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Modern agriculture is based on the ideology of economic efficiency and rationality. It is 

characterized by increasing mechanization, reliance on the use of chemical fertilizer and 

pesticides, biotechnology, and capital intensification, resulting in the imposition of a 

simplified agro-ecosystem upon vast landscapes. Remote-controlled machines, high-rise 

animal apartments, artificial environments, and a rural landscape largely devoid of people 

and wildlife dominated the vision of the agriculture of modernity presented in an article 

in the National Geographic in 1970. Since 1970, a number of commentators have argued 

that this mode of agriculture is based on a series of reductionisms, reducing the complex 

biological character of life to its physical-chemical components and reducing human 

culture to a narrow set of economic considerations. People are viewed as separate from 

nature, and the earth is but a factor of production. Such reductionisms are seen to 

underlie the environmental crises and socioeconomic problems besetting modern 

agriculture. Increasing attention is being paid to agricultural groups who offer different 

visions based on an alternative environmental ethic and set of socioeconomic 

arrangements.1 

The aim of this article is to examine the history and significance of the two 

Christian Farmers Federations (CFFs) in Canada in resisting modernizing trends in 

agriculture.2 The Christian Farmers Federation of Ontario (CFFO) and the Christian 

Farmers Federation of Alberta (CFFA) have their origins in the Dutch neo-Calvinist 

movement of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries and the migration of 

members of this movement to Canada after World War II.3 The CFFs have inherited from 

Dutch neo-Calvinism a “transformational” approach to Christian social action in 
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agriculture, an approach giving rise to the development of separate Christian institutions. 

The transformational version of Christianity is to be distinguished from three other 

versions in its ambition to engage society and its structures in order to reform them in a 

thoroughgoing manner. “Separatist” Christian groups effectively abandon society and 

withdraw or separate from it. In “church-centered” Christianity, Christian action in 

society is less ambitious and always organized through the church or its officers. The 

“individualistic” Christian approach results in Christians acting as isolated individuals 

within the established social order.4 One of the most important distinguishing 

characteristics of Dutch neo-Calvinism has been its development of, and support for, a 

wide range of separate Christian social institutions aimed at transforming the world in 

accord with Christian principles such as justice and stewardship. One of these social 

institutions was a farmers’ union. The next section outlines the history and role of this 

farmers’ union in the Netherlands and its transference to Canada after World War II. The 

vision, principles, and policies of the two Canadian Federations are examined, and 

finally, the extent to which this movement of Christian farmers has been able to resist 

modernizing forces in Canadian agriculture is evaluated.  

The Christelijke Boeren en Tuindersbond (CBTB--Christian Farmers and 

Gardeners Union) was formed as a national organization in the Netherlands in 1918, but 

its origins can be traced back to the Christian Social Congress of 1891. At that congress, 

Abraham Kuyper, later prime minister of the nation, called for a Christian program to 

tackle the social problems of the day. He promoted the development of “sphere 

sovereignty,” the establishment of distinctively Calvinist institutions in all areas of social 
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life. One outcome of Kuyper’s work was the formation in 1892 of “Boaz,” a Calvinist 

employers’ organization. In 1895, this organization of 2,800 members included 343 

farmers and market gardeners. In 1918, three specialist employers’ organizations 

emerged out of Boaz, one being the CBTB. Some provincial Calvinist farmers’ 

associations had existed a few years earlier, usually formed in response to increasing 

secularism in existing “non-confessional” farmers’ groups and the growing influence of 

socialism in labor relations. With the introduction of proportional representation in the 

Netherlands in 1918, Calvinist farmers wanted to ensure that they had adequate national 

political representation. The CBTB also promoted and developed Calvinist institutions 

for agricultural education.5 

“Pillarization” is the term often used to describe the religious pluralism that 

developed in the Netherlands in the second half of the nineteenth century and the first 

half of the twentieth century. Calvinists, Catholics, and non-confessional organizations 

were established in nearly every area of social life. In Dutch agricultural circles, 

pillarization meant that three main general farmers’ organizations were established: the 

CBTB, the Dutch Catholic Farmers and Gardeners Union, and the non-confessional 

Royal Dutch Agricultural Committee. There were also three farm workers’ unions, one 

Calvinist, one Catholic and one socialist. 

