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Being a Vegetarian
Introduction
Imagine a meal for the high holidays without gefilte fish and matzah 
ball soup. Is it conceivable to celebrate Shabbat without chicken or to 
set a seder plate for Passover without a shank bone? And where would 
Jewish mothers be without their own form of penicillin: chicken soup?

God said: “Behold, I have given you every herb yielding seed which 
is upon the face of all the earth, and every tree that has seed-yielding 
fruit—to you it shall be for food” (Gen. 1:29). 

Some will argue that the ideal Jewish dietary position is vegetarian. 
The Talmud reminds us that Adam was not permitted meat for the purpose of eating (Sanhedrin 59b). The 
commentator Rashi claimed that God did not permit Adam and Eve to kill a creature and eat its flesh. 
Others will say that the eating of meat is actually a mitzvah. Still others, looking for what Maimonides 
called the Golden Mean, a position of 
compromise situated midway between 
the two extremes, will argue that even 
if a vegetarian diet is ideal, the eating 
of meat reflects our animal tendency. 
However, argue some theologians who 
advocate the eating of meat, the eating of 
meat will stop during the Messianic Era, 
when all suffering will cease, including 
the suffering of animals whose lives are 
taken for food. Whether you are a meat 
eater or are a vegetarian, the Psalmist 
accurately describes Judaism’s position 
on the treatment of animals, even when 
they are taken for food: “The righteous 
person seriously regards the life of his/her 
animal” (Psalm 145: 9).

What are your dietary (personal) rules?

____________________________________

____________________________________

____________________________________

____________________________________

____________________________________

____________________________________
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I. Reasons to Eat Meat
Jewishly, meat eating starts with this verse:

When the Eternal your God will broaden your borders as God has promised you and you will say I will 
eat meat, for your soul will desire meat; you may eat meat to your soul’s content (Deut. 12:20-23).

[1] It is a mitzvah to eat meat. Jews must eat meat on the Sabbath and holidays. The Torah mandates that 
Jews eat the Passover sacrifice, as well as the meat of other sacrifices. 

In Eliyahu Ki Tov’s Hagaddah, the section titled “Some of the laws, reasons, and secrets of the 
mitzvot of the night,” paragraph 12 (p. 63) it goes into detail on the significant implications and 
meanings of the shank bone. At the end of that section where he explains that vegetarianism is 
an anti-Jewish concept—proof of which is the positive Torah commandment (during the times of 
the Beit Ha-Mikdash) to eat the meat of the Korban Pesah. He says, based on Rambam, that God 
commanded us to eat meat as an “in your face” demonstration against vegetarianism—a belief system 
that was practiced by the Egyptians who enslaved us. He calls vegetarianism “emunat ha-hevel she-la-
hem, “their worthless belief” Eliyahu Ki Tov’s Hagaddah.

The Talmud (Pesahim 109a) states that meat and wine are the means by which man “rejoices,” and 
it is on this basis that it has long been customary for Jews to eat meat and drink wine on the festivals 
(Louis Jacobs).

[2] According to the Kabbalah, the souls of animals are actually loftier than are the souls of humans. This 
is the case with the souls of plants and animate objects as well; they too are more elevated than those 
of humans. In the great collapse of the primordial world (called tohu), the higher elements fell lowest 
(just like the upper stones in a wall fall further than do the lower stones when a wall collapses). So 
the loftier sparks of divine light were incarnated into the so-called lower tiers of the physical world. 
When humans consume the meat of animals, they actually serve as agents of the elevation of these 
animal souls. When the flesh of the animal is consumed, these elements become part of the human 
body and the energy that fuels it. Thus, when an individual performs a sacred obligation, a command-
ment, a mitzvah, this act brings the individual closer to God. The elements of the animal that have 
been incorporated into the human are elevated because the divine sparks that are embodied in the act 
are reunited with their source. Also elevated are the various creations that enabled the deed to be per-
formed: the soil that nourished the apple, the grass the fed the cow, etc. When the individual craves 
meat, it is the soul’s quest for the divine sparks that it has been sent to earth to redeem. Even without 
this mystical spin, when an individual consumes meat, it becomes part of the human. Thus the animal 
is elevated as it joins in the human’s relationship to the Divine.

