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Converting Christians to Animal Rights 
By Scott S. Smith scottssmith1999@gmail.com as presented at the 
Animal Rights Conference, Los Angeles, July 2018 
 
No matter what your religious affiliation is, humble prayer for divine 
guidance in what to say and do to persuade others that animal rights is a 
righteous mission. God knows we all need help in being successful in 
communicating its importance.  
 
Religion is the spiritual context in which adherents have been brought up to 
think about moral issues, often what rules the Creator wants people to live 
by. As in politics, you can’t convince someone you are right on an issue if 
you don’t address it in a way that respects her-his values. That doesn’t 
mean you have to share the same faith or political party, but you do have to 
understand the way your potential convert thinks and use arguments that 
show why changing his or her daily practices can be in harmony with their 
fundamental belief system. When it comes to preaching the gospel of 
compassion for animals, remember that Jesus said, “Let those who 
have ears hear.” That means we should target those who might be 
receptive, rather than wasting our precious time with those who 
aren’t likely to be interested. 
 
According to a Harris survey, only 3.2% of U.S. adults are vegetarian, so 
our percentage of the population hasn’t changed since I launched Vegetarian 
World in 1974, although another 10% now have reduced their meat intake 
and half of those are very interested in following a vegetarian diet 
eventually. So we have the potential to raise our numbers from 7.3 million 
to 15.1 million and the good news is that the 18-34 year-olds represent 42% 
of vegetarians already, so we’re definitely trending. 
 
One reason we haven’t been very successful in increasing those who follow a 
meatless diet is that we’re so enthusiastic about all the good reasons to be 
vegetarian that we haven’t communicated our message in a way that 
appeals to most Americans. One factor is that 71% claim to be Christian 
(Pew Research 2014) and a quarter of those are evangelicals, which tend to 
take the Bible much more literally than others. Most Christians think that 
from a religious standpoint, there is no restrictions on consuming any kind of 
meat. If we’re going to be successful in converting them, we need to speak 
their language (and a say that as someone who spent two years as a 
missionary in Germany for my church, so am drawing on that experience, as 
well as having been one of the pioneers of the modern vegetarian movement 
and a longtime freelance journalist, a profession that has required me to 
understand human psychology to get the answers I needed out of 
sometimes uncooperative sources). 
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Obviously, many Christians don’t go to church every week and may only 
have a slight connection to the faith, which would include some of 16% who 
belong to mainline Protestant denominations, the 21% who are Catholic, and 
the 21% who said they were “unaffiliated,” yet identified themselves as 
Christian.  But it would be prudent to assume that anyone you talk to who 
says they are Christian has some level of belief that Jesus was the son of 
God. If you are an ardent disbeliever in that, then it’s fine to write 
articles and pamphlets, but not advisable to be in the media or 
public debates because you are likely to be challenged as someone 
who has an agenda to undermine Christianity. We should all focus on 
where we can be most effective and not indulge our passion for “setting 
everyone straight” where this could be counterproductive.  
 
But let’s start with the arguments you could use with any Christian who 
believes the New Testament story is largely to be taken as literal history or 
at least interpreted conservatively (more detailed arguments can be found in 
an article I wrote for Vegetarian Times No. 43, which I can send to anyone 
who provides a self-addressed stamped envelope). The main point is not to 
pretend that the religion dogmatically asserts the rightness of a meatless 
diet, but that it can be compatible (and don’t cite esoteric literature that 
claims Jesus was a vegetarian, since these stories were written long after his 
life and mainstream Christians won’t accept them). 
 
Teachings of Jesus and Paul 
 
*You can point out that while Jesus probably ate the normal fare of his time 
and place growing up, once he embarked on his ministry Jesus never 
clearly ate meat—“meat,” as used in the New Testament, was sometimes a 
translation from the Greek for food in general. For a variety of reasons, the 
Last Supper was not likely to have included the Passover lamb. He did 
reportedly eat fish after his resurrection to show his disciples that he was 
not a ghost, but had a body that was physical, if immortal. He was making a 
point with food that was handy, just as twice he turned a few fish and loaves 
of bread into a meal for the crowds he was speaking to, to demonstrate his 
miraculous powers. None of these events was an order that everyone eat 
fish and bread to meet their nutritional requirements or as a manifestation 
of their faith (Jesus also did not preach about the danger of germs, but that 
doesn’t mean Christians shouldn’t accept their reality).  
*Keith Akers, in A Vegetarian Sourcebook, notes that since the Greek word 
for fish (ichthys) was used by Christians as an acronym whose initials stand 
for “Jesus Christ, Son of God, Savior,” the fish stories may have been meant 
symbolically. 
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*There are lots of comments by Jesus and Paul about diet in the context of 
the debate over whether Jewish restrictions and ritual washings were 
necessary to be “pure.” The overall emphasis, however, was on inner moral 
purity, rather than thinking the ceremonies and dietary rules would make 
one holy. Jesus said the era of animal sacrifices had come to an end. 
 