Between the 1920s and 1950s, the CBTB was a part of an increasingly formalized 

national public structure in agriculture. This structure, “industrial organization under 

public law” (publiekrechtelijke bedrijfsorganisatie or PBO), an industry-wide social and 

economic arrangement, was a traditional concern of European Christian Democratic 
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movements. It was most comprehensively developed in the Netherlands after World War 

II, particularly in agricultural circles. In some ways, PBO in agriculture was the official 

recognition of a system that had been developing informally. For example, from 1922, 

the executive committees of the three farmers’ organizations met annually in 

consultation, and from 1937, regular consultations took place between the farmers’ and 

farm workers’ organizations. After the Second World War, because of PBO, a more 

formal arrangement was instituted between the six organizations with the formation of a 

Federation of Agriculture, leading in 1954 to an Industrial Board for Agriculture.6 

The Dutch government regarded the Industrial Board for Agriculture as the 

authoritative voice of organized agriculture on matters of agricultural and economic 

policy, and it had autonomous regulatory powers with regard to a wide range of 

agricultural concerns. Commodity Boards represented other interests in the agri-food 

sector. Until the late 1980s, Dutch agricultural policy-making was practically the sole 

prerogative of these two boards and the Ministry of Agriculture. Farmers’ and farm 

workers’ organizations were also represented on the Dutch Social-Economic Council, a 

kind of overarching board, which has had an important advisory role to government since 

the 1950s.7 The arrangements that developed in Dutch agriculture in many ways 

represented the political and legal expression not only of Kuyper’s neo-Calvinistic vision 

of sphere sovereignty but also of the Catholic social principle of subsidiarity and the 

socialist concern for functional decentralization.8 

Only a very few of the Dutch Calvinists who migrated to Canada after the Second 

World War had firsthand experience of the CBTB. Many, however, brought with them an 
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appreciation of the significant role that a confessional farmers’ organization could play in 

public life. Public life in Canada shared few of the characteristics of Dutch pillarization, 

but this did not stop some of these migrant farmers from attempting to reproduce such 

institutional arrangements in Canada. Their vision was an outrageously ambitious one. 

Their aim, in conjunction with their fellow Christians, was to transform Canada into a 

Christian country. Separate Christian institutions, such as the CFFs, were seen to be an 

important vehicle for public activity witnessing to Christian principles that should be 

implemented at the national level. Despite the development of a “separate” Christian 

organization, a “separatist” approach was rejected. The aim was to maintain a Christian 

distinctiveness at the institutional level in order to engage society at large, not to create 

an institution that turned away from that society. Some members may have sought shelter 

from the world in the CFFs, but the founders of the groups did not share that aim. 

Furthermore, the very structure of the organizations facilitated engagement. One of the 

constitutional objectives of the CFFs, taken from the CBTB, was to cooperate where 

possible with other farmers’ organizations. Another was to be significantly involved in 

the formation of public agricultural policy at both the provincial and national levels.9 

The majority of Dutch Calvinist migrants to Canada in the period following the 

Second World War went to the province of Ontario, although significant numbers went to 

Alberta and British Columbia as well. It was in Ontario in the early 1950s that Dutch 

Calvinist farmers formed a small number of local Christian Farmers Associations. This 

was at a time when others in the Dutch Calvinist community were establishing Christian 

institutions in a number of areas.10 In particular, the development of the Christian Labour 
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Association played an important role in encouraging the establishment of a Christian 

farmers’ organization.11 

Initially, some of the migrant farmers met together as a Christian Farmers 

Association to share the difficulties of being agriculturists in a new land. Some had not 

even been farmers in the Netherlands. In a Christian farmers’ group they could share 

their experiences and problems with people of the same national, linguistic and religious 

background and listen to invited speakers, who could give expert advice on farming and 

living in Canada. From the beginning, however, some of them had a broader vision for an 

organization of Christian farmers, based on their familiarity with separate Calvinist 

institutions in the Netherlands in general and, in a few instances, their knowledge 

specifically of the CBTB. They considered being involved in the Ontario Federation of 

