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The Curious Case of the Kind Evangelicals
Philip Sampson

Most Christians believe in kindness to animals, but few see it as an ethical priority. By contrast, evangelicals of the past showed
a passionate kindness towards ‘God’s beasts’, and were pioneers of animal welfare reform from the seventeenth to the nineteenth
centuries. Today, Christians in general, and evangelical Christians in particular, are more likely to be seen as part of the
problem than as pioneering solutions. This article discusses the theological differences behind this contrast, and the practical
implications for evangelism in a world of growing animal advocacy.

Introduction

Most Christians believe in kindness to animals. Yet I have never heard an evangelical sermon on the subject, and
few preachers consider animal cruelty to be an ethical priority. Indeed, in 2013 the present evangelical Archbishop
of Canterbury, unlike his four immediate predecessors, distanced himself from the RSPCA by declining to be Vice-
Patron for precisely this reason. Lambeth Palace emphasised that his decision arose from prioritising his
commitments due to ‘time constraints’, and not from his having been pheasant shooting.! When I recently
approached the Evangelical Alliance about animal welfare, I was told “we do not work in this field at all’.

A survey of pastors in the USA suggests some theological reasons for this disinterest: animals do not have souls;
humans have dominion; our focus is on souls; mercy does not apply to animals; I feel no mandate concerning
animals.? Where pastors lead, their flocks follow. The Collins Bible Companion, endorsed by many evangelical leaders
in the UK, says that God created animals ‘to provide a source of food and companionship’.3 In fact, most UK
evangelicals agree with the US pastors cited aboveL concern about animal cruelty is regarded with suspicion, and
many are hostile even towards vegetarianism, let alone animal rights.* In the USA, attitudes can be quite polarised.
Even at the height of its brief fling with the green agenda from 2006, US evangelicalism never embraced animal
ethics.® Moreover, US evangelicals tend to be less coy in their hostility than their British counterparts. At the
conservative end of the spectrum, Wayne Grudem contends that those with a vegan ideology are at the ‘extremes of
the modern “animals rights” movement which flows ‘naturally from evolutionary thought’, a destructive influence
opposed to biblical truth.® For other conservative commentators, those referred to by Paul as following the
‘doctrines of devils’, turn out to be vegetarians.”

Interestingly, secular opinion also believes this to be the Christian view, especially environmentalists who might
otherwise know little theology. At best, “dominion” gave animals into our hands; at worst, it justifies our cruelty.?
Either way, no-one expects Christians, let alone evangelicals, to be leaders in animal ethics. Indeed, ‘“dominion” is
widely held to bear a “huge burden of guilt’ for environmental destruction and animal cruelty in the West.” As
RSPCA vice-president Bill Oddie remarked of Justin Welby’s decision, it served only to reinforce his opinion that
the church has a 'dreadful record' on animal welfare.!

In view of this theological consensus, it is perhaps unsurprising that few modern evangelicals write about animal
ethics. Stephen Vantassel is an exception, and has been influential on both sides of the Atlantic among
conservatives. His conclusion reinforces the consensus: animal suffering is not part of the problem of evil, and
Christians may ‘inflict and/or ignore a fair amount’ of it without troubling their conscience.! This is, in practice,
what most evangelicals I have met believe. They have, I am often told, better things to worry about. Our evangelical
forebears disagreed, and they did so with a passion.



A reputation for kindness

It is now well established that the campaign against animal cruelty ‘grew out of the (minority) Christian tradition
that man should take care of God's creation’, and that ‘an essential role was played by Puritans, Dissenters, Quakers
and Evangelicals....””? Three of these four groups held what we would now call a “‘conservative” evangelical
theology. From the piecemeal reforms by seventeenth century Puritans to the anti-vivisection Act of 1876, such
evangelicals were pioneers.

