Keeping Kosher in a Non-Kosher World R. Ethan Tucker

Session 1: Why?

I. Forbidden Items Spelled Out in the Torah

Blood (Bereishit 9:4, Vayikra 3:17, 7:26-27, 17:10-14, Devarim 12:16, 23-25, 15:23)

Gid Hanasheh/Sciatic Nerve (Bereishit 32:33)

Hametz and leaven on Pesah (Shemot 12:15, 19-20, 13:3, Devarim 16:3)

The flesh of an ox stoned for killing a person (Shemot 21:28)

Tereifah/Flesh torn up by a predator (Shemot 22:30, Vayikra 22:8—for priests)

Non-priests eating sacred meat (Shemot 29:33, Vayikra 22:10-13)

Sacrificial bread and meat left until past its allotted time (Shemot 29:34, Vayikra 7:18, 19:5-8)
Heilev/Suet (Vayikra 3:17, 7:23-25)

Sacred meat that became impure (Vayikra 7:19)

Someone impure eating sacred meat (Vayikra 7:20-21)

Forbidden quadrupeds/lacking split hoof or rumination (Vayikra 11:1-8, 27, Devarim 14:7-8)
Forbidden marine life/lacking fins or scales (Vayikra 11:9-12, Devarim 14:9-10)

Forbidden flying creatures (Vayikra 11:13-20, Devarim 14:12-19)

Reptiles/Rodents/Small Mammals (Vayikra 11:29-30,41-43)

First three years of produce of a fruit tree (Vayikra 19:23-25)

Neveilah/Carcass that died of its own accord (Vayikra 22:8—for priests, Devarim 14:21)
Produce of the new year’s crop before bringing the omer offering (Vayikra 23:14)

Grape products for the Nazir (Bemidbar 6:3-4)

A Kid cooked in its mother’s milk (Devarim 14:21)

Kilayim/produce resulting from planting grapes and grain too close together (Devarim 22:9)

Il. Getting the Question(s) Right

e Why keep kosher?
o Avoiding single answers
o What do we mean by kosher?
o Inwhat context is the question being asked?
o Who is the audience?

I11. Biblical Justifications and Rabbinic Reflections
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Sifra Aharei Mot Parashah 9 Halakhah 10

Peform my mishpatim—this refers to things that even had they not been written in the Torah, it
would have been logical to write them, like laws pertaining to theft, sexual immorality, idolatry,
blasphemy and murder...[whereas the hukkim] are those which the id and the nations of the
world try to undermine, like the eating of pig and the wearing of wool-linen mixtures and release
from levirate marriage and the purification of the metzora and the goat sent off into the
wilderness...The Torah says: | have legislated these and you may not make arguments against
them.
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Sifra Kedoshim Parashah 10 Perek 11 Halakhah 22

R. Elazar b. Azariah says: How do we know that a person should not say, “I cannot bear to wear
a wool-linen mixture, 1 cannot bear to eat swine flesh, I cannot bear to be intimate with this
forbidden partner”, but rather should say, “I would love to! But what can I do? My heavenly
parent has decreed this upon me”? Scripture says: “I have separated you from the nations to be
mine.” Thus, one separates from a transgression and accepts divine sovereignty.
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Vayikra Rabbah 13

R. Tanhum b. Hanilai said: [The biblical food laws] may be compared with the case of a
physician who went to visit two sick persons, one who [he judged] would live, and another who
would [certainly] die. To the one who [he judged] would live, he said: *This you may eat, that
you may not eat. But as for the one who was to die, he said: *Give him whatever he asks.” Thus
of the heathen who are not destined for the life of the world to come, it is written, Every moving
thing that liveth shall be food for you; as the green herb have | given you all (Gen IX, 3). But
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to Israel, who are destined for the life of the world to come, [He said], These are the living things
which ye may eat, etc. (XI, 2f.).
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Rav said, 'The mitzvot were given only to refine humans. For what difference does it make
to the Holy One Blessed Be He whether an animal is slaughtered from front or the back of the
the neck? Therefore, [we see that] the mitzvot were given only to refine humans.
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Vayikra Rabbah 13