*The issues are, however, clouded by translation and the fact that almost 
all biblical scholars accept that only 7 of the letters attributed to 
Paul are authentic, while 6 were certainly not written by him, and the 
remaining two are sharply disputed. This is relevant when you have people 
quote 1Timothy 4, which warns against those who preach dietary 
restrictions, since Paul didn’t actually write it. 
 
*According to one of the authentic letters, 1 Corinthians in 3:16-17: “Do you 
not know you are the temple of God and that the spirit of God dwells in you? 
If anyone defiles the temple of God, God will destroy him. For the 
temple of God is holy, which temple you are.” In the same letter, 8:13, 
Paul wrote that if it set a bad example to eat meat from an animal that 
might have been sacrificed to idols, “I will eat no flesh while the world 
standeth, lest I make my brother to offend.” In another authentic letter, 
Romans, he ridicules those who only eat vegetables, but in 14:13 urges 
Christians not to judge each other on diet, since (verse 21) it is “better not 
to eat meat or drink wine or do anything to cause your brother to 
stumble.” 
 
*The debate over Paul’s teachings include the Protestant interpretation that 
takes his remarks out of their context of the debate with the Pharisees over 
whether one only needs to have faith in Jesus as the savior to be “saved.” 
But as James wrote in 2:14-26, “Faith without works is dead.” Jesus 
taught believers should live righteously (Matthew 5:48), while Paul 
emphasized the importance of doing charitable works and avoiding sin. 
 
Early and Later Church Leaders 
 
Luke also reported the dietary debate among early Christians in Acts 15:19-
20, when the Jerusalem Council recommended that at least Gentiles “abstain 
from things strangled and from blood.”  
 
According to Vegetarianism: A History by Colin Spicer, ”Tertullian (160-240) 
fulminated against the professing Christians of his day who claimed that 
Christ and his Apostles had permitted meat-eating…But it is surprising, for 
it was commonly believed by the church fathers after the first 
century A.D. that Christ and the Apostles…abstained from meat-
eating. 
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St. Peter described his diet to Clement of Rome: ‘I live upon bread and 
olives only with the addition, rarely, of kitchen herbs. Clement of Alexandria 
tells us that ‘Matthew, the apostle, lived upon seeds and hard shelled fruits 
and other vegetables without touching flesh.’ Hegessipus and St. Augustine 
stated that St. James ‘never ate any animal food, living on seeds and 
vegetables, never tasting flesh or wine.’ The early Church was peopled with 
Christian thinkers who adopted the Apostles’ asceticism, surviving on a 
frugal diet without meat.”  
 
Wikipedia’s “Christian Vegetarianism” notes that Origen (184-253) and 
Augustine (354-430) commented on how vegetarians constituted a very 
large part of the faithful.  
 
*Early Christian vegetarians noted that humans and animals were 
vegetarian before the Fall (Genesis 1:29), when God declared his creation 
“good,” with the righteous continuing to abstain from meat until after 
the Flood, when the lack of plant food and man’s fallen state resulted in 
allowing meat to be eaten, though blood was forbidden (Genesis 9:1; since 
no slaughter method can completely eliminate blood, this could be 
interpreted as a ban). It was also believed that when the resurrected Christ 
returns to reign on earth, the Book of Revelation 21 speaks of an end to 
death and pain. 
 
Catholic monastic orders that have required a meatless diet to help 
identify with the poor include the Carthusians, Cistercians, and Carmelites, 
as well as Franciscan nuns. The Trappist order is normally vegetarian, but 
occasionally allows fish (author Thomas Merton was probably its best-
known member).  
 
You can also legitimize Christian vegetarianism by mentioning these church 
leaders: 
 
John Wesley (1703-91), founder of Methodism in England, adopted a 
vegetarian diet, which eliminated his many health problems, but he also 
stated http://www.humanedecisions.com/john-wesley-founder-of-
methodism-promoted-a-vegetarian-diet/: “I believe in my heart that faith in 
Jesus Christ can and will lead us beyond an exclusive concern for the well-
being of other human beings to the broader concern for the well-being of the 
birds in our backyards, the fish in our rivers, and every living creature on the 
face of the earth.” 
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William Booth (1829-1912), founder of the Salvation Army in England, told 
a reporter, who asked how he worked so hard during the day and did so 
much public speaking at night in his 70s, that he attributed his health and 
energy to his meatless diet. His wife had followed it earlier and their son and 
his wife, who were their successors, recommended it to their followers. 
 
