Lactose and Law:
Reflecting on the Custom to Eat Dairy on Shavuot
Rav Jared Anstandig AAOM
What is the custom?
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Avigdor Cohen ben Elijah of Vienna (fl. mid-13th century) was the earliest of the great
Talmudists of Austria. The most prominent scholars of Germany often applied to him for advice
on difficult ritualistic problems, theoretical or practical, and attached great importance to his
decisions. He had also distinguished pupils, among whom was the eminent Rabbi Meir of
Rothenburg.
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The world asks why we eat beladan on Shavuot. It seems that there’s a hint in the Torah when
discussing the holiday of Shavuot it says “mincha chadasha lashem beShavuoteichem” which

stands for chalav on Shavuot. But Peladan I don’t know.

210127090 .2
The author of the Kol Bo was apparently R. Aharon ben R. Jacob ha - Cohen of Narbonne,
France (sometimes mistakenly identified as R. Aaron of Lunel) . He lived in the thirteenth and
fourteenth centuries and spent some time in Spain. Kol Bo contains Halakhic rulings and
discussions of customs on a variety of subjects in 148 sections.
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They also have the custom of eating milk and honey on Shavuot because the Torah is compared

to honey and milk as it says in Shir HaShirim “Honey and Milk are beneath your tongue”
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Rabbi Meir ben Baruch of Rothenburg was born ca. 1215 in Worms, Germany, and died in
captivity in the Ansheim prison in Germany in 1293. Rabbi Meir was a leading German Tosafist,

and he was considered the outstanding Ashkenazic halachic authority of his generation.
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They have a practice to eat all types of sweets like honey and milk, like the verse states “milk

and honey under your tongue” and it’s explained to be about the Giving of the Torah.
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Rabbi Moses ben Israel Isserles (Rema) was born in 1525 (15307?) in Cracow, Poland, and died
there in 1572. An outstanding halachic authority, Rema lived in Cracow, where he served as
head of the rabbinic court and yeshivah. He corresponded with rabbinic scholars in Germany,
Poland, and northern Italy, and appended important notes (hagahot) , which reflected
Ashkenazic halachic practice, to Rabbi Joseph Caro's Shulchan Aruch, which reflected Caro's
Sephardic practices.
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Every place has the custom to eat dairy on the first day of Shavuot. And, it seems to me the
reason is like having two cooked things at the Seder, which corresponds to two sacrifices, so we
eat daiy and then meat because we’d end up having to eat two loaves of bread on the table, which

is like the altar, in remembrance of the sacrifice given on Shavuot.

The Problem (?) with the Custom
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One of the greatest Torah scholars of all time, Rabbi Moses ben Maimon (Rambam,
Maimonides) was born in Cordova, Spain in 1138, and died in Egypt in 1204. In 1148, after
Spain was invaded by a fanatic Muslim tribe from North Africa, Rambam's family went into
exile, and eventually settled in Fez, Morocco, in 1160. In Fez, Rambam also studied medicine,
and later he earned his livelihood as a physician. In 1165, his entire family left Morocco and
moved to Israel, although difficulties subsequently forced the family to leave Israel for Egypt.
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One is obligated to rejoice on the holidays, him and his children and his wife and his household
and everyone who relies upon him. As it says in the Torah — “You shall rejoice on your
holidays” and even though the reference there is to the Korban Shelamim, there is still within
that the concept of subjective happiness... How so? Children you give nuts and treats to them.
Women you give them nice clothing, and men eat meat and drink wine for there is no rejoicing

without meat and wine...
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Rabbi Joseph ben Ephraim Caro was born in Toledo, Spain in 1488, and died in Safed in 1575.
He is also called Maran ("our master™) or Ha - Mechaber ("the author™, i. e. the halachic author
par excellence) . Caro left Spain in 1492 as a result of the Spanish expulsion of the Jews, and
settled with his family in Turkey. In 1536, he emigrated to Israel and became the chief rabbi of
Safed, an important center of Jewish learning and industry. Caro's magnum opus is his Beit
Yosef ("House of Joseph™). This work quickly became accepted throughout the Jewish world as
halachically authoritative
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In the Talmud we read that a man must rejoice and make his children and household rejoice...
The Talmud quotes a Beraita: Rabbi Yehuda ben Beteira says, “In the time of the Temple, there
IS No rejoicing except with meat... now that there is no Temple, there is no rejoicing except with
wine... And, one has to wonder about Maimonides requiring meat and drinking wine, with the