R. Berechia in the name of R. Yitzhak: The Holy and Blessed One will make a great banquet for
the faithful in the future, and all who did not eat forbidden meats in this world will merit to eat
from them in the next...
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Vayikra Rabbah 22

God frees the bound. That which | forbade to you, I permitted to you. | forbade the suet of
domesticated animals and | permitted suet of wild animals. | forbade the sciatic nerve [even] of
wild animals but permitted it in birds. | required slaughter [even] of birds, but dispensed with it
for fish...I forbade swine flesh but permitted the tongue of a fish. I forbade suet but permitted
other fat...I forbade meat and milk, but permitted the udder.

IV. A Few Suggested Rationales
A. Health and Hygiene

Rambam, The Guide of the Perplexed, 111:48
| say, then, that to eat any of the various kinds of food that the Law has forbidden us is
blameworthy. Among all those forbidden to us, only pork and fat may be imagined not to be
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harmful. But this is not so, for pork is more humid than is proper and contains much superfluous
matter. The major reason why the Law abhors it is its being very dirty and feeding on dirty
things...Now if swine were used for food, market places and even houses would have been
dirtier than latrines, as may be seen at present in the country of the Franks...

Quentin Tarantino, Pulp Fiction (1994)

Vincent: Want some bacon?

Jules: No, man. | don’t eat pork.

Vincent: Are you Jewish?

Jules: Naw, | ain’t Jewish. | just don’t dig on swine, that’s all.
Vincent: Why not?

Jules: Pigs are filthy animals. | don’t eat filthy animals.

B. Spiritual effects
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Don Yitzhak Abravanel, Commentary to Vayikra 11, Spain/Italy, 15" c.

The divine Torah is not focused on healing bodies and improving their well-being, but rather it
seeks the well-being of the soul, to cure its ills. Therefore, the Torah forbade these foods,
because they cause abomination and revulsion for the pure soul and they make a person’s nature
opaque and aggravate one’s desires, corrupting one’s nature and generating an impure spirit,
thoughts and actions, chasing away a pure and holy spirit...

C. Symbolism

Letter of Aristeas, 145-147, Alexandria, 2" c. BCE

For all the birds that we use are tame and distinguished by their cleanliness, feeding on various
kinds of grain and pulse...But the birds which are forbidden you will find to be wild and
carnivorous, tyrannizing over the others by the strength which they possess, and cruelly
obtaining food by preying on the tame birds enumerated above and not only so, but they seize
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lambs and kids, and injure human beings too, whether dead or alive, and so by naming them
unclean, he gave a sign by means of them that those, for whom the legislation was ordained,
must practice righteousness in their hearts and not tyrannize over any one in reliance upon their
own strength nor rob them of anything, but steer their course of life in accordance with justice...
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D. Discipline
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Rambam, Introduction to Avot, chapter 4

The Torah forbade what it forbade and commanded what it commanded for this reason: so that
we would distance ourselves from extremes and aim toward moderation. The ban on forbidden
foods...is entirely commanded by God so that we go far away from the evil extreme and end up
in a moderate place more towards the pole of lesser sensation and pleasure, so that our souls will
acquire a cautious nature.

E. Obedience
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Rashi on Bereishit 26:5

My statutes—Commandments that the id and the nations try to undermine, like eating pig or
wearing linen-wool mixtures, because there is no reason for them, and they are merely decrees
of the king and his servants must follow his commands.

