Judaism and the ISMS
Judaism and Vegetarianism

National Post - The new religion: How the emphasis on 'clean eating' has created a moral

hierarchy for food
While most of us have ditched religious dietary restrictions, there is a growing tendency in the broader

culture to apply moral values to food choices. When a vegan friend opened her fridge door, Gillian
McCann could sense his disgust at the milk on the shelf. “He never said it, but it definitely felt like it was
polluting the ... space,” she says.

McCann, a professor of religion and culture at Nipissing University in northern Ontario, says she is just as
guilty of food snobbery. The vegetarian admits she would be grossed out to find a hunk of meat too close
to her salad in the fridge. But if their kitchen skirmish sounds like just more fodder for a Portlandia skit, it
also points to a larger, more troubling, trend. McCann is one of several academics presenting papers at
next week’s Congress of the Humanities & Social Sciences in Ottawa looking at how the explosion of
“clean eating” — whether raw food and juicing, the paelo diet, gluten-free regimens or fervent veganism
— has created a moral hierarchy for food.

She argues that the rise in food movements has coincided with a decline of religion in society,
with many people seeking familiar values such as purity, ethics, goodness. But these movements
also tend to encourage behaviours that have steered a generation away from religion: Judgment,
self-righteousness, an us-versus-them mentality. And, she adds, many seek a fulfilment that
cannot be satisfied with food.

The relationship between food and virtue has deep roots. A bite from that apple in Eden, after all,
was Eve’s fatal moral choice. Muslims and Jews avoid pork. Many Hindus and Rastafarians are
vegetarian.

But while most of us have ditched traditional dietary restrictions, there is still a tendency in the broader
culture to apply moral values to food choices, American philosophy and religion professor Alan
Levinovitz argues in his new book, The Gluten Lie and Other Myths About What You Eat. The way we
categorize foods as virtuous or polluting is complex. For example, as Levinovitz explained in an interview
with The Atlantic this month, “people thought sugar was bad in the late 1700s” almost as soon as it was
introduced. This is because it was considered pleasurable and thus tantamount to sin, even as the
sweetness of honey, considered more “natural,” was not. As religion has declined, though, McCann
argues that our obsession with the purity of what’s on our plate has grown. “It’s largely
unconscious,” she says, but is motivated by a sort of “religious impulse” that goes unrecognized.

The fervour over what is considered “good” or “bad” food can have a Messianic tinge. Sorting out how we
should eat seems to become ever more fraught: is it enough to eat food that is generally healthy? Does it
also need to be environmentally sustainable? Is limited meat intake okay or do we need to abstain
completely to be virtuous eaters?...
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Rav Aharon Lichtenstein, GLATT KOSHER HEDONISM [“By His Light”, page 16-18]

[ mention this point particularly to an American audience. In recent years, one observes on the American
scene a terribly disturbing phenomenon: the spread of hedonistic values, but with a kind of glatt-kosher
packaging. There was a time when the problem of hedonism for religious Jews didn’t often arise, because
even if you wanted to have the time of your life, there wasn’t very much that you could do. The country
clubs were all barred to Jews, there weren’t many kosher restaurants, there were no kosher nightclubs,
etc. In the last decade or two, a whole culture has developed geared towards frum Jews, where the
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message is enjoy, enjoy, enjoy, and everything has a hekhsher (kosher certification) and a super-hekhsher.
The message is that whatever the gentiles have, we have too. They have trips to the Virgin Islands, we
have trips to the Virgin Islands. Consequently, there has been a certain debasement of values, in which
people have a concern for the minutiae of Halakha (which, of course, one should be concerned about), but
with a complete lack of awareness of the extent to which the underlying message is so totally non-
halakhic and anti-halakhic.

Don’t misunderstand me—I am not opposed to people enjoying themselves to some extent. I am
not arguing for a totally ascetic approach to life; I don’t live that way myself, and what [ don’t practice I
certainly am not going to preach. In a sense, [ don’t practice it because I don’t really think that it is
demanded. (There certainly were gedolim [great rabbis] who did advocate it, but others disagreed.) The
question is something else entirely. The question is not whether there is room in human life for a
person to have a certain measure of pleasure. Rather, the question is what is his basic
perspective? How much does he involve himself in this? Does he see himself as basically being
born to enjoy or to work?...

To some extent, this feeling has permeated our world: a whole culture of enjoyment has begun to
take hold. This is something which is recent, and with which anyone who is a ben-Torah, certainly,
should in no way identify or associate. That whole culture advocates that man is born for
pleasure, but unfortunately has to work if he wants to enjoy. In contrast, we have to know that
“Adam le-amal yulad,” Man is born to do labor” (Iyyov 5:7).
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“A Vision of Vegetarianism and Peace” By HaRav Avraham Yitzchak Kook As edited by his
disciple, HaRav David Kohen, the Nazir of Jerusalem Translated by Rabbi David Sears

Chapter 1 - The Just Treatment of Animals
There is a fundamental part of a lofty, humane, and progressive sensibility that, according to the present
state of the prevailing culture, exists today only in the pleasant dream of a few extremely idealistic souls:
an innate ethical striving, a feeling for what is humane and just, to consider the rights of animals, with all
that this entails.
Certain cruel philosophies, especially those that denied belief in God, according to their views on human
ethics based upon reason, have advocated that man completely stifle within himself any sense of justice
for animals. However, they have not succeeded, nor shall they succeed, with all their self-serving
cleverness, in perverting the innate sense of justice that the Creator planted within the human soul. ...
Our sages did not agree with these philosophical views. They tell us that the holy Rabbi Yehudah HaNasi
was visited with afflictions because he told a calf being led to slaughter, that had sought refuge in the
skirts of his garment, “Go! This is the purpose for which you were created.” His healing, too, was brought
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about by a deed, when he showed mercy to some weasels (Baba Metzia 85a). They did not conduct
themselves like the philosophers, who exchange darkness for light, for the sake of pragmatism. It is
impossible to imagine that the Master of all that transpires, Who has mercy upon all His creatures,
would establish an eternal decree such as this in the creation that He pronounced “exceedingly
good,” that it should be impossible for the human race to exist without violating its own moral
instincts by shedding blood, be it even the blood of animals.