The Puritans, says Christopher Hill, were known for their hatred of cruelty: Macaulay’s jibe that they “hated bear-
baiting...because it gave pleasure to the spectators” was wholly unfair.’® By the eighteenth century, consistent
witness against animal cruelty had established evangelical Christianity in the public mind as a compassionate
religion which valued kindness. Conversely, kindness to animals marked a person out as an evangelical. John
Wesley’s views were well known, and many of his followers shared them. Horace Walpole is said to have remarked
in 1760 that a certain man was known to be “turning Methodist; for, in the middle of conversation, he rose, and
opened the window to let out a moth’.!* John Lawrence, writing against animal cruelty from an Enlightenment
perspective in 1796, was worried that he would be dismissed to ‘a snug corner in the holy temple of Methodism” by
his more secular readers.’> As late as the evangelical Welsh revival of 1904, it was said that a converted miner could
always be recognised because his pit pony did not flinch when he raised his hand.'® It was not evolutionary thought
which inspired the language of human duty towards an animal (whose “proper right and interest’ rests in Christ),
but the Bible; and it was not Darwinians who were passionately opposed to animal cruelty, but evangelicals.!”
Whilst animal advocates could be found among other Christians, evangelicals were known for it.

A theology of kindness

The contrast between this and Vantassel’s modern evangelical ethic that we need not trouble our consciences about
animal suffering could hardly be sharper. But why did our forebears have such a reputation for kindness, which
has now all but disappeared? It was not merely a matter of sentiment, but was rooted in their theology. Archbishop
John Tillotson put it well in the late seventeenth century. There is nothing, he said, ‘more contrary to the nature of
God’ than “a cruel and savage disposition” towards both man and animals.!®* Why not? Well, as God is kind and
compassionate towards all He has made, so there is nothing more contrary to the nature of God than cruelty.
Moreover, the earth and its ‘fulness’ belongs to God, and that animals were made to praise God, not as ingredients.
Animal cruelty denied God his due, is a sign of wickedness, and is incompatible with righteous living (Prov. 12.10).
In fact, nineteenth century evangelicals bluntly described it as demonic, in an age when people took demons more
seriously than we do today." This theological position lent a passion to their ethics which would nowadays mark
them as extremists.

Expletives deleted

C. H. Spurgeon was the most celebrated evangelical preacher of the late nineteenth century, a national figure by the
time he was thirty. He supported mission, founded an orphanage, and pioneered education; his collected works
extend to 49 volumes. Spurgeon was evidently a busy soul, and you might think that, like the modern evangelicals I
mentioned earlier, he would have had better things to do than concern himself with animal ethics. Yet he found
time to preach and write against cruelty in terms which would today attract the attention of the police.

In 1873, Spurgeon remarked of a man who had been cruel to animals: ‘if we were not averse to all capital
punishment we should suggest that nothing short of a rope with a noose in it would give him his deserts’. Today,
this kind of passionate, even intemperate, sentiment is more often associated with extremists of the Animal Rights
movement than with Baptist preachers. Spurgeon’s views were even too robust for the Anti-Vivisection Society of
his day. He wrote the Society an open letter of support, but they declined to make it public, saying: ‘the extreme
strength of the expletives was considered to transgress the borders of expediency!"?

Spurgeon’s passion for kindness towards animals was unusual for his day, but it was not uncommon among his
evangelical brethren. Counter-cultural animal ethics had marked evangelicals from the Magisterial Reformers on.
John Calvin, immersed in urgent theological, pastoral and diplomatic tasks, nevertheless found time to warn his
Genevan farmers that ‘God will condemn us for cruel and unkind folk if we pity not the brute beast’; and,
remarkably, to assert that we owe an equal duty to animals as we do to people.?! John Wesley and Augustus
Toplady, despite obvious theological differences, were at one in their evangelical animal ethics.?> Lord Shaftesbury
was fully occupied as an evangelical leader of nineteenth century social reform. Yet he found time to chair the Anti-
Vivisection Society. ‘I was convinced” he wrote, “that God had called me to devote whatsoever advantages He



might have bestowed upon me to the cause of the weak, the helpless, both man and beast...”? Similarly, Wilberforce
co-founded the RSPCA alongside campaigning against the slave trade.

The gospel of peace

These Christians” passion for kindness did not commend them to everyone. Indeed, it often brought them
opposition and ridicule, for they criticised cruelty in others. The powerful voices and interests of their day objected,
from the hunting fraternity and growing industrial meat industry to the increasingly authoritative medical
establishments. In fact, it often increased the difficulty of proclaiming the gospel. A man who gets up to help a moth
can easily be dismissed as a fanatic—along with his evangelical beliefs. Nowadays this would be seen as a reason
for preachers to avoid animal ethics. Yet before the twentieth century, evangelicals passionately spoke against
animal cruelty of all kinds, considering it to be integral to the gospel of peace. It is a striking fact that God blessed
their ministries to a degree unknown among modern evangelical preachers, as well as using them to make England
a world leader in animal welfare reform.