F. Cultural Barriers

Letter of Aristeas, 139-143

‘Now our Lawgiver being a wise man and specially endowed by God to understand all things,
took a comprehensive view of each particular detail, and fenced us round with impregnable
ramparts and walls of iron, that we might not mingle at all with any of the other nations, but
remain pure in body and soul, free from all vain imaginations, worshiping the one Almighty God
above the whole creation...Therefore lest we should be corrupted by any abomination, or our
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lives be perverted by evil communications, he hedged us round on all sides by rules of purity,
affecting alike what we eat, or drink, or touch, or hear, or see.

Jubilees 22:16, Eretz Yisrael, 2" ¢. BCE

And do thou, my son Jacob, remember my words, and observe the commandments of Abraham,
thy father: Separate thyself from the nations, and eat not with them: Do not according to their
works, and become not their associate; for their works are unclean, and all their ways are a
pollution and an abomination and uncleanness.

Tacitus, Book V, 1°-2" ¢. CE

[The Jews] among themselves they are inflexibly honest and ever ready to shew compassion,
though they regard the rest of mankind with all the hatred of enemies. They sit apart at meals,
they sleep apart, and though, as a nation, they are singularly prone to lust, they abstain from
intercourse with foreign women; among themselves nothing is unlawful.

G. ldolatry

Rambam, Guide, 111:48

As for the prohibition against eating meat [boiled] in milk, it is in my opinion not improbable
that — in addition to this being undoubtedly very gross food and very filling — idolatry had
something to do with it. Perhaps such food was eaten at one of the ceremonies of their cult or at
one of their festivals...According to me, this is the most probable view regarding the reasons for
this prohibition... | have not seen this set down in any of the books of the Sabeans [pagans] that |
have read.”

H. Ethics; Theory of Life

Jacob Milgrom, Anchor Bible Commentary on Leviticus, 1:735

[T]he rationale for the dietary system...is to teach the Israelite reverence for life by (1) reducing
his choice of flesh to a few animals; (2) limiting the slaughter of even these few permitted
animals to the most humane way; and (3) prohibiting the ingestion of blood and mandating its
disposal upon the altar or by burial as acknowledgement that bringing death to living things is a
concession of God’s grace and not a privilege of man’s whim.

V. Hazal’s Contribution
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Tosefta Avodah Zarah 4:6
R. Shimon b. Elazar says: Jews who live outside of the land of Israel worship idols in purity.
How so? When a Gentile throws a party for his son and invites all the Jews of the town, even if
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they eat and drink of their own food, and they have their own waiter, they are worshipping idols,
as it is said: “He will invite you, and you will eat of his sacrifice.”
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Tosefta Demai 2:2

...and he may not be hosted by an am ha’aretz, according to R. Meir. The Sages say: One who
is hosted by an am ha’aretz is trusted with regard to tithes. R. Meir said to them: If he is not
trusted with regard to his own produce, how can he be trusted regarding what he serves me?
They said to him: For as long as there have been households, people have been eating in one
another’s homes and there are clearly still people who are careful to separate out all of the tithes.
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Mishnah Demai 3:5-6

One who gives food to the innkeeper’s wife must tithe that which he gives her and that which he
gets back, because she is suspected of switching produce. R. Yose says: We are not responsible
for liars; he only needs to tithe that which he receives in return.

One who gives food to his mother-in-law must tithe that which he gives her and that which he
gets back, because she is suspected of switching produce that has gotten damaged. Said R.
Yehudah: She wants the best for her daughter and is worried of potential embarrassment via her
son-in-law. R. Yehudah concedes that when one gives his mother-in-law produce during a
sabbatical year, she is not suspected of serving her daughter sabbatical year produce.
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Mishnah Demai 4:2

One who, under penalty of a vow, orders his friend to eat with him—and the latter does not trust
him with regard to tithes—the friend may eat with him during the first week/Shabbat, despite the
fact that he does not trust him with regard to tithes, on condition that the host tell him that the
food has been tithed. During the second week/Shabbat, even if he takes a vow not to gain any
benefit from his friend, the friend cannot eat with him until he actually tithes.
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