The virtue of eating less meat
Samuel Overloop SJ
If Lent ‘prepares the Christian to become an Easter-person’,
how can abstaining from eating meat contribute to this preparation? Samuel Overloop SJ explains why a reduced-meat or
meat-free diet can be a form of spiritual, as well as physical,
fasting.
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(Isaiah 58:6)
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•

Increase in greenhouse gas emissions

To produce the amount of meat projected by the
study, global livestock production will have to double.
If you consider that current production is already
responsible for 18 per cent of global emissions of
greenhouse gases, a doubling of livestock production
will jeopardise all other efforts to slow down global
warming and avert climate change. It is widely
accepted that climate change is already disproportionately affecting the poorest in the world; this can only
exacerbate the problem.4
•

Increased pressure on water resources

The water footprint of 1kg of beef is 15,400 litres of
water. In comparison, the same weight of vegetables
has a footprint that is 48 times smaller: 322 litres.5
This has become painfully clear in California, which
is experiencing one of its most severe droughts ever
recorded. California uses 80% of its water reserve for
agriculture, the main consumer being a very thirsty
plant called alfalfa that is used in cattle feed.
•

Increased pressure towards crop intensification
resulting in loss of biodiversity

The increasing demand for meat will result in an
increasing demand for animal feed. More arable land
will therefore be dedicated to the production of food
not intended for human consumption. Forest and low
intensive farmlands will be converted to meet the
increased demand for arable land, which will result in
a loss of biodiversity.
•

Increased intensive livestock production

An increasing demand for meat will lead to more
intensive livestock systems. More and more animals
will be reared indoors, leading to a decrease in animal
welfare.

Looking at these projections, it is obvious that the
consumption of meat is not a matter of indifference;
it has the potential to harm, and to a certain extent it
already harms, the health and/or livelihood of many
people. The report Eating the Planet suggests that a fair
meat diet, namely a diet that is sustainable worldwide,
would consist of an average of 90g meat per person

per day, considerably lower than the current average
in the Western high meat diet. The ancient practice of
abstaining from meat, then, seems to be commendable even in this day and age. By observing this
practice we can achieve a balance in our diet that is
good both for individuals and for the climate.
According to Google Trends the interest in meat-free
and vegan diets is rising rapidly in the UK. Amid
growing concerns for the ecological impact of meat
consumption worldwide and the health issues that
ensue from eating too much meat, and maybe also
because of famous meat-abstainers such as Anne
Hathaway, Brad Pitt and Bill Clinton, people are
changing their food habits and starting to embrace
diets that contain less meat (flexitarian), no meat at all
(vegetarian) or no animal products (vegan). And while
the prediction of a Vegan America by 2050 by Kathy
Stevens on the Huffington Post blog is surely nothing
more than wishful thinking, a reduced-meat or
meatless diet is a trend that will persist and one which
the food industry is already picking up. But the
Christian has an extra incentive to adopt a diet that
contains less meat. Following Isaiah’s words, the fast
that God wants is a fast that brings justice and
reconciliation. Adopting the practice of eating less
meat seems to be a step in that direction.
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