Agriculture, established in the 1940s, but were critical of its lack of a voluntary 

individual membership. The Ontario Farmers Union was being organized in Ontario in 

the 1950s, but its socialist principles made it unsuitable. In March 1954, representatives 

of four local Christian Farmers Associations met and established CFFO as a provincial 

federation. In 1955, eleven local associations existed containing just under 300 members. 

The local associations and the provincial federation adopted the CBTB constitution. A 

number of aspects of this constitution were inappropriate to the Canadian context. For 

example, reference in it to the “social problem” reflected the history of troubled 

agricultural labor relations in the Netherlands. The CBTB constitution implied an 

organization active in public agricultural affairs (which became a reality for CFFO in 

Ontario only in the early 1970s), engaged in relationships with farm workers’ 
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organizations (which did not exist in Canada at that time), part of a national effort at 

increasing the economic and technical situation of agriculture, and associated with a 

Christian agricultural schooling system (again absent in Canada). CFFO was open to 

membership by all Christians although all the early meetings were held in Christian 

Reformed churches and the dominant language of the organization was Dutch until the 

1960s.12 

Due to lack of support, however, CFFO ceased activity at the provincial level in 

1956. It was revived in 1961 but faced times of struggle and uncertainty for a number of 

years, although a few of the local associations always remained active. Between 1967 and 

1970, CFFO became more firmly established. A part-time employee promoted the 

federation mainly within the Dutch Calvinist migrant community, and a new group of 

younger members was attracted. CFFO started to become active on the Ontario farm 

political scene, making contact with other farmers’ organizations and with the 

government. In 1971, CFFO hired its first full-time employee, who enabled the federation 

in the early 1970s to begin to address a wide range of agricultural issues and to gain 

media coverage in Ontario. 

From 1975 to the early 1980s, CFFO membership grew slowly but steadily, 

reaching a peak of about 640 members in seventeen local associations in 1979. It was at 

this stage that stewardship was introduced into the federation’s public policy stance as a 

key Christian principle for agriculture. Stewardship involves a rejection of absolute 

ownership and emphasizes the wise management of a resource on behalf of others. 

Within the Christian tradition, stewardship has often been understood from a dominion 
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perspective--people as stewards of the creation have the task of dominating the earth by 

developing it to meet human purposes. But stewardship has sometimes been understood 

as earthkeeping, a concept implying that the natural creation has an inherent value apart 

from usefulness for human purposes. The steward’s role includes the protection and 

preservation of the earth, which at times requires that people refrain from development 

for the earth’s sake. In the second half of the 1970s, CFFO’s view of stewardship had 

elements of a dominion perspective, although the federation later moved to a more 

earthkeeping understanding. Much of its public policy effort at this time was directed 

toward preservation of the family farm and protection of agricultural land from urban and 

industrial encroachment.13 

From the early 1980s into the 1990s, many family farmers in Ontario faced 

difficult financial times and a mounting debt burden. The government recognized CFFO 

as an important general farmers’ organization, one of three such organizations in the 

province concerned with a wide range of agricultural and rural land-use matters. It 

addressed these economic issues in cooperation with government and other farmers’ 

organizations, promoting a compassionate approach. The federation developed a critique 

of some aspects of modern industrializing agriculture and began to support a range of 

alternative agricultures based on an understanding of stewardship that incorporated 

elements of earthkeeping. In the late 1980s and early 1990s, CFFO became a leader in 

addressing environmental issues at the farm level in Ontario agriculture. 

