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Jewish Values for Ethical Eating 
A Yom Kippur Study Session 

Led by Nancy Pryzant Picus 
 
Oseh Ma’aseh B’reishit/The Glory of Creation 
 

1. How great are Your works, O God; You have made all of them with wisdom; the 
Earth is filled with Your possessions. 
Psalms 104:24  

 
2. The Holy One Blessed be He, sits and sustains everything from the horns of wild 

oxen to the eggs of lice. 
Babylonian Talmud Shabbat 107b 

 
3. Our Rabbis said:  Even those things which you may regard as completely 

superfluous to the creation of the world, such as fleas, gnats, and flies, even they 
too are included in the creation of the world, and the Holy One, blessed be He, 
carries out His purpose through everything, even through a snake, a scorpion, a 
gnat, or a frog.   
Midrash B’reishit Rabbah 10:7  

 
4. No animal from the herd or from the flock shall be slaughtered on the same day 

with its young. 
Leviticus 22:28 

 
5. You shall not let your cattle mate with a different kind; you shall not sow your 

field with two kinds of seeds; you shall not put on cloth from a mixture of two 
kinds of material. 
Leviticus 19:19 

 
Hakarat Hatov: Gratitude 
 

1. Rabbi Ba the son of Rav Hiyya bar Abba teaches:  If he ate while walking, he must 
stand and bless.  If he ate standing, he must sit and bless.  If he ate sitting, he 
must recline [formally] and bless.  If he ate reclining, he must enwrap himself and 
bless.  And if he did this, he is like the angels who serve God. 
Talmud Yerushalmi, B’rachot 7:5 
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2. If they brought before him types of desserts, he recites over them the blessing, 

“Creator of types of sweets;” over edible seeds he recites, “Creator of types of 
seeds;” and over other herbs he recites, “Creator of the fruit of the ground.”  
Rabbi Judah says:  [He recites] “Blessed are You at whose word the earth sprouts. 

 
Rabbi Meir says: Even if one saw a loaf [of bread] and said, “Blessed is the creator 
of this loaf, how nice it is,” that serves as its blessing. If one saw figs and said 
“Blessed is the one who created these figs, how nice they are,” that serves as 
their blessing. 

 
Rabbi Yose says:  Anyone who departs from the formula which the sages 
established for blessings has not fulfilled his obligation. 
Tosefta B’rachot 4:4-5 

 
3. Regarding blessings that do not conform to the formula instituted by the sages, the 

Gemara relates that Binyamin the Shepherd ate bread and afterward recited in 
Aramaic, “Blessed is the Master of this bread.” Rav said he thereby fulfilled his 
obligation to recite a blessing.  The Gemara objects:  But didn’t Rav himself say, 
“any blessing that does not contain mention of God’s name is not considered a 
blessing?”  The Gemara emends the formula of his blessing.  He said, “Blessed is 
the Merciful One, Ruler of the world, who created this bread.” 
Babylonian Talmud, B’rachot 40b; William Davidson translation, from Sefaria.org 

 
4. When people ask why I keep kosher, I can give several reasons.  One obvious one 

is that kashrut makes eating a Jewish action.  When I choose kosher food, I am 
making a Jewish choice.  However, a more compelling reason for kashrut is implicit 
in the blessing that accompanies the food I am eating.  God has blessed me with 
the food I am preparing to eat, and with the ability to savor its flavors and 
appreciate the earth’s bounty—and the labor involved in drawing it forth (hamotzi 
lechem min ha’aretz).   

 
Being a member of a CSA has emphasized that lesson even more.  On a rainy Sunday 
afternoon, my husband and I visited … a farm which supplies our JCC’s CSA in 
Houston.  The farmer was our tour guide as we visited heritage tomatoes, winter 
squash, and Chinese long beans.  He lamented the recent rains (not knowing that 
the ones to come would drown several of his crops completely) and his decision to 
use weed cloth (he felt that this year’s bug problem was connected to that 
experiment).  He explained how he uses groundcover to enrich the soil, how he 
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rotates crops, and how he allows land to lie fallow.  Our farmer shared his dream 
for expanding his farm—all the while cognizant that somehow, his small farm, he, 
his family, and his farm-hand were responsible for providing vegetables for the 
eighty families in the two CSA’s he supplies. 