In the Kabbalah, the further idea is introduced that when man eats the meat of animals and then 
worships his Maker with renewed strength he “elevates” the animal by using the strength it has given 
him in the service of God. This is the Kabbalistic explanation of why the Talmud (Pesahim 49b) states 
that an am ha-aretz, the man who does not study Torah, may not eat meat {Louis Jacobs).

Kabbalist Rabbi Isaac Luria said that “only a Torah scholar can elevate holy sparks trapped in the 
animal.”

[3] The teachings of Reb Nahman of Breslav teach the message that the Jewish process of eating meat can 
elevate a person. The slaughter of the beast that makes it fit for human consumption can be seen as a 
parallel to overcoming our own animal nature and elevating it to an appropriately human level. This 
parallel extends even to the particular details of the laws. Here are some examples:
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Our base urges don’t go away by themselves. On the 
contrary, harnessing them in the service of holiness 
requires careful attention. This is the meaning of the 
requirement for slaughter; we may not eat an animal that 
dies by itself (neveila), or even one that was already sick 
so that its demise was partially due to its defect (treifa). 

We have to pay careful attention to the means with which 
we go about improving ourselves. The slaughtering knife 
has to be perfectly smooth, without even a slight nick or 
groove (YD 18). Furthermore, the knife has to be shown to 
a Torah scholar before the slaughter (YD 18:17); this teaches 
us that it is impossible for us to attain spiritual elevation 
without the guidance of a righteous Torah scholar.

Slaughtering an animal has to be done promptly, without 
excessive delay (YD 23). But at the same time it is forbid-
den to be excessively hasty; the slaughtering has to be 
done in a measured fashion (YD 24). Likewise, when a 
person decides to mend his ways, he has to act promptly, 
lest his urge dissipate. Yet he needs also to change his 
ways in a considered and measured way, not in panic.

Slaughter is only kosher in the throat of the animal (YD 

20). We find in Scripture that the extended neck or throat 
is a symbol of excessive pride (Isaiah 3:16); a critical aspect of 
repentance is overcoming pride and arrogance.

For these reasons, an ignorant person can’t eat meat. 
That is, it is impossible to attain holiness without Torah. 
While a person can improve his personality and manners 
with motivation and common sense, it requires intricate 
wisdom to go beyond derekh eretz and ascend to holi-
ness, and this wisdom is obtained and applied only with 
Torah knowledge and the guidance of Torah scholars. 

Based on Likutei Halakhot of Breslav, Laws of Shechita

Summarize each of the three arguments:

1. ________________________________________________

__________________________________________________

2. ________________________________________________

__________________________________________________

3. ________________________________________________

__________________________________________________
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III. Four Corners: 
In whose corner do you stand? Which do you find 
the strongest reason to support a vegetarian diet as 
ideal?

1. Spiritual elements
You are permitted to use the animals and 
employ them for work, have dominion over 
them in order to utilize their services for your 
subsistence, but must not hold their life cheap 
nor slaughter them for food. Your natural diet 
is vegetarian. Moses Cassuto (1883-1951), Torah commentator

Since the text “The blood of your lives will 
I require” (Gen. 9:5) comes right after the 
permission to eat meat, some argue that this 
represents the compromise position. Not only 
do the rabbis take this as a prohibition of 
suicide, but they also see this as a penalty—a 
shorter life—for eating meat. If you live by the 
violence of slaughtering and eating animals, 
then you have to pay a price for it.

God tried to establish another non-meat 
diet with the deliverance of manna during 
the desert journey. But the people were not 
satisfied and complained (Numbers 11:4). So God 
sent them quail. But God was still annoyed 
with the people and sent a plague against them 
(11:4-33). The lust for flesh led to their demise. 

2. Health and medical reasons
Following the flood, people were permitted to 
eat meat. The characters in the Bible following 
the flood lived shorter lives. The change in 
diet contributed to the shorter life spans of 
individuals following the flood. Maimonides Guide 

II.47

There is medical evidence supporting a 
vegetarian diet: Nutrition is linked to health. 
Virtually all chronic diseases are diet-related. 
Heart disease is the number one killer in the 
U.S. Even the risk for lung cancer is increased 
with the consumption of animal fats. Colon 

cancer is also related to the consumption of 
red meats.  Diabetes among adults can be 
controlled with a high-fiber diet.