The Dutch Calvinist farmers in western Canada did not initially intend to 

establish a Christian farmers’ organization as their eastern counterparts did. In Alberta, 
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some became active in such organizations as the Christian Labour Association, the 

Christian Action Foundation (later to merge with the Committee for Justice and Liberty, 

the forerunner to Citizens for Public Justice, a political lobbying group), and the 

Association for Reformed Scientific Studies (later to become the Association for the 

Advancement of Christian Scholarship). In the late 1960s and early 1970s, the activist 

National Farmers Union campaigned for new members in Alberta. Around the same time, 

Dutch Calvinist farmers in the province became aware for the first time of the existence 

of CFFO. A small group in Neerlandia, north of Edmonton, desired to give expression in 

institutional form to a Christian perspective in agriculture and in 1971 became, in effect, 

a local association of CFFO. After a visit to a number of Dutch Calvinist migrant 

communities in Alberta by CFFO’s executive director, the Christian Farmers Federation 

of Alberta was established in 1974 and gained membership in areas of Dutch Calvinist 

settlement in the province. CFFA developed independently of CFFO--the two federations 

are located on opposite sides of the continent where the nature of farming and provincial 

politics in the two regions are different. Some differences in approach and position have 

also been apparent from time to time. However, much correspondence has passed 

between them, policy perspectives are often shared, some joint projects have existed, and 

regular annual consultations have taken place. The two are effectively independent 

sibling organizations.14 

CFFA was able to avoid the initial problems faced by CFFO in the 1950s and 

1960s. It had the confidence to set about immediately building support to engage 

effectively in Christian social action in the public sphere. A full-time employee was hired 
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a few weeks after CFFA was established, and early in 1975 CFFA made its first public 

policy submission. From the beginning, stewardship was one of the main principles 

expressed in its work. In 1977, CFFA employed two researchers to report on the 

historical forces that had shaped Canadian agriculture. By 1980, however, the 

presentation of public submissions had become the main task of the federation’s staff, 

along with the running of a third-world development education program. CFFA was 

particularly active in provincial land-use issues in the late 1970s and early 1980s, when 

its membership peaked at around 380 in eight local associations. As the 1980s 

progressed, CFFA, like CFFO, turned its attention to farm financial issues and became a 

leader in environmental issues in agriculture. CFFA also operated largely with support 

from members of the Christian Reformed Church, although it constantly sought members 

from other denominational backgrounds.15 

At the end of the 1980s, the fortunes of the two federations began to diverge. A 

number of CFFA locals became inactive, membership declined, and income dropped. 

Significant staff turnover occurred and not all could be replaced. By 1992, it became 

apparent that CFFA could no longer address each major agricultural policy issue as it 

arose. The federation was consciously reoriented toward broader issues shared with an 

urban constituency. In that year, CFFA changed its name to Earthkeeping and 

restructured its boards and committees. A number of CFFA’s founders had always 

envisioned the organization as addressing such a breadth of issues while others had 

argued for a farmers’ organization primarily dealing with more narrowly-defined 

agricultural interests. CFFA’s new name, Earthkeeping, reflected the view of stewardship 
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that had come to characterize the policies and activities of CFFA throughout the 1980s 

and 1990s. Currently, membership of Earthkeeping numbers around the 200 mark.16 

By contrast, CFFO maintained its level of support and flourished at the beginning 

of the 1990s, its membership stabilizing around 650. In 1994, legislation required farmers 

in Ontario effectively to support one of the province’s general farmers’ organizations. 

CFFO’s modeling in the 1950s on the organizational structure of the CBTB meant that it 

had developed in Ontario as a general farmers’ organization with a set of geographically 

based local associations. It therefore came within the legislation’s definition of a general 

farmers’ organization. CFFO experienced a sudden, five-fold increase in membership and 

a large jump in income. Office space was expanded and additional staff was employed. 