 
My family is one of those eighty families.  My husband and I left the farm awed by 
our farmer’s devotion to sustainable agriculture, safe food, and his closeness to his 
land.  I have—and will continue to—express my gratitude to him in tangible ways:  
by remaining a CSA member (which will grant him a modicum of financial stability), 
by attending his market and purchasing additional items from him, by championing 
his cause.  However, knowing how hard he works to provide my family with my 
favorite arugula—or even my not-so-favorite dandelion greens—how could we not 
recite a blessing, thanking God for the gifts this farmer brings to our table each 
week?  This, then, is my true understanding of kashrut:  before my food is 
“acceptable” (the basic meaning of the word kasher), I must acknowledge that the 
earth belongs to God; therefore, we must be grateful to our Creator, not only for 
the earth’s bounty, but also for its stewards.   
Nancy Pryzant Picus, from an article for the ERJCC’s Tuv Ha’aretz newsletter, June 
2007 

 
Bal Tashchit/ Do Not Waste 
 

1. When in your war against a city you have to besiege it a long time in order to 
capture it, you must not destroy its trees, wielding the ax against them.  You may 
eat of them, but you must not cut them down.  Are trees of the field human to 
withdraw before you into the besieged city?  Only trees that you know do not 
yield food may be destroyed; you may cut them down for constructing siegeworks 
against the city that is waging war on you, until it has been reduced. 
Deuteronomy 20:19-20 

 
2. You may eat of them, but you must not cut them down.  The life of man depends 

on the trees of the field.  You may not destroy fruit-bearing trees, which are a 
source of life to mankind, but you may eat of their fruit; you are forbidden to 
destroy them so that the besieged city will surrender before you. 
Commentary on Deut. 20:19-20 by Ibn Ezra 
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4. And not only regarding trees, but even one who destructively breaks vessels or 
rips up clothing or tears down a building or seals up a spring or wastes food 
violates the negative commandment of “do not destroy (bal tashchit)”.  
Mishneh Torah, Laws of Kings and Wars 6:10 by Moshe ben Maimon 
(Maimonides); translation from Sefaria.org 

 
5. Using the laws of bal tashchit as a guide, we can reduce the impact that our food 

choices have on the earth.  By eating food that is not treated with harsh chemicals 
as they are grown and foods that are grown closer to the places that we live, we 
fulfill the dictums of our tradition not to destroy the land or waste food.  The laws 
of bal tashchit have been expanded throughout history to meet the changing 
needs of Jewish communities.  With each development, the prohibitions against 
destroying resources and wasting food have been made meaningful and relevant 
for the societal complexities of their time period.  From protecting fruit trees in 
times of war, to saving water and land from pollution; from prohibiting the 
unnecessary destruction of clothing, utensils, and food to encouraging greater 
consumer consciousness and simple living, the prohibitions that fall under the 
rubric of bal tashchit have been influential in protecting the planet and bringing 
people closer to God. 
The Sacred Table, by Mary L. Zamore, p 170:  “Curb Your Consumerism,” by Kevin 
M. Kleinman 

 
Tzedek, Tzedek Tirdof/Justice, Justice Shall You Pursue 
 

1. When you reap the harvest of your land, you shall not reap all the way to the 
edges of your field, or gather the gleanings of your harvest.  You shall not pick 
your vineyard bare, or gather the fallen fruit of your vineyard.  You shall leave 
them for the poor and the stranger:  I the Lord am your God.   
Leviticus 19:9-10 

 
2. The reason for mentioning “when you reap…” after mentioning the peace 

offering, is that we must allocate our harvest the same way we allocate the 
sacrificial portions of a peace-offering:  for the glory of God, for the poor, and for 
the alien.  Ibn Ezra, commentary on Leviticus 19:9 
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3. This recognition of God as our God is demonstrated by our meticulously fulfilling 
these commandments relating to the time when we gather in our harvest.  Before 
we even give tithes of the completed harvest which has been brought into the 
barn, we already allow for the poor to help themselves to what other, gentile 
farmers, might consider the product of their own hard-earned labor.   
Sforno, commentary on Leviticus 19:1-9.   

 
 

4. When the Lord your God brings you into the land that He swore to your fathers, 
Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, to assign to you – great and flourishing cities that you 
did not build, houses full of all good things that you did not fill, hewn cisterns that 
you did not hew, vineyards and olive groves that you did not plant – and you eat 
your fill, take heed that you do not forget the Lord who freed you from the land of 
Egypt, the house of bondage.    
Deuteronomy 6:10-12 

 
5. This is the bread of poverty that our ancestors ate in the land of Egypt.  All who 

are hungry, come and eat!  All who need to make a Passover offering, come and 
do so!  This year, we are here, but next year, we will be in the Land of Israel; this 
year, we are slaves, but next year, we will be free.   
Passover Haggadah 

 
6. Rabbi Yohanan and Resh Lakish both explain:  At the time when the Temple 

stood, the altar used to make atonement for a person.  Now a person’s table 
makes atonement for him, for his feeding of needy guests atones for sins.  
Babylonian Talmud, Chagigah 27a 

 
 