3. Ethics and a respect for life
Judaism prohibits unnecessary pain to animals, 
referred to as tza-ar l’ba-alei hayim The rabbis felt 
so strongly about it that they added the notion 
of not removing a limb from a living animal as 
one of the seven Noahide laws, incumbent on all 
human beings. 

”The laws of kashrut come to teach us that a 
Jew’s first preference should be a vegetarian 
meal. If, however, one cannot control a craving 
for meat, it should be kosher meat, which 
would serve as a reminder that the animal 
being eaten is a creature of God, that the death 
of such a creature cannot be taken lightly, 
that hunting for sport is forbidden, that we 
cannot treat any living thing callously, and that 
we are responsible for what happens to other 
beings (human or animal) even if we did not 
personally come into contact with them” (Pinchas 

Peli, Torah Today, p. 118). 

“Living creatures possess a moving soul and 
a certain spiritual superiority which in this 
respect make them similar to those who possess 
intellect (people), and they have the power of 
affecting their welfare and their food and they 
flee from pain and death” (Nahmanides’ commentary on 

Gen 1.29). 

Rabbi Isaak Hebenmstreit, a Polish rabbi, 
contended that God never wanted humans to 
eat meat. He argued against it because of the 
implicit cruelty involved. People should not 
kill any living thing and fill their stomachs by 
destroying others. He argued that God gave 
temporary permission to eat meat following 
the Flood since all of the plant life had been  
destroyed (Kivrot Hata’avah (the Graves of Lust) Poland, 1929, 

p. 6).
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4. Environment 
The statement that 
humankind was placed 
in the Garden of Eden 
to care for it can be 
understood as the first 
lesson in environmental 
responsibility. The value 
of baal tashhit (you 
shall not waste) is a 
reminder to us that we 
have to conserve the 
precious resources that 
we have been given. 
Modern factory farming 
has created major 
environmental problems 
that can be eliminated 
with vegetarian diets. 
The worsening of the 
greenhouse effect and 
global warming have 
also been attributed to 
livestock agriculture. 

Facts about Meat
a.	 Chickens	are	raised	for	slaughter	entirely	indoors	

under	intense	crowding,	genetically	and	hormonally	
manipulated,	living	in	their	filth,	breathing	
contaminated	air,	virtually	all	suffering	respiratory	
problems	and	leg	deformities.	

b.	 Egg	lay	chickens	are	packed	4–7	to	an	18"	by	20"	
wire	cage,	unable	to	move	about,	stretch	their	wings,	
or	act	on	any	of	their	natural	instincts.	They	cannot	
stand	comfortably	on	the	wire	floor,	and	excrement	falls	
on	birds	in	cages	below.	Before	slaughter,	88%	suffer	
broken	bones.	Their	beaks	are	cut	with	a	hot	knife,	
causing	such	pain	that	many	cannot	eat	and	therefore	
starve.

c.	 Over	a	half	million	male	chicks,	useless	to	the	egg	
industry,	are	disposed	of	daily	by	being	stuffed	into	
plastic	bags,	where	they	are	crushed	and	suffocated	to	
death.

d.	 Cows	are	routinely	castrated,	branded,	and	have	their	
horns	torn	out	or	gouged	out	without	anesthetics.	

e.	 To	produce	the	popular	paté	de	fois	gras,	ducks	and	
geese	are	force-fed	six	to	seven	pounds	of	grain	each	
day	with	an	air-driven	feeder	tube.	These	birds	suffer	
unimaginable	pain.	Finally,	after	25	days	of	such	agony,	
the	birds	are	killed,	and	their	gigantic	livers,	considered	
a	delicacy,	are	removed.	

f.	 Dairy	cows	are	typically	tied	in	place,	impregnated	each	
year,	and	have	the	calves	removed	immediately	after	
birth,	to	be	raised	in	cramped	spaces	as	veal.	