No longer were CFFO’s members mainly Dutch Calvinist in background; at least half of 

them came from other Christian traditions.17 

Wherein lies the distinctive Christian character of the Christian Farmers 

Federations? The CFFs’ founders shared with their Dutch neo-Calvinist forebears the 

rejection of the notion that the church was the prime Christian institution through which 

other institutions received their Christian character. The Christian character of an 

organization rested upon its principles. The CFFs’ Christian character rests upon the 

principles found in the federations’ constitutions, vision statements, and policy 

documents, as well as their institutional actions. 

Throughout the 1960s and 1970s, CFFO’s constitution was modified to make it 

more relevant to a Christian general farmers’ organization in the Canadian context. The 

constitutional purpose of CFFO was “to promote and apply Christian ideas and principles 
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to the solution of agricultural problems and to promote the social and economic interests 

of its members in order to contribute to the solution of the problems of our society in a 

Christian spirit.” It seeks in the following ways to achieve this purpose: by 

“organizing...farmers”; “doing research, organizing discussions, publishing ideas, 

promoting justice, and engaging in whatever activities are conducive to increasing the 

knowledge of members with respect to their responsibilities” as Christian producers, 

marketers, and citizens; by “presenting the Christian voice” on farming and agriculture to 

other farmers’ organizations, the government, and the public at large; and “co-operating 

with other organizations who strive for similar goals by lawful means, provided we do 

not compromise our principles in so doing.” The Christian principles to be promoted and 

applied were explained in the “Basis” in CFFO’s revised constitution in 1978:   

The organization is based on the conviction that the Holy Scriptures, as the 

infallible Word of God, are the supreme standard for all human life. Consequently, the 

organization pledges to uphold the following principles in its activities: 

A. Farming, as all other human endeavor, is a response to God’s act of 

Creation. By God’s grace it is possible for us to respond obediently. Through the 

renewing power of Jesus Christ, farming can glorify God by the stewardly care of His 

creation. 

B. God’s Word through the Holy Spirit sets norms for all areas of Life, and 

consequently also governs farming and the farming industry. 

C. God has given the farmer the mandate of being a responsible producer for 

the peoples of the world.18 
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In 1987, CFFO produced a vision statement, a succinct formulation of its basic 

views for policy makers and others. It expanded on the notion that the farmer had a 

three-fold task as producer, marketer, and citizen. The statement was a blend of 

“entrepreneurial and co-operative” principles: “We see a role for each farmer to 

safeguard our foodland resource, to share in the development of appropriate 

technology and to protect the quality and diversity of plant and animal life...We see a 

role for public policy...to provide a policy framework for a stewardly and sustainable 

agriculture.”19 

CFFA’s constitution was originally based on CFFO’s but was rewritten in the 1980s, 

partly to update its language. The revision begins: “Recognizing that all human activity is a 

reflection of values and religious commitment the Christian Farmers Federation attempts to 

base its work on the Word of God as revealed in the Bible.” Among the key “realities” 

recognized by CFFA in its constitution are the following: “God made people in His image 

with the mandate to serve God and the creation as stewards. This requires a loving care for 

the earth and all who live on it…. As God’s children and stewards, we must work to restore 

creation and oppose injustice and evil wherever we find it.”21 In the late 1980s, CFFA 

formulated a “long range vision for Canadian agriculture.” It expressed the federation’s 

long-standing emphasis on justice, compassion, and stewardship, referring to stewardship in 

terms that reflected an earthkeeping view.21 

Both CFFs made policy submissions to government and other bodies on a wide 

variety of contemporary issues in agriculture and rural land-use. For example, in its long-

range vision statement, CFFA outlined the basic policy principles formulated in its work 
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to that time: the need to protect prime farmland, to manage and conserve soils carefully, 

to care for farm animals to prevent avoidable suffering, to manage technological 

development critically in order to enhance the environment and people’s livelihoods, to 

ensure a fair return to producers, to provide high quality and safe food for the consumer, 

to create a fair balance of trade and market opportunities among nations while enabling 

countries to meet their own requirements for basic food security, and to provide 

development assistance to the historically colonized and exploited nations, especially to 

their most disadvantaged citizens to give them access to and decision-making power over 

productive resources.22 

Stewardship as a central Christian principle for agriculture was expressed in the 

