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It was late morning, the day of my brother’s wedding on Monday, and Jessica was

already at the hall getting her hair and makeup done. It fell to me, therefore, to keep

the children entertained, safe, fed, and not killing one another. I’ve been informed

by reliable sources that this is called “parenting.” As we weren’t traveling too far

from our base in Riverdale, I decided to take them for a treat they can’t enjoy here:

Lunch at a kosher Dunkin’ Donuts, several blocks away. After enjoying their lunches,

the children felt they could not come to a Dunkin’ Donuts without having an actual

donut. When the donut arrived of a  child who shall remain unidentified, that child

became extremely upset, and a near-meltdown ensued. Upon further investigation,

the reason why became apparent. In transit between the display and that child’s

hand, some of the frosting came off, and it was unacceptable that the donut was

insufficiently frosted. As a parent, I was appalled. There are children living less than

a mile from this Dunkin’ Donuts for whom hunger and food insecurity are a tragic

and unnecessary fact of life, and here was my child whining about something

completely insignificant. I wasn’t just upset at the display; I was upset with myself

that a child raised by me could behave this way. But then I realized that this

behavior was nothing new. It was actually just the newest example of a venerable

tradition, dating back to this week’s parsha.
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The Jewish people are traveling through the desert, and a group of rabble-rousers

begin to complain. Despite their every material need being taken care of, they are

hungry- and they want meat.

נּו ָּבָׂשֽר׃ י יֲַאִכֵל֖ אְמ֔רּו ִמ֥ ֹ֣ ל ַוּי ם ְּבֵנ֣י יְִׂשָרֵא֔ בּו ַוּיְִבּ֗כּו ַּג֚ ה ַוּיָֻׁש֣ ר ְּבִקְרּ֔בֹו ִהְתַאּ֖וּו ַּתֲאָו֑ ְוָהֽאַסְפֻס֙ף ֲאֶׁש֣

The riffraff in their midst felt a gluttonous craving; and then the Israelites wept and

said, “If only we had meat to eat!

They began to wax nostalgic about the good old days in Egypt, when there were

vegetables aplenty and fish for the taking.

ים ְוֶאת־ַהּׁשּוִמֽים׃ יר ְוֶאת־ַהְּבָצִל֖ ים ְוֶאת־ֶהָחִצ֥ ים ְוֵא֙ת ָהֲֽאַבִּטִח֔ ת ַהִּקֻּׁשִא֗ יִם ִחָּנ֑ם ֵא֣ ה ֲאֶׁשר־נֹאַכ֥ל ְּבִמְצַר֖ ְרנּ֙ו ֶאת־ַהָּדגָ֔ זַָכ֙

We remember the fish that we used to eat free in Egypt, the cucumbers, the

melons, the leeks, the onions, and the garlic.

But the manna they were subjected to day in, day out? It was repulsive and

monotonous.

ן ֵעיֵנֽינּו׃ י ֶאל־ַהָּמ֥ ל ִּבְלִּת֖ ֹ֑ ין ּכ ה ֵא֣ נּו יְֵבָׁש֖ ה נְַפֵׁש֥ ְוַעָּת֛

Now our gullets are shriveled. There is nothing at all! Nothing but this manna to

look to!”
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One of the aspects of the Manna that most people seem to know is quoted by Rashi

on these verses.

ְו�א ַבְּמדֹוָכה, ֶאָּלא ִמְׁשַּתּנֶה ָהיָה ַטֲעמֹו ַלּנְִטָחנִין ְוַלּנְדֹוִכין ְוַלְמֻבָּׁשִלין�א יַָרד ָּבֵרַחיִם ְו�א ַבְּקֵדָרהוטחנו ברחים וגו'.

(ספרי):

The taste of the Manna changed according to the desire of those who consumed it.

It could take on the taste of something ground, cooked or pulverized- whatever

food you desired, that’s the taste your manna took on-an example of what a

miraculous food it was. If that is the case, what were they complaining about? If

they missed the Egyptian fish, garlic and squash they so desperately craved,

couldn’t they decide that’s what they wanted the Manna to taste like?

Rav Chaim Yosef David Azulay, the Chida, explained their complaints based on a

passage in the Talmud in Masechet Yoma:

ְוַחד ָאַמר: ֵאינֹו ּדֹוֶמה ִמי ֶׁשרֹוֶאה ְואֹוֵכל ְלִמי ֶׁשֵאינֹו רֹוֶאה ְואֹוֵכל.

And one said: There is no comparison between one who sees the food and eats it

and one who does not see the food and eats it. Though the manna could taste like

anything, it always looked the same and did not look as it tasted.
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Whereas the manna could assume the taste of anything the consumer wanted, it

would never change its appearance. The saying attributed to the first century

Roman, Apicius, is really true: We eat with our eyes first. It’s why companies spend

millions of dollars a year on food styling for advertising purposes. The manna looked

unappealing, so no matter how wonderful it tasted, it was unappealing.

