

seeks to minimize the death of animals and unnecessary cruelty toward all sentient beings.  In 

other words, to reduce and justify any theft that is necessary.  Michael Pollan wrote about this 

unnecessary suffering: 

 

The industrialization—and brutalization—of animals in America is a relatively new, 

editable, and local phenomenon: No other country raises and slaughters its food animals 

quite as intensively or as brutally as we do.  No other people in history has lived at quite 

so great a remove from the animals they eat.  Were the walls of our meat industry to 

become transparent, literally or even figuratively, we would not long continue to raise, 

kill, and eat animals the way we do… Yes, meat would get more expensive.  We’d 

probably eat a lot less of it, too. 

 

And so Pollan also said it is important to be more aware and mindful, 

 

But imagine for a moment if we once again knew, strictly as a matter of course, these few 

unremarkable things:  What it is we’re eating.  Where it came from.  How it found its way 

to our table.  And what in true accounting, it really cost… For we would no longer need 

any reminding that however we choose to feed ourselves, we eat by the grace of nature, 

not industry, and what we’re eating is never anything more or less than the body of the 

world. 

 

Look, I don’t come to you as someone who has the answers this morning.  I am just as captive to 

the meat-based industrial food system as many others.  Rather, I come with questions with which 

to struggle from both a scientific and a spiritual/ethical perspective.  What kind of diet will create 

greater health among the population and save the planet? 

 

Friends, it is crucial to become aware and more mindful of the true costs of food— 

the cost to our personal health, 
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the cost to the planet and future generations, 

the cost to the poor, 

the cost of the pain and suffering to animals. 

 

I suppose this awareness is what William Burroughs called a “naked lunch—a frozen moment 

when everyone sees what is on the end of every fork.” 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 


