
What’s On Our Plates?

Who grew your lunch? It might be hard to say. Here 
in the United States, food travels 1,300 miles, on aver-
age, before it reaches our plates. The global food and
agriculture system that grows, transports, processes
and markets what we eat churns out 2,800 calories per
day for everyone on the planet, more than enough for
a fair share.   

And yet, around the world, growers and eaters alike are
questioning the system’s costs. Rural communities are
crumbling, farmers are migrating to cities and topsoil 
is washing into the oceans. U.S. Americans spend $40
billion a year to diet, while 840 million in the rest of
the world go hungry. 

All of us are increasingly alienated from the land and
our food. What’s really on our plates? 

Who’s At the Table?
Wealthy Nations: Selling Out 

Between falling prices for crops and rising costs for
land, equipment, seeds, fertilizers and pesticides, farm-
ers everywhere are struggling. Falling prices world-
wide are due, in part, to recent changes in U.S. farm
policy that limit the government’s ability to regulate
the agriculture market, while increasing subsidies to
their farmers. U.S. taxpayers are projected to pay $170
billion for subsidies in the next decade, and—accord-
ing to some calculations—wealthy nations spend $300
billion annually to protect their farmers. Often, how-
ever, the benefits favor affluent landowners and cor-
porate farms. Family farmers have few options. Some
increase production to cut their losses; others farm
under contract with corporations. Some try alternative
crops or methods; others find a second job in town.
Many lose their land. Since 1950, the United States 
has lost more than 3 million farms.

Developing Countries: Losing Ground 

Ninety-six percent of the world’s farmers live in
developing countries, and in 58 countries, half the
work force is dependent on agriculture. Developing
countries can not compete when wealthy nations sell
their subsidized crops below the cost of production.
Cheap imports flood their markets (also known as

“dumping”), trade barriers block their exports and fam-
ily farmers are faced with few choices. Some move to
cities. Some migrate to wealthy nations as farmworkers,
for low wages under poor conditions. Some stay at
home to tend marginal land or hire themselves to
export-crop plantations. Ironically, even those who go
hungry aren’t helped by cheap imports: intermediaries
absorb the profits and food prices remain high. 

Transnational Corporations: Reaping the Benefits 

Since 1984, real U.S. food prices have remained con-
stant, while the farmer’s share has fallen by 38 percent.
A farmer receives, for example, only five cents for the
wheat in a one-dollar loaf of white bread, and a handful
of corporations capture the profits: just three firms now
control 82 percent of the world’s grain market. Some
corporations, in a process known as vertical integration,
control industries “from seed to shelf.” When the same
firm sells pesticides, buys corn and markets TV dinners,
its best interest is to simultaneously support industrial
agriculture, maintain the subsidy system and convince
the whole world to eat super-processed food. 

Trade Agreements: Making the Rules 

The United States uses its clout to forge global, regional
and country-to-country trade agreements that open devel-
oping countries to its exports, while denying them access
to U.S. markets. In addition, the United States and other
wealthy nations influence conditions on aid, loans and
debt relief that require developing countries to shift from
producing food staples for domestic consumption to
growing cash crops for export. When possible, wealthy
nations use international trade and financial institutions
like the World Trade Organization, International Mone-
tary Fund and World Bank to enact their economic will;
however, developing countries are increasingly joining
forces to assert their interests in trade negotiations.

Who Picks Up the Tab?

Farmers and consumers everywhere are paying the costs
of an increasingly globalized food and agriculture sys-
tem—with lost livelihoods and compromised nutrition.
The land pays too—with degraded soil, polluted water
and devoured fossil fuels. Ultimately unsustainable,
industrial agriculture in the United States requires, on
average, 10 calories of fossil-fuel energy to produce one
calorie of food energy.

Clearly the time has come for a new system in which
fertile land and good food are gifts to be cherished by
all, not commodities to be exploited by a few. As the
prophet Micah writes, only when everyone has a vine
and fig tree will no one be afraid (Micah 4:4). ■
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The bottom line is that we produce more than we 
consume in this country and so we need access to 
foreign markets if our farm families are to earn a
decent living.

—Senator Norm Coleman (R-Minn.)

We are only able to subsidize Mexican corn with the
lives of the people that produce it. The only way we
can compete with North American prices is to give 
up the basic necessities.

—Victor Suarez, National Association of Rural 
Producers Enterprises

The two quotes above, one from a U.S. senator 
and one from a Mexican farm leader, reflect the

idea that other farmers must lose so our farmers can
win. There is simply not enough to go around, this
notion asserts, and security for some means scarcity
for others.

It’s easy to see where this idea gets its power. Few
needs are deeper than meaningful work and daily
nourishment. Love for native land and fondness for
traditional food defines our culture. Talk around the
table nurtures our community. No wonder Jesus chose 
a common supper to symbolize his body and blood; 
in fact, some suggest that “do this in remembrance 
of me” means every time we eat together.

But there is no need to exclude others from the table 
to ensure our fair share; there is plenty for all if we
fairly share. In 1 Corinthians 11:20–29, Paul repri-
mands the Corinthians for celebrating communion 
in an unworthy manner. Apparently, the wealthy were
feasting while the poor went hungry. Paul admonishes
them to “discern the whole body,” that is, to remember
the entire community, before coming to the table.
“Examine yourselves,” he says, “and only then eat 
of the bread and drink of the cup” (v. 28). How might
we discern the whole body in the context of today’s
food and agriculture system?