All creatures bless God

According to modern evangelicals, animals were made for us to eat. The older evangelical reading of the Bible
made clear that they were not. Both humans and animals were originally created vegans; they were made to praise
God, not as ingredients. As John Owen rather drily put it in 1668, all God’s works are for ‘the manifestation and
declaration of the holy properties of his nature’: ‘so the ... brute creatures ascribe unto God the glory of his
properties, even by what they are and do. By what they are in their beings, and their observation of the law and
inclination of their nature, they give unto God the glory of that wisdom and power whereby they are made, and of
that sovereignty whereon they depend’ 2

His elder contemporary, Thomas Adams, was more lyrical: “All creatures in their kind bless God.... They that have
tongues, though they want reason, praise him with those natural organs. The birds of the air sing, the beasts of the
earth make a noise ... the very “dragons in the deep” ... sound out his praise’.”> An animal screaming in agony
cannot praise God.

Our sins in Adam

Of course, the evangelicals knew that the world is fallen, and that it groans on account of human sin. One
consequence is that we may have to kill animals to survive. As Ralph Venning observed in 1669: ‘the way in which
we now use the creatures bear witness against sin.... since sin our appetite has been more carnivorous’. To be so
reminded of sin might almost put you off your hamburger. However, even those of our forebears who refused meat
themselves affirmed its lawfulness. It is cruelty which is wicked; necessity must not compromise kindness when we
eat our supper. It is bad enough that sin had brought death into the world, but to make animals groan louder for
our pleasure is egregiously wicked. As Dod and Cleaver had asked in 1612, “... have our sinnes in Adam brought
such calamities upon...animals, and shall we add unto them by cruelty in our owne persons?'2

Dark deeds

Evangelicals of the past saw cruelty daily in the streets. From the late nineteenth century, transport was modernised
and slaughterhouses moved out of town centres. Polite society was able to turn a blind eye to suffering, allowing a
mechanised meat industry to take cruelty by the hand. Surgery without anaesthesia became routine and remains so;
teeth clipping, castration, and caustic horn bud removal are all legal today. The advent of miniature cameras has
more recently shone a light on illegal cruelty. Undercover filming regularly reveals deliberate beating, kicking,
burning and electrical torture; prosecutions and prison sentences have followed. Although we prefer not to know it,
even well-regulated industries skin animals alive so often that workers become accustomed to it; millions of others
are scalded to death. Sexual abuse of vulnerable animals has also been uncovered.?” Perhaps not even Spurgeon
could have found an expletive adequate for such wickedness.

The US meat industry has responded to exposure of its cruelties with agricultural gagging laws, making
undercover filming a criminal, even a terrorist, offence. ‘Men loved darkness rather than light’, says John, ‘because
their deeds were evil’ (John 3.19). But the revelations continue, and thoughtful people are increasingly refusing to
look the other way. Vegetarianism is growing rapidly, especially among younger people. Meat-free food has
become a rapidly expanding, multi-billion dollar business, with the UK market alone worth nearly £1 billion
annually.



Conclusion

Many millions of people, especially young people, take kindness towards animals seriously. Jonathan Safran Foer
estimates that 18% of US college students describe themselves as vegetarian.?® Why would such people listen to a
church with a reputation for complicity in cruelty? Indeed, one sixth-form evangelist in the UK told me that
Christian complicity in animal cruelty is among the most common reasons he hears for rejecting the gospel.
Evangelical churches have recently sought to be inclusive, yet few have a policy on animal ethics beyond offering a
vegetarian option at church events; some do not even do this. Churches keen to attract the younger generation
should take note that this is a serious obstacle to evangelism. Where evangelicals once led their generation in
kindness, today’s are silent; indeed, some leaders suggest that animal cruelty is not an evangelical concern at all.
But God is at work in the world. His groaning creation looks towards restoration when the children of God will be
revealed. God can renew His church and soften human hearts. Kindness (Gal 5.22: xonotdtng) is a fruit of the Spirit.
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