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Recently, I was on a panel discussing the future of food production in the United States. One of the other panel members was a representative of the United Methodist Church, of which I happen to be a member. During the discussion, she said, "Modern agriculture is the Devil's work." 
That was not the first time I have been faced with that statement. This notion that because modern animal agriculture is not identified in the Bible, that it somehow must be the work of the Devil is a growing sentiment across our land. Increasingly I see the animal rights community and Christian religious groups teaming up in unsettling alliances. (Ironically, when I attend an Animal Rights convention, I would have to say that it is typically the largest gathering of evolution-believing, anti-Christians I have ever been around.)
One recent example was the op-ed written in the Dallas Morning News by Matthew Scully, former speechwriter for President Bush. 
Scully, a long time vegetarian, is traveling the country hawking his book about modern food production. In his article, Scully cited comments by Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger, leader of the Catholic Church's Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith. Ratzinger was asked recently to weigh in on these very questions. "Certainly, a sort of industrial use of creatures," the Cardinal said, "so that geese are fed in such a way as to produce as large a liver as possible, or hens live so packed together that they become just caricatures of birds, this degrading of living creatures to a commodity seems to me in fact to contradict the relationship of mutuality that comes across in the Bible."
Scully went on to add his own comments:
"News reports following each new "mad-cow" scare – of calves fed a swill of blood and excrement, of downed animals unable even to walk to their death – give the merest glimpse of all the moral shortcuts and man-made miseries of the factory farm. Moral concern has surrendered entirely to economic calculation, leaving no limit to the hurt and privation that "growers" are willing to inflict upon animals to keep costs down and profits up." 
I see all the above as a great challenge to those of us in agriculture. The rhetoric is not new, but the sources of it are. What used to be considered left-wing extremist propaganda has made its way into the thought process of people who are otherwise considered conservative. This in no longer a left-versus-right issue. 
And we also need to be reminded this is not a new line of rhetoric. When Joseph Glidden invented barbed wire in the 1870s, religious groups called it "The Devil's Rope" and demanded its removal. Today, there are over 530 patented barbed wires, approximately 2,000 variations and over 2,000 patented barbed wire tools as well as wire-cut medicine bottles and other wire-related items.
I can find no biblical reference to vaccines, computers, cell phones, automobiles, refrigerators, etc. Does that mean these modern conveniences are somehow contrary to the will of God? 
I don't believe that for a minute. 
I believe God gave humans the intelligence to improve our lives. I also believe, as the bible does say, that God gave us dominion over animals to provide for their well being and they, in turn, provide for ours. 
As a community, we need to ensure our brethren share this basic understanding, so that the money we place in the collection plate each Sunday doesn't somehow get manipulated to threaten our livelihood.
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