CFFs’ policy submissions in three main ways: as stewardship of the soil, family farm 

stewardship, and foodland stewardship. First, with regards to stewardship of the soil, the 

federations expressed concern about soil conservation well before other farmers’ 

organizations did. In confronting issues of soil conservation, the CFFs began to develop 

their critique of modern industrializing agriculture and to take seriously the virtues of 

alternative agriculture. Due to differences within their memberships, however, no official 

position was taken on organic agriculture. Nevertheless, a significant minority of 

members practice ecological or low-input agriculture while many others have, for 

example, minimized their reliance on chemicals.23 

The second way in which the principle of stewardship was expressed in the CFFs’ 

policy activities was in terms of family farm stewardship. The family farm was viewed as 

the most stewardly structure for agriculture. Those who worked the land were assured a 
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stake in it and worked at a scale enabling a nurturing care for it. In the mid-1970s, CFFO 

staff member Elbert van Donkersgoed decided that an emphasis upon the family farm 

was the best way to bring a Christian influence to agriculture in Ontario and to resist a 

number of aspects of industrializing agriculture. CFFA policy took a similar line. The 

federations’ membership was dominated by operators of medium-sized family farms, 

partly because of the form of farming practiced by most of its founders and early 

members but also because of the recognition of the social and economic virtues of the 

family farm. When considering a policy issue, whether it be free trade, government 

support for farmers, or marketing programs, CFF members and staff would always ask 

what effect it had on the family farm. They did not want to outlaw larger and more 

specialized operations but rather to ensure that such operations received no unfair 

advantages compared to the family enterprise.24 

Thirdly, foodland stewardship meant the protection of Canada’s scarce 

agricultural land from urban and industrial encroachment. CFFO’s van Donkersgoed 

became probably the leading spokesperson on the issue in Ontario due to his concerted 

and consistent efforts in this area. CFFA was especially active on land-use planning 

matters in the period between 1974 and 1983. Of the forty major public submissions it 

made over this time, twenty-eight dealt directly with land-use issues. CFFA was a strong 

proponent of centralized land-use planning to preserve Alberta’s best farmland, but its 

views were largely ignored. Between 1979 and 1988, CFFA made representations on four 

major urban annexation cases. It put forward proposals that enabled urban expansion to 

take place while preserving the best farmland. Only in one of these cases did CFFA have 
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some success. In general, rural planning decisions in the province were swayed by 

interests other than those represented by CFFA.25 

How did other Canadian farmers view the CFFs? In 1986, in two parts of Alberta 

in which CFFA had a local association, I interviewed twenty-four farmers who were not 

members of CFFA. Many identified themselves as Christians; none were Dutch Calvinist 

in background. Eighteen had heard of the federation although eight of these reported they 

actually knew very little, if anything, about it. Many of the remaining ten had positive 

things to say, with three even expressing an interest in becoming members. One 

interviewee said, “Some of my neighbors are members. The organization originated 

mainly with Dutch people, but others have joined up since then. I’ve seen write-ups in 

the paper about it. I know they have public meetings now and then. They are working at 

saving agricultural land. I’m interested in it but haven’t got around to finding out more 

about it.” Eight interviewees associated CFFA closely with the Dutch Reformed 

immigrant community. Four of them expressed some negative views: that the Dutch 

Reformed did not work on Sunday, they tried to impose their religious beliefs on others, 

and they sent their children to separate schools. 

The CFFs have operated like a number of other farmers’ organizations in Canada. 

They have members who usually belong to a local association that runs meetings on issues of 

agricultural interest. Local associations provide representatives to a provincial board who 

play an important role in policy formulation assisted by policy coordinators on their staff. 

Committees of the organization may also assist with policy formulation in specialist areas. 