Tamud explicitly excluded meat nowadays. It implies that nowadays wine is enough.
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Rav Zvi Hirsh ben Rav Shlomo Shapira was born in Poland, 5610 (1850) to a family of Hassidic
Torah scholars. In 5641 (1881) When his father passed away in 5653 (1893) , he inherited his

father's position as Rav of Munkatch
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| heard that there are those who refrain from eating meat during the day, because of Simchat yom
tov. And they wisely eat their dairy meal at night and for lunch they have meat, thus fulfilling all
positions... And it seems even more correct to me, that which I received from my rabbis and
fathers, to eat dairy right after services for Kiddush... wait an hour or more, and then eat the

meat meal with wine. And this fulfills all opinions. One just must be careful to clean one’s

teach of any dairy and this is the preferred practice.

The idea behind it
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Isaac ben Moses Arama (c. 1420 — 1494) was a Spanish rabbi and author. He was at first
principal of a rabbinical academy at Zamora (probably his birthplace); then he received a call
as rabbi and preacher from the community at Tarragona, and later from that of Fraga in
Aragon. He officiated finally in Calatayud as rabbi and head of the Talmudical academy. Upon
the expulsion of the Jews in 1492, Arama settled in Naples, where he died in 1494,
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Indeed, the two loaves come to represent the Written and Oral Torah.
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R. Avraham Ha - Levi Gombiner was born ca. 1637 in Gombin, Poland, and died in Kalisch in
1683. As a youth he witnessed the Cossack uprisings in 1648 - 1649, in which most of his family
was murdered. R. Avraham studied for many years in Lissa, and was appointed a religious judge
(dayyan) in Kalisch. R. Avraham wrote Magen Avraham, a commentary on Shulchan Aruch
Orach Chaim, before he was thirty. The work cites sources for and explanations of the rulings of
R. Yosef Karo, the author of the Shulchan Aruch, and R. Moshe Isserles (ReMA) . Sometimes
Magen Avraham disagrees with these scholars
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There are many reasons given, and the reason, with basis in the Zohar, is that the 7 weeks of
Shavuot are comparable to the 7 clean days a woman waits before going to the Mikvah to
become pure. And, we know that there is a linkage between blood and milk, and milk represents

mercy.
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Rabbi Israel Meir HaKohen was born in 1839 and died in 1933 (in Radin, then Poland, now
Byelorussia. He wrote many influential works on halakhah and ethics. The Mishnah Berurah
became very popular and to this day is one of the most important halakhic works on Orach
Chaim among Ashkenazic Jews.
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See Magen Avraham. And | heard the correct reason, for at the time they were standing at Sinai
and received the Torah [for within the 10 Commandments the entire Torah is subsumed] they
went hoe and they couldn’t find anything to eat except for dairy because any meat they had
would require shechita and all the rules for slaughtering animals and they didn’t have any meat

pots. So, they dairy and so we do too.
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Moishe Sternbuch (also written Moshe / Moses Shternbuch, Hebrew (7a29pw 722 -is a Haredi
rabbi who serves as the Vice-President of the Rabbinical Court and the Ra'avad (Chief) of the
Edah HaChareidis in Jerusalem. He resides in Har Nof where he is the rabbi of the local GR"A
Synagogue, named after the Vilna Gaon of whom he is a direct descendant.
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It’s a known thing that we eat dairy on Shavuot. And the reason is based on the Gemara which
entertains that dairy would be prohibited as food from a living animal if not for an explicit verse.
And so, it’s possible that dairy was prohibited to the people and was only permitted after the
Torah was given. Dairy is therefore dear to the people and we therefore have the practice of

eating it.
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Yosef Dov Soloveitchik (born 1820 in Nesvizh, Minsk Governorate, Russian Empire; died 1892 in
Brest-Litovsk, Grodno Governorate, Russian Empire) was the author of Beis Halevi, by which
name he is better known among Talmudic scholars. He was the great-grandson of Rabbi Chaim
Volozhin.
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And, this is the reason for our practice to eat dairy on Shavuot, that on Yom Tov there is a
requirement to eat meat, for there is no rejoicing without meat. And on Shavuot we also eat
dairy in order to fulfill being careful when going from dairy to meat, which is washing the hands

and rinsing the mouth out.