William Cowherd, founder of the Bible Christian Church in England in 
1809, which promoted vegetarianism and was extended to the U.S. in 1817. 
His followers organized Britain’s Vegetarian Society in 1847.  
 
Sylvester Graham (1794-1851) was a Presbyterian minister in Philadelphia 
who championed a diet emphasizing whole grains, which inspired the 
invention of Graham crackers by his followers. In 1850, he co-founded the 
American Vegetarian Society in New York City. 
 
Ellen G. White and others founded the Seventh-day Adventist Church in 
1863 with a strong recommendation of vegetarianism for health reasons. 
Some other famous Christian vegetarians have been Isaac Newton, Leo 
Tolstoy, and Cesar Chavez. 
There is also a Christian Vegetarian Association http://www.all-
creatures.org/cva/default.htm 
 
Provide Evidence That Animals Have Souls 
 
An ABC News/Belief net poll found that 43% of Americans believe that 
their “pets go to heaven,” while 17% were unsure, and 40% were 
skeptics. At the same time, 44% of households have a dog and 35% a cat. 
Clearly, many are Christians who want to believe at least some animals have 
souls. You can use this empathy for their fellow creatures to point out that 
the biblical terms in Hebrew and Greek used for humans being “living souls” 
are the same for animals. Stan Cohen, in The Intelligence of Dogs, explained 
that the Catholic Church had accepted that animals had souls until St. 
Augustine (354-430) worried about the implications, such as a heaven filled 
with insects and the need to stop exploiting animals. Some Protestant 
leaders, such as Wesley, Martin Luther, and Mary Baker Eddy, co-
founder of Christian Science, did believe animals would have eternal 
life.  As God’s creations, they obviously deserve our compassion and 
Christian history has been filled with leaders who have appeal for mercy for 
animals, from St. Francis to Billy Graham, as documented by Lew Regenstein 
in Replenish the Earth, and promoted by the Interfaith Council for the 
Protection of Animals and Nature and the Catholic Study Circle for Animal 
Welfare. 
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*You can open minds by showing prospective converts the scientific 
evidence that animals from ants to pigeons show an astonishing 
intelligence, while higher animals have a wide range of emotions 
many think are unique to humans. Refer skeptics, to When Elephants 
Weep: The Emotional Lives of Animals by Jeffrey Masson and Susan 
McCarthy. 
 
*Another approach is to point to the extensive anecdotal evidence from 
near-death experiences and encounters with ghost animals that 
suggest that at least higher animals have an afterlife. My pioneering 
study of this in 1994’s Soul of Your Pet (out of print but available on 
Amazon) related a wide variety of eyewitness accounts of encounters with 
ghost animals and I’ve had many readers tell me I made a very compelling 
logical case that these experiences cannot be dismissed as hallucinations by 
those who had the paints and indulged in wishful thinking, since many 
witnesses had no personal connection to the deceased animal. I also have a 
chapter that discusses some of this evidence in my more recent book God 
Reconsidered. 
 
Appeal to Their Interest in Health, the Environment, and World 
Hunger 
Rather than trying to convince conservative Christians that the Bible 
explicitly supports animal rights and vegetarianism, an approach that seeks 
to move them in the right direction could center on self-interest. 
 
Ask if they believe that, as Paul wrote, the body is a temple. As the 
creation of God, shouldn’t it be respected by taking care of it? Would 
they want their family to enjoy good health or do they think it’s 
God’s will to eat whatever they want, be overweight and suffer from 
cardiovascular disease and diabetes? Awareness of the consequences of 
America’s eating habits and lack of exercise is widespread and the natural 
food industry is thriving as a result. I refer those who are sincerely curious 
to get The Whole Foods Diet by Whole Foods Founder John Mackey and the 
doctors who appeared in the documentary “Forks Over Knives,” Alona Pulde, 
MD, and Matthew Lederman, MD. Rather than taking the hard line approach 
that a pure vegetarian diet is essential to health, they document the global 
scientific consensus that a diet that largely consists of vegetables, beans, 
legumes, whole grains, seeds, nuts,  fruits, etc., is the key to health. It also 
answers the anti-vegetarian propaganda from advocates of the Paleo, 
Atkins, and Gluten-free diets. The “reduce your meat and improve your 
health” angle is a Trojan horse that gets our message into dining rooms and 
starts readers down the slippery slope to veganism. 
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Are they concerned about climate change? A Gallup poll in 2017 found 
that 68% of Americans agreed that human activities helped cause global 
warming, up from 55% in 2015. Most would be surprised to know that 
animal agribusiness contributes more to this than all forms of transportation 
combined and it takes 10 times as much energy to eat a meat-based diet as 
a plant-based one. A byproduct of livestock belching and their manure is 
methane gas, which is 24 times more effective than carbon dioxide at 
trapping atmospheric heat and comprises a quarter of all methane for which 
humans are responsible worldwide. 
 
