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The Spirituality of Kashrut 

Delivered by Rabbi Noah Arnow, March 9, 2013 

 

Our topic today is the spirituality of kashrut, and my goal today is to expand our thinking 

about what it means for food really to be kosher.   

We all eat.  Every single person here.  We don’t all eat the same way—we eat different 

foods, different flavors, with different people, in different places, with different goals in mind, 

and each of us as individuals don’t eat the same way every time we eat.  We are inconsistent.  

Some of us eat to live; others live to eat.  And we know food is central to Jewish life.  Virtually 

every holiday involves a meal, a blessing over wine, bread.  Our holidays have been summarized 

as “They tried to kill us.  We won.  Let’s eat.”  Among Jews the furthest from Judaism, Jewish 

food still resonates.   

 In other cultures, the primordial sin, the first transgression or rebellion that created 

distance between humanity and divinity may have been murder, or stealing fire, or sex, or 

knowledge.  But in Judaism, the first act of rebellion was Eve eating the apple—it was eating 

something God had prohibited—eating something non-kosher, as Rabbi Arthur Waskow has 

pointed out.   

 Food is so fundamental to our existence and to our daily lives, yet many of us spend 

remarkably little time really thinking about food—not just about what’s for lunch or dinner, but 

about the physical, spiritual and moral implications of our food choices.   

Perhaps we elevate our food, and ourselves on Friday nights when we have a more 

festive dinner, when we make Kiddush and motzi, sanctifying the wine and the bread, and the 

time itself.  But do we think about making a meal sacred when it’s not Friday night?   

A quick note about the word, “kosher.”  Food can be kosher in a narrow, technical 

sense—under rabbinic supervision, following Jewish law about permitted and prohibited foods, 

but food that is kosher may not be food that is healthy or ethically produced.  There have even 

been foods that have been ruled kosher yet forbidden precisely for ethical considerations.   

 It was said many years ago that a newspaper’s job is to comfort the afflicted and afflict 

the comfortable.  By and large, when it comes to food, we are among the comfortable rather 

than the afflicted.  Most of us have enough to eat; the act of eating is not too painful or difficult 

for most of us.   With your permission, I am going to ask some questions, and challenge 

the way we understand what it means for our food, and our eating, to be kosher, both 

according to Jewish law, and according to our sense of health, concern for the world, and 

justice.   

 So let’s walk through a meal.  Washing our hands before eating prepares us hygienically 

as well as spiritually for eating.  Before eating, do you wash your hands, like your mother taught 

you, and like we are supposed to do before eating bread, according to Jewish law?   
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 Is the food you are going to eat at table or being eaten standing, or in the car, on the 

go?  Is the food simply fuel, or something more, and are we planning on taking the time to 

enjoy it?   

 If it is to go, or is take-out, what kind of container is it in?  Is it in something 

biodegradable or recyclable?  If it’s Styrofoam, or more properly, polystyrene, then it will not 

biodegrade for hundreds of years.  New York City is the latest municipality to consider banning 

polystyrene.   

 Now let’s think about the food itself.  Is it kosher according to standards of Jewish law?  

Just because it’s vegetarian doesn’t mean it’s automatically kosher.  If it was cooked on the 

same hot grill that non-kosher meat was cooked on, or if the knife that just cut your tuna 

sandwich cut a ham sandwich a minute before, it’s not kosher.  If you didn’t check to make sure 

there’s no shrimp paste or oyster sauce in your Thai or Chinese food, or no chicken stock in 

your cream of mushroom soup, it may not be kosher.  If your omelet was cooked on the same 

griddle as bacon, it’s not kosher.  Any of us, myself included, who are willing to eat food that is 

not prepared under kosher supervision have probably eaten food that is not kosher.   

 And what about the nutritional value of the food?  That burger and fries may be kosher, 

but it’s also terrible for you.  A regular burger and a regular fries from Five Guys (not kosher but 

nutritional info available online) contains 1653 calories and 94 grams of fat.  A serving of 

General Tso’s Chicken may have almost 900 calories and 50 grams of fat.  So many of the things 

that we eat are tasty but deeply unhealthy.  And also, how much are we eating—are we eating 

way more than we need to, or a more modest amount?  As I’ve heard Rabbi Krupnick as before 

from this bima, “Do I really need that second piece of pizza?”   

 Let’s now think about where that food came from.  If it is plant-based, how much water 

was used to irrigate it, water that perhaps is pumped from depleting rivers, lakes or acquifers?  

Is the food’s production sustainable—is it depleting the land?  How many pesticides and 

fertilizers were used?  What are their effects on the local environment, as well as on your body?  

How local is the food?  How far did the food travel, by plane, by truck, by car?  What is the 

food’s carbon footprint?   

 What about the people who produced that food.  Were the workers who harvested the 

tomatoes on your sandwich being paid a living wage, and working in safe, sanitary conditions?  

Is the store or restaurant where you bought it paying a fair wage, giving its workers breaks and 

overtime, and taking appropriate safety precautions?   

 And what about meat?  Did the animal ever get to see the sun, to walk around, to run?  

Was it healthy and pain-free in its life?  Was it slaughtered as quickly and painlessly as possible 

by a person with compassion for that animal, who wet the blade with tears?   

 Immediately before we eat, do we say a blessing, or even just pause in gratitude to 

acknowledge all that went into producing the meal we are about to eat?   
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When we are actually eating, do we taste the food, or are we busy watching TV or using 

our smartphones, and barely even notice the flavors (or lack thereof)?  And after we finish 

eating, do we say birkat hamazon, to thank the Source of All for that which we have eaten?   

And then, when we throw out the packaging, do we make sure to recycle everything 

that can be recycled, and to compost anything that can be composted?   

None of us can answer all of these questions the way we probably would like to be able 

to.  I certainly can’t.  I can’t say that I wash my hands with soap as well as with a blessing before 

sitting down at a table to mindfully eat an appropriately-sized meal of locally, sustainably, 

organically grown, healthy, tasty, nutritious, kosher vegetarian food that was harvested, cooked 

and sold by workers who were treated and paid fairly, and where the food is packaged in 

recyclable or biodegradable packaging, and that when finished, I recite birkat hamazon and 

recycle and compost every possible piece of waste.  But I want to—I aspire to, and I hope you 

do too.  There—do we feel afflicted now!   

 The details of packaging, of kashrut, of sustainability and organics, of fair wage laws, of 

all of these topics, are complicated and not at all clear or easy to digest (if you’ll excuse the 

pun).  But certain questions don’t require answers or details to still be powerful questions.  I 

read once that the magic of good questions is that “The questions themselves work on us, and 

when they are asked, the work is activated.”   

There has been work in the Conservative Movement done on these issues; a group 

called Magen Tzedek is going to begin offering certification of products that are already marked 

as kosher as maintaining high standards regarding labor concerns, animal welfare, 

environmental impact, consumer issues and corporate integrity, but this is slow work, as you 

can imagine.  Real change begins with each one of us and the food and eating choices we make 

each time we eat, every day.   

 I hope these questions work on you, as they continue to work on me, and that we as 

individuals, and as a Beth El community, can strive to make all aspects of our eating a little 

more holy, and a little more kosher.    

 Shabbat shalom.   

 


