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Food Habits in the Bible
By: Fr Vika Dominic Chishi, OFM Cap.

What is healthy food? What does the Bible propagate about eating meat and
vegetables? The first question I encountered after I came to Japan was what are your
food habits? In fact, a certain friend of mine quoted me the Bible and asked how can you
eat the flesh of animals, birds, and fish when the same God created them all? I answered
in a lighter way - I eat because God created them and how I wish even Adam and Eve
were non-Vegetarians. By this I do not mean that non-Vegetarians are better than
Vegans and Vegetarians and vice versa. The point of my reflection is from the Gospel of Mathew 15: 11
which goes “Not what goes into the mouth defiles a man; but what comes out of the mouth, this defiles a man”. (NKJV).

I'am convinced that many others too might hold on to the verse in Genesis 1: 29 that God gave only
fruit bearing plant and seed-bearing plants as food for humans. He never gave animals or meat as food for
humans. But let us be aware that even the Bible has historical, geographical, and contextual grounds. With
that background in mind let us find out what exactly does the Bible propagate regarding food habit.

The first books of the Bible known as the Pentateuch is a story about the nomadic Hebrews. They
would move from place to place in search of pasture for their flock. They used to rare the flock such as
sheep, goats, and oxen (Genl3:3) for meat, milk, wool, manure, and leather. Since animals took time to rare
and to grow up, their meat was not often eaten and so was considered as a luxury. Moreover, it did not form
part of their diet since it was their source of income, and they were more profitable when used to produce
other commodities. Meat was normally eaten at sacrificial feasts and as a part of the entertainment of a
special guest. Abraham slaughtered a tender calf and prepared it for his guests (Genl18:7). Chicken may not
have been introduced until the later Iron Age; birds were used for food (Ex 16:13 ff). Sea food was rare as
they lacked access to the Mediterranean Sea for part of their history. So, they ate only the things which were
available to them at that time. Isaac, for instance, ate the wild game which Jacob prepared and blessed him
(Gen 27:25ff). But for most part of that age, they ate vegetables and they indeed craved for it as they were
moving out to the promised land even though they had manna to eat (Num 11:4-6). It is very interesting to
notice as to why the Israelites craved for vegetables even though they had manna and their cattle or herds
that they could eat. In Exodus 9:1-7 we read that the children of Israel had cattle and livestock while living
as slaves in Egypt. And in Ex12:30-31 we read again that Pharaoh tells Moses to get out of Egypt with all
that they had including their flocks. Yet, as they wandered in the wilderness, they complained about not
having enough to eat. Why did they describe themselves as starving when they had flocks and herds of
animals? It could be possibly that the Israelites had too much of the Egyptian ways in them, having been in
captive for over 400 years. Egypt had a system wherein they worshiped many animals. Soon after Exodus
from Egypt the children of Israel worshipped the golden calf fashioned by Aaron in the absence of Moses
(Ex 32: 1-4). Thereafter, only in the book of Leviticus, we see the Lord putting restrictions and qualifying
the animals and sea creatures as clean and those which are unclean and detestable. (Lev Ch 11). One begins
to question as to why, if God has created everything and found them very good, why should He differentiate
and distinguish them especially calling them as unclean and detestable? This system of clean and unclean
animals was prevalent even during the time of Noah (Gen 7:2). All these occurs because the Bible has historical
and contextual grounds. Some scholars have conjectured that the Jewish concept of unclean arose out of
public health concerns by community leaders, since those days some of those animals were indeed more
likely to cause food poisoning or transmit diseases to people who consumed them. Which means these
restrictions and compartmentalising them as clean and unclean were all done by humans out of cultural
habit. In the New Testament Jesus clearly clarified this in Mark 7:18-19 when he said, “Do you not perceive
that whatever enters a man from outside cannot defile him because it does not enter his heart but his stomach”
(NKJV) thus rendering everything as clean. If we look, as the epistles written by St Paul regarding food, he
obliges in saying that if our eating the meat offered to idols scandalises our brethren then we should avoid.
He says this not as a commission or a command from God but from his own perspective (1 Gor 8:13). He
was more open to eating meat but was also open to vegetarianism. For St. Paul, food does not bring us near
to God; we are no worse if we do not eat meat, and no better if we do. However, that freedom should not
become a stumbling to the weak in faith. In Acts 10:15 we read how St. Peter never wanted to eat anything

which the Jewish law had declared impure and unclean, but the voice told him not to call anything which
God has called clean.

Thus, the Bible does not tell us explicitly what type of food Christians are supposed to eat and in what
proportion or calories. It is all a matter of personal choice, preference, and availability. If a person is
vegetarian, well and good. If the person is non vegetarian and feels s/he should give up eating meat for
health, moral reasons, or belief they are free to do so. Our personal food habit should not disturb us nor
others. Food should not become a hindrance or stumbling block to our Christian life and faith. It should
help us to safeguard our health which will help us to serve God more effectively and efficiently as it is
written in 3 John 1: 2 “You may enjoy good health and that all may go well with you, even as your soul is
along well”. There are many people today who stand on humanitarian ground propagating non-violence
and compassion for the animals which is a noteworthy move. But let us not forget the fact that even plants
have life in them, and they too are created by the same God.
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The Diocese of Naha Caritas Committee (Caritas Naha) held its first volunteer campaign last July 9,
2023 at the Catholic Bunka Center. Among the 13 people who have registered 8 participated on the
briefing session for volunteers. The committee members explained the current and future activities
and the significance of volunteerism. In line with the spirit of “TOGETHER WE" campaign of Caritas
Japan we at Caritas Naha will continue our activities regarding poverty and environmental issues.
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