Do they sincerely want to help the hungry? Ordinary Christians have 
contributed enormous amounts to feeding the hungry around the world. Few 
of them realize that it takes 16 pounds of grain to create one pound of beef. 
Hogs eat a ratio of 6:1, turkeys 4:1, chickens 3:1. As Dean Ornish MD wrote 
in the foreword to The Whole Foods Diet, more than 40% of the world’s 
grain is fed to livestock and “we have enough food in the world to feed 
everyone if enough people were to eat lower on the food chain.”  
 
More Receptive Christian Audiences 
 
The self-interest arguments can appeal to less orthodox Christians as well, 
but they are also willing to accept that the Bible shouldn’t be taken entirely 
literally and that human error entered into the record (see Bart Ehrman’s 
Jesus Interrupted). Many are also willing to consider books outside the New 
Testament canon as inspired, some of which portray Jesus as a mystic and 
even vegetarian. Among the receptive audiences: 
 
Seventh-day Adventist Church remains a prominent advocate of healthy 
eating, though many members are not strict vegetarians. The distinct 
Seventh-day Adventist Reform Movement appeals to vegetarians and 
vegans. 
 
Christian Scientists are not vegetarian but their founder’s belief in animal 
souls could start a conversation. 
 
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (Mormons)—I was a 
missionary for the LDS church and in 1980 published a book with Gerald 
Jones documenting that Mormonism has the most advanced animal theology 
of any major Christian church. All animals are said to have eternal souls and 
are to be treated with reverence, some prophets were vegetarian, and the 
Word of Wisdom health code, properly understood, allows meat eating only 
in real need. After the first book sold out, I gave Jones the right to do his 
own version, Animals and the Church, the history of the evolution of this 
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doctrine, which few Mormons even know about (available on Amazon and 
see the chapter in The Soul of Your Pet). 
 
Gnostic churches such as the Apostolic Johannite Church 
https://www.johannite.org and Ecclesia Gnostica www.gnosis.org (I now 
belong to the Los Angeles congregation and this is the subject of God 
Reconsidered). Gnosticism was the major mystical rival to the Catholic 
faction in the early centuries of Christianity, but was persecuted and went 
underground. Priscillian, vegetarian bishop of Avila, Spain, was executed in 
385 as the leader of a Gnostic group. Some related mass spiritual 
movements were largely vegetarian, such as Manichaeism (which became a 
world religion after its founding in Persia in the 3rd century, spreading to 
Europe and China) and medieval Catharism in southern France (according to 
Time, one million Cathars were killed in the only crusade against fellow 
Christians 1209-44 and the Papal Inquisition was established in 1233 to root 
it out). But most Gnostics today are meat eaters and should be potential 
converts for us. Gnosticism also has a unique theology about evil that should 
appeal to those concerned about animal suffering (see my website Facebook 
Forum blog 5 for discussion of differences between mainstream Christianity 
and the Gnostic verison). 
 
Unitarian Universalist Association https://www.uua.org/about  
Rosicrucian Fellowship http://www.rosicrucian.com  
Religious Society of Friends (see also “The Peaceable Table: A Journal for 
Quakers and Other People of Faith” www.vegetarianfriends.net) 
Liberal Catholic Church http://www.thelccusa.org 
Unity School of Christianity www.unity.org  
General New Church of Jerusalem (follows Swedenborg’s teachings and 
there are local churches; 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/General_Church_of_the_New_Jerusalem) 
 
Finally, no matter what your religious affiliation is, humble prayer 
for divine guidance in what to say and do to persuade others that 
animal rights is a righteous mission. God knows we all need help in 
being successful in communicating its importance.  
 
____ 
Scott is the Co-founder of Vegetarian World (1974-78), merged with 
Vegetarian Times (associate editor until 1984). Author of The Soul of Your 
Pet: Evidence for the Survival of Animals After Death and God Reconsidered: 
Searching for Truth in the Debate Between Atheism and Religion 
www.GodReconsidered.com 
 