Chapter 2 - Man'’s Original Diet Was Vegetarian
There can be no doubt in the mind of any intelligent, thinking person that when the Torah instructs
humankind to dominate - “And have dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the birds of the sky, and
over every living thing that moves upon the Earth” (Genesis 1:28) - it does not mean the domination of a
harsh ruler, who afflicts his people and servants merely to fulfill his personal whim and desire, according
to the crookedness of his heart. It is unthinkable that the Torah would impose such a decree of servitude,
sealed for all eternity, upon the world of God, Who is “good to all, and His mercy is upon all His works”
(Psalms 145:9), and Who declared, “The world shall be built upon kindness” (ibid. 89:3).
Moreover, the Torah attests that all humanity once possessed this lofty moral level. Citing scriptural
proofs, our Sages explain (Sanhedrin 57a) that Adam was not permitted to eat meat: “Behold, I have
given you every tree... yielding seed for food” (Genesis 1:29). Eating meat was permitted to the children
of Noah only after the Flood: “Like the green herb, | have given you everything” (Genesis 9:3). Is it
conceivable that this moral excellence, which once existed as an inherent human characteristic,
should be lost forever? ...In the future, God shall cause us to make great spiritual strides, and thus
extricate us from this complex question.
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Rav Shlomo Aviner, Maran Ha-Rav Kook and Vegetarianism
Question: Must one be a vegetarian according to Maran Ha-Rav Kook? Answer: Maran Ha-Rav Kook

wrote in "Kovetz Tzimchonut Ve-Ha-Shalom" - "Vegetarianism and Peace" - that vegetarianism is a
future vision. Its importance is real, but not for today. Why not? Because it is impossible to skip stages (in
human development). Some vegetarians explain that they do not eat meat in order to be compassionate
to animals. That is certainly important, but we first need to master compassion towards human beings,
which we have not yet done. After we finish being merciful and righteous to human beings, we will move
on to animals. We cannot skip stages. We are not criticizing those who are vegetarians. If a person wants
to be a vegetarian, he may do so, but it is impossible to define it as a mitzvah or even as a stringency.

Someone once asked me: [ am a vegetarian and I have decided to stop. Do [ need a "hatarat nedarim"
(annulment of vows), since someone who performs a proper custom a few times and wants to stop must
perform a "hatarat nedarim"? I said that there is no need for a "hatarat nedarim," since vegetarianism is
not a mitzvah or a stringency. It is a good, compassionate, and a proper character trait for one who
wishes, but it is before its time. It is fine if an individual desires to be a vegetarian, but this cannot be - as
Maran Ha-Rav Kook refers to it - a “communal” practice. Maran Ha-Rav Kook also warns in the same
article that vegetarianism can actually be a hijacking of the feelings of compassion. This means that
sometimes there are people who are cruel to other people, but because their Divine souls cannot bear
this cruelty, and need to be pacified, they say: we will be vegetarians and be compassionate to animals. In
fact, there were Nazis in the concentration camps who were vegetarians and some say that Hitler himself
was a vegetarian! Maran Ha-Rav Kook ate meat, as did our Rabbi, Ha-Rav Tzvi Yehudah.

Among the letters of Maran Ha-Rav Kook is one that he wrote to our Rabbi, when he was young and not
eating meat. He asked: Why aren't you eating meat? You need to eat meat, it is not our level to refrain
from doing so. You know that there are many cruel people in the world and many vegetarians who are
cruel...So it is clear to us that eating meat is a vision for the future. How can we prepare for this higher
level in the meantime? Slowly, in stages, through all types of Halachot which teach us that we need to
respect animals, not be cruel to them, not cause them undue pain, etc...Thus we begin the process in a
proper way, without completing it before its time.

Rav Haim Sabato, Seeking His Presence: Conversations with Rabbi Aharon Lichtenstein

Here we have proof of the possibility of a change in ethical thinking, the Rambam, in his period, explained
the path of God in accordance with his understanding. In other generations, earlier and later, the proper
path to God has been interpreted in other ways. It seems, then that we have proven that Jewish ethical
thought changes over time. This then raises a different question. Why do such changes happen, what are
they based on?...with regard to second question, namely from what sources do we draw, [ am open to
integrating values that were developed by others, values that can be evaluated in relation to traditional
Jewish values, though we must consider what should be incorporated and what should not. Butitis
entirely inconceivable that one should toss off the basics of Jewish ethics and construct a completely new
system for oneself. It is inconceivable to legitimize adopting the ethical system of Kant of Kierkegaard
and completely ignoring Jewish ethics and morality.

When we speak of Torah, we are speaking on one sense of Halakha, but we are also speaking of the
corpus of morality and values espoused by the Torah, These values are an integral, indispensable
component of Torah.


http://www.ravaviner.com/2011/03/maran-ha-rav-kook-and-vegetarianism.html
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