Annual conferences featuring speakers and panels often focus on a contemporary issue. The 
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organization provides representatives on a wide range of provincial and federal agricultural 

commissions and committees. Furthermore, a number of CFF members are also active and 

hold leadership positions in a variety of other farm groups and producer organizations. Yet 

the CFFs are unique in Canada and probably in North America. In their institutional 

activities, the two organizations are contending with the forces of modernity, resisting the 

dominance of a secularization that would maintain a general farmers’ organization was by 

nature not religious. As one farm journalist put it, those who believe that there are 

“watertight compartments” between farming, farm organization politics, and “Sunday 

morning religion” have great difficulties coming to terms with an organization like the 

Christian Farmers Federation.26 

To what extent have the Christian Farmers Federations been able to draw on their 

religiously based mode of organization to resist modernizing forces in Canadian society 

and agriculture? When assessing the role of religion in a community’s life, one should 

not ignore the significant independent influence of the natural environment and the 

structure of the social environment. Each is a medium for and constraint upon human 

activity. The CFFs are caught up in the mainstream of modern Canada in a way that a 

separatist Christian farming group, like the Old Order Amish, is not. The federations are 

institutions oriented toward transformational political action in agriculture, yet they must 

interact with and work alongside mainstream institutions such as other farmers’ 

organizations, bureaucracies, and governments. The CFFs’ aim to communicate the 

meaning and implications of Christian principles to these institutions and call them to 

respond positively to the norms of stewardship, justice, and compassion. Sometimes 
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compromises take place in CFF policy submissions, in the sense that what would be seen 

to be ideal may be set aside in order to gain some progress on the most important points 

or on what is practicable. The federations have gained a reputation for moderation and 

balance and for taking an independent stance on the basis of principle. One Alberta 

Department of Agriculture official has commented about CFFA: “On many occasions, 

[officials] in the public service have stated that CFF has taken a very balanced, moderate 

position on issues on which other organizations have expressed radical, or evidently self-

interested, positions.… The issue of preserving agricultural land, an issue not related very 

directly to economic problems, was strongly pursued by CFF. Other organizations, I feel, 

have emphasized issues that would return more dollars to their membership.”27 

A farm journalist wrote of CFFO: “The Christian Farmers Federation of Ontario 

has earned an enviable reputation within farming, political and agribusiness circles. All 

of this reputation rests on the briefs and policy statements it has developed on current 

issues. This is somewhat different from other organizations, whose reputations rest on the 

personalities of some leaders, on internal controversies, on the services they provide or 

the power they wield… I recall working in Ottawa when H. A. (Bud) Olson became 

agriculture minister and when his press aide, Jim Rusk, drew my attention to CFFO 

briefs, commenting on the consistency of the logic and the compelling practicality of 

solutions proposed.”28 At times, engaging with modernity looks less like a form of 

resistance than a form of accommodation; however, it can also be a form of effective 

witness to the efficacy of principled action. 

Occasional controversies within the Federations have reflected different approaches 
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to economic and political issues. These might be conceptualized as differences between those 

members who have been less critical of aspects of modern Canadian thought and those who 

have sought to maintain a more critical perspective based on the transformational spirit of 

Dutch neo-Calvinism. Some members have not agreed with the federations’ support for an 

active role for government in agriculture. They would rather rely more directly on the 

workings of a free market. CFFA’s development education program was also controversial at 

times. For example, there was disagreement over providing aid to Nicaragua when that 

country had a socialist government. In the late 1980s, CFFA was unable to come to a clear 

policy position on Canadian free trade with the United States because of such differences. 