If that’s the case, though- if this is a basic facet of human nature- why were they

punished for complaining about it? Would you eat a steak that looked like vomit? I

think there is something deeper here. The sin of the Jewish people was rooted in a

common character failing. The ability for the manna to taste like anything was

designed to teach us to view every meal, as simple as it may taste and as

unprepossessing as it may appear, as a feast fit for a king. This often requires a

stretch of the imagination, and certainly a reorientation of perspective. I am

speaking to myself in this regard, as much as anyone else if not moreso. I am what

might be considered a “foodie.” I enjoy trying new foods, in my kitchen,  in

restaurants or in other people’s homes. For my birthday, Jessica subscribed me to a

magazine called Fleishigs, a new high-end magazine dedicated to kosher food, meat

in particular as the title indicates. When I heard about this magazine (before I was a

subscriber), I made fun of it- but let me tell you, it is terrific! I think it is a blessing

that there are kosher restaurants and products all over the world of so many
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ethnicities- from Japanese Peruvian, to Georgian, to southern BBQ to Vietnamese-

and that kosher cuisine these days  is every bit as visually appealing and culinarily

sophisticated as any other. I feel strongly that kosher food needs to be diverse,

sophisticated and appealing to those considering taking on observance of kosher

laws, or so that people who keep kosher in some form won’t turn to non-kosher

establishments to satisfy their culinary, social or cultural interests. When a kosher

wine is highly rated by a non-Jewish publication, I think that’s a kiddush Hashem, in

a way, and when  these delicious foods are served on Shabbos, it is a way of

honoring the day and honoring God. But it is also important to recognize that the

kosher foodie culture is part of a certain strain of frum materialism that Rav Aharon

Lichtenstein described as Glatt Kosher Hedonism, a movement whose slogan is מי

בשריאכילנו - who will feed us literal, and metaphorical meat The pages of frum

magazines gleam with the latest kitchen designs, the tables pictured in their pages

feature elaborate and expensive tablescapes, and their advertisements trumpet the

most expensive “frum” vacations. It’s easy to say that these are not our

communities, but let us not kid ourselves. In an age of instagram and influencers,

where everyone photographs what they eat, shares their perfectly appointed

mansions and  documents every second of their costly vacations, it is difficult not

to develop that sense of ,תאווה a frustrating and elusive lust for experiences and

things we haven’t had,  and a dissatisfaction with what we have. The donut, as it

were, is never sufficiently frosted. We have lost the ability the manna was supposed
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to cultivate- to view simple food as a feast for a king, a modest home as a castle,

and a basic car as a noble chariot. This is the lesson of the mit’avim, and a lesson we

are challenged to learn for ourselves.

A few weeks ago, a video1 went viral in Jewish twitter. It featured an obviously

chareidi man named Rabbi Aryeh Moshe Leiser, recorded by some of his students

who asked him for an inspirational message. Standing on a street in Monsey, he

began talking about what he most desires in the world. Because it’s in a heavy

Yeshivish patois, I’ll translate afterwards:

“I want Arvei Pesachim with a Rabbeinu Dovid, rrrrrrishius cold seltzer, and I just

wanna check out of life. Thursday nights, i want galeh- tons of it-and that’s it. I’m

done with everything…my dream is Arvei Pesachim with Rabbeinu Dovid, a whole

thing of ice- from Costco, one of those icemakers; seltzer- Polar cans, no styrofoam

cup. The plastic cup and just sitting there…(and then he began to sing) I promise

you, if I had a chance, with no dayges, I’d check out, just check out of life, with a

gemara Arvei Pesachim.”

Roughly translated, it means that Rabbi Leiser’s idea of Gan Eden in this world-

what he would do if he had no worries and could do so undistracted-is to study to

study in depth the final chapter of tractate Pesachim with the commentary of the

1

https://www.jta.org/2022/06/03/ny/why-this-video-about-seltzer-and-torah-study-went-viral-in-the-orthodox
-jewish-community
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13th century Spanish commentator, Rabbi Dovid ben Reuven Bonfid, while partaking

of wicked cold seltzer (rishus means wickedness, so it is a direct translation) with

ice in a plastic cup, accompanied by copious amounts jellied calves’ feet on

Thursday nights.

This video went viral because of the charming mix of Yiddish, Hebrew and English

that is yeshivish. But I think another reason it resonated so powerfully is that what

he considers Gan Eden is not that complicated. It’s lowbrow Ashkenazi food, and

cold seltzer, and studying Talmud- something that is usually thought of as

belonging to the next world, not this one. Anyone can have those things- but he is

not only satisfied with them, he considers them the greatest pleasure. It’s a

powerful corrective to what we usually run after- and a powerful lesson about what

we should aspire to.

Let us learn the lesson of the mit’avim. In our ability to cultivate simple tastes is the

key to our happiness, and above all, to use that to connect with Hashem.

ֶבר יֱֶחֶסה־ּֽבֹו׃ ֶּג֗ י ַה֝ ה ַאְֽׁשֵר֥ ַטֲע֣מּו ּ֭וְראּו ִּכֽי־֣טֹוב יְהָֹו֑

Taste and see how good the LORD is;

happy the man who takes refuge in Him!
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