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The Jewish Diet

This topic came to me as we were 
approaching Pesach. This is a holiday 
where we change our way of eating, 
stop eating bread and associated 
foods, and eat matzah. 
Have you noticed that most Jewish 

holidays are about food? We mark 
the fall harvest with Sukkot, and the 
spring harvest is marked by Pesach 
and Shavuot. We enjoy fried foods 
at Chanukkah. Food is important – 
without it, many things fail, such as 
reproduction. Food affects survival. 
Let me share this 

description of the 
Jewish dietary laws:
“It is by no mere 

coincidence that 
our deepest and 
most profound reli-
gious attachments are to celebrations 
that center on eating. The Seder re-
mains the most popular Jewish event 
in North America. Sharing food 
goes back to the earliest memories 
of family and community.
“All cultures regulate eating. Some, 

like the Anglo-Saxon, do so infor-
mally, without explicit legislation; 
Anglo-Saxons simply do not eat 
dogs, cats, or horses. Others, like 
Jews, do it formally with much 
fanfare and with very specific laws 
in sacred documents.
“But why these prohibitions?
“All cultures view certain foods as 

dangerous. The dangers may come 
from a variety of circumstances. The 
food may belong to the gods and 
not to humans. It may be prepared 

in the 
wrong 
way. It 
may be 
e a t e n 
at the 
wrong time. It may be restricted to 
social groups other than your own.
“In Jewish culture, which was a 

meat eating culture, the danger lay 
in blood. Blood was a food that be-
longed to G-d alone. To drink blood 
was to steal the food of G-d and 
to risk the punishment that would 
almost certainly ensue. Blood-eating 
carnivorous animals were not con-
sidered proper (kosher) for eating. 
Kosher vegetarian animals, like 
cows, sheep, and goats, had to be 
killed in a kosher way allowing for 
the maximum bleeding of the slain 
animal. And, as an extra precaution, 
the meat had to be salted to draw 
out the last vestiges of the blood. 
(Ironically, humans could eat meat 
or fowl, but the beasts or birds they 
chose to eat could not. Even pigs, 
which are on the edge of vegetarian-
ism, were excluded because of their 
piggish habit of eating any blood-
soaked refuse in sight.)
“In time these 

dietary restric-
tions became an 
intimate part of 
Jewish identity. 
Long after most 
Jews had ceased 
to believe that 
blood was the 
food of G-d, long 

after they had 
stopped be-
lieving that 
eating blood 
was danger-
o u s ,  t h e y 
continued to 
obey the laws and observe the 
prohibitions. Eating habits begin 
in childhood and are reinforced 
by community approval and dis-
approval. As long as Jews lived in 
closed, tight-knit communities, the 
dietary laws retained their power. 
Jews obeyed them because they were 
Jews, and because there was some 
vague unconscious fear that if they 
failed to obey something terrible 
would happen.”
This description by Rabbi Sherwin 

T. Wine made me think about food 
and how we, as Jews, approach it. It 
also made me think of what it means 
today to observe the dietary laws. 
Society and food production have 
changed significantly since the Jews 
began following this dietary code. 
Food for thought, don’t you think?
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