Around the same time, in discussions over the guiding principles to be applied in CFFA’s 

long range vision statement, contention arose over whether to stay with the organization’s 

traditional principles of justice, compassion, and stewardship or to add others such as 

freedom, opportunity, and responsibility, which reflect a more free-market orientation.29 

In general, CFF members farm within the agricultural mainstream. Most members 

practice modern, industrial farming methods. They operate moderate-sized, capital intensive 

family farms. During in-depth interviews conducted with thirty-nine CFFA members in 

1986, I found broad agreement on a range of policies as well as on a certain view of 

stewardship. The following is a synthesis of the meaning of stewardship articulated in those 

interviews. While not every interviewee mentioned all of the following elements, I believe 

that they would all agree with the whole statement: 

The earth belongs to God and it is God who has given me a small part of it to 

use and take care of for what is really only a brief time in the earth’s history. The 
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generation which comes after me should receive the land from me in as good 

condition as, if not better than, when I first received it. My task as a farmer is to 

produce food or fiber in a way that maintains the fertility of the land and does not 

deplete it. Plants and animals are also given to us to use for food and fiber, although 

we should pay attention to the comfort and well-being of animals. Whatever tools, 

methods or skills I use must be used responsibly and carefully, and not wastefully. 

The way I farm, how I treat other people with whom I deal, how my produce is 

marketed, should be characterized by fairness, compassion, and justice. Farming is a 

service to God and a service to other people whose interests are just as important, if 

not more important, than my own.30 

Such a view reflects the transition from a dominion view of stewardship to a more 

earthkeeping view. Most took very seriously the notion consistent with the dominion 

perspective that a Christian farmer’s task was primarily to produce food and fiber. 

However, the notion that accountability to God extends into the realm of production, not 

just consumption, is part of the earthkeeping view. A few of the interviewees also 

indicated that their view of stewardship contained a preparedness to refrain from 

development on the farm for the sake of the environment. The main difference in CFFA 

(and CFFO) over the meaning of stewardship concerned how far the farmer ought to go 

in resisting industrializing trends in agriculture. The mainstream character of the CFFs 

meant that, in their practical expression of stewardship, few members have experimented 

with radical alternatives. While a significant number actively resist some industrializing 

trends, they face powerful ideological and economic forces in doing so.31 
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In conclusion, the Christian Farmers Federations in Canada have gained 

significant credibility in the public arena as associations of farmers competent to address 

in a knowledgeable manner the agricultural issues of the day. The federations’ influence 

has been significant in a number of areas of activity and policy, although it has been 

limited, as is the influence of any farmers’ organization. Clearly, institutional 

organization has enabled the relatively small number of CFF members to have more 

influence and to articulate their transformational views. Perhaps the federations can best 

be conceptualized as institutional expressions of a marginal sub-cultural group of 

religious distinctiveness. In a pluralistic society like Canada, characterized nevertheless 

by the hegemony of secularism in public life, the federations function as centers of 

meaning stability and resistance for their members. For a number of Christians of Dutch 

Calvinist background, the CFFs are part of a small group of interrelated Christian social 

institutions that provide a stable and concrete expression of the reality of Christian 

meaning. For their members and supporters, they establish, legitimize and maintain the 

Christian worldview on which they were founded. 

In 1993, the Dutch Christian Farmers and Gardeners Union (CBTB) celebrated its 

seventy-fifth jubilee and pledged itself to a future of continued service. In 1994, however, 

all three main farmers’ organizations in the Netherlands decided that they would have 

greater political influence within the country and within the European Union if they 

amalgamated. Many within the CBTB also believed that there was less active opposition 

to Calvinism than in 1918 and that many of the reasons for the founding of the CBTB 

were no longer relevant. On 1 January 1995, the CBTB ceased to exist, even at the local 
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level. As a result, the CFFs in Canada remain the only active, distinctively Christian 

farmers’ organizations within the neo-Calvinist tradition.32 

Other paths resistant to modern agriculture exist which complement the CFFs--

paths that in a number of significant ways are on less intimate terms with modern society. 

The Amish and the Hutterites, for example, offer more radical separatist options, which 

have aspects that are increasingly appreciated by critics of modern agriculture. The path 

taken by the CFFs has been one of intimate yet critical engagement with modern society 

and its agriculture. Its inspiration and genius have largely derived from Dutch neo-

Calvinism. This tradition of Christian social action has enabled the CFFs to articulate 

clearly their stance of resistance, despite the limitations of their practical achievements.33 
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