The Jubilee economy laid out in Leviticus 25 offers
some suggestions. Jubilee established a mandatory
gleaning operation, a micro-credit lending institution
and a land redistribution program every fifty years. 
In the days of the Israelites, possession of the means
of production meant power; and then, as now, a super-
sized portion for some equaled disempowerment for
others. Re-assigning vines and fig trees every genera-
tion ensured a fresh start and an equal voice for every-
one in the community. 

Today, wealthy families and giant corporations control
most of the world’s productive acres. Farmers lose
their ancestral land, cities swell with disempowered
people. But, as the prophets promise in Scripture,
redistribution is a sign of the kingdom. “I will not
again give your grain to be food for your enemies,  
but those who garner it shall eat it and praise the
Lord” (Isaiah 62:8–9).  

Another aspect of Jubilee called for a Sabbath rest 
for land every seven years. The current food and agri-
culture system dishonors God’s creation by degrading
soil, polluting water and mistreating animals. How-
ever, the prophets guarantee restoration of land in the
new creation: “Do not fear, O soil, . . . do not fear, you
animals of the field, for the pastures of wilderness are
green” (Joel 2: 21-22). 

What might Jubilee look like in today’s context? 
One proposed model for reforming U.S. farm policy
suggests, “Farmers will give up the possibility of
achieving very high income levels in exchange for
eliminating the possibility of very low income levels”
(Rethinking U.S. Agriculture Policy: Changing Course
to Secure Farmer Livelihoods Worldwide, Agricultural
Policy Analysis Center, 2003).

Giving up surpluses so that others won’t be left 
with scraps? It sounds like “discerning the body,” 
it looks like Jubilee and it just might be the gist of 
the gospel.  ■

Faith that reflects

FOOD FOR THOUGHT

1. When was the last time you knew the entire story—
“from seed to shelf”—about something you ate?

2. Can you imagine a food and agriculture system that is
good news to consumers, farmers and the land? What
might it look like?

3. Do you know of individuals or organizations working
toward a more just food and agriculture system? What
are they doing? How could the church be involved in 
this work?

4. What kind of food and faith connection do you want?
What will it take to get there?

5. Daniel’s first act of resistance was to refuse the king’s
meat and wine (Daniel 1:8). Why do you think he did this?
What act of resistance might you choose to the current
food and agriculture “empire?”



How can we share fairly so that everyone has access
to meaningful work and daily nourishment? How

can we eat faithfully so that what we believe matches
what’s on our plates? Following are some policy and
action suggestions to start the discussion.

Taking a Bite Out of Injustice: 
Alternative Policies

Choose one or two issues to highlight in a letter to
your legislators.

• Reform U.S. farm policy. (See box below.)

• Allow developing countries to nurture their own
agriculture. While trade can contribute to economic
development, developing countries must be allowed
to manage their trade relationships and protect their
farmers’ livelihoods through appropriate import con-
trols, land reform, secure titles, public credit and
technical assistance.

• Cancel the debts of developing countries so they 
can devote resources to agriculture initiatives. 

• Make trade agreements and institutions more
accountable. Provide for public access to and citizen
participation in trade negotiations. 

• Use U.S. farm bill dollars wisely. Taxpayer dollars
could fund conservation, rural development, 
sustainable agriculture research and beginner-farmer
initiatives.

• Connect farms to communities. Facilitate partner-
ships between local farmers and grocery stores,
schools, hospitals, food banks and soup kitchens.
Allow WIC coupons and food stamps to be used
widely at farmers markets. 

• Support environmental initiatives that protect soils,
aquifers, fisheries and forests, and that mitigate
global warming.

• Protect U.S. farmworkers. Ensure fair wages, decent
working conditions and just labor protections for the
people who harvest our food.

We Are What We Eat: Action Suggestions

• Grow your own. Garden in your backyard or com-
munity plot. Learn to can or freeze. Celebrate the
seasons, and honor the effort it takes to grow and
preserve food.

• Lessen your dependence on processed foods. When
you buy natural foods like whole grains, fresh veg-
etables and grass-fed meats, farmers capture a larger
share of the profit. 

• Learn about your local food economy. Get to know 
a farmer. Shop at food co-ops or farmers markets, 
or join a Community Supported Agriculture (CSA)
farm. Congregations can contract with a CSA farmer
to provide food boxes for church members. 

• Buy fair trade. There are increasingly more sources
for fairly traded items that do not grow locally. Visit
Co-op America (www.coopamerica.org) or Alterna-
tives for Simple Living (www.simpleliving.org).

• Eat a meal of rice and beans, and send the money
you save to an organization that works to establish
food security.

• Pray before you eat for the people and land that 
produced your food. ■

Faith that acts

WHAT ABOUT SUBSIDIES?

Free market advocates encourage abolishing farm subsidies
altogether, claiming that government interference with price
will lead to overproduction and dumping. Farm advocates
argue that, without protections against low prices, such an
approach wreaks havoc on farmers in wealthy nations and
negligibly affects developing-country farmers. One proposal
for reforming U.S. farm policy calls for supply management
through crop reserves and acreage set-asides, ensuring fair
market prices and eliminating the need for subsidies.
Another proposal retains the existing subsidy program and
caps payments at a level that will sustain a family farm.
Many farm advocates also call the government to enforce
market concentration laws and create incentives for conser-
vation. Whatever the structure, most agree that a sustain-
able farm policy must be measured by the viability of family
farmers and rural communities at home and abroad.