g.	 Veal	calves	are	locked	in	a	small,	dark,	isolated	place	
without	space	to	turn	around,	stretch	or	even	lie	down.	
To	obtain	the	pale,	tender	flesh	desired	by	consumers,	
veal	producers	purposely	keep	the	calf	anemic	with	
a	special	high-calorie,	iron-free	diet.	They	even	tie	the	
calf’s	head	to	the	stall	to	prevent	him	from	licking	the	
iron	fittings	on	the	stall	and	his	own	urine	to	satisfy	his	
intense	craving	for	iron.
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III. Eating Meat Is 
a Compromise of Our 
Animal Nature until the 
Messianic Era
Rabbi Abraham Isaac ha-Cohen 
Kook (1865-1935), the first chief 
rabbi of pre-state Israel, basing his 
statement on Isaiah 11:6-9, “and 
none shall hurt or destroy on my 
holy mountain,” contends that 
sacrifices will not be reinstated 
when the Temple is rebuilt during 
the Messianic era. Instead, only 
grain offerings will be used. Human 
conduct will have risen to such a 
high level that animal sacrifices will 
no longer be needed to atone for 
one’s sins.

Solomon Efraim Lunchitz, author 
of K’lee Yakar, taught: What was the 
necessity for the entire procedure of 
ritual slaughter? For the sake of self-
discipline. It is far more appropriate 
for man not to eat meat; only if he 
has a strong desire for meat does 
the Torah permit it, and even this 
only after the trouble and inconve-
nience necessary to satisfy his desire. 
Perhaps because of the bother and 
annoyance of the whole procedure, 
he will be restrained from such a 
strong and uncontrollable desire for 
meat. 

Quoted by Abraham Chill, The Commandments and 
their Rationale (N.Y., 1974) p. 400.

According to these teachers, how is 
eating meat a compromise?

_______________________________

_______________________________

_______________________________

IV. Some Other Questions to Consider 
If God wanted us to be vegetarians, then why did God require 
sacrifices? 
Some scholars argue that Moses would not have been able to 
complete his mission and the people of Israel would have disap-
peared had he not instituted animal sacrifices, which were, at 
that time, a common expression of human devotion to God. 
Some commentators suggest that such sacrifices were the desire 
of the people and not of God. Rashi deduces this from Isaiah’s 
statement “I have not burdened you with a meal-offering. Nor 
wearied you with frankincense” (43:23). Taking his cue from Jer-
emiah, David Kimchi (1160-1235) elaborated further, “For I did 
not speak to your ancestors, nor did I command them on the 
day that I brought then out of the land of Egypt, concerning 
burnt-offerings or sacrifices. But I did command them about 
this thing, ‘Obey My voice and I will be your God and you will 
be my people. And walk in all the ways that I have instructed 
you, so that all will be well with you’” (Jeremiah 7:22-23). Noting that 
sacrifices are not contained in the Ten Commandments, he says 
that Lev. 1:2 carefully uses the expression “if a person brings a 
sacrifice” in order to emphasize its voluntary nature. As spokes-
person for God, Hosea said it most succinctly: “What I want is 
mercy, not sacrifices” (Hosea 6:6).

What about the Sefer Torah, tefillin, and the shofar?
The number of animals killed for this purpose is insignificant 
compared to the billions of animals slaughtered annually for 
food. Just because some of us have chosen to use animal prod-
ucts for ritual purposes and remain vegetarian should not deter 
the rest of us from working to reduce animal cruelty. Further-
more, while Jewish dietary laws prevent us from eating the meat 
of animals that die a natural death, we are not prevented from 
using them for ritual purposes.

How do we justify these meat-eating and leather-using Jewish 
rituals?

______________________________________________________

______________________________________________________

______________________________________________________

______________________________________________________
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Eco-Kosher
For Arthur Waskow and others who are engaged 
in the eco-kosher movement, there is more at 
stake. He says, “In the society we live in, while 
food is obviously important, it is not the biggest 
piece of our economic relationship with the earth. 
It’s not all we eat anymore. We eat coal. We eat 
oil. We eat electric power, we eat the radiation that 
keeps some of that electric power going, and we 
eat the chemicals that we turn into plastic. What 
does it mean to eat them in a sacred way? What 
does it mean to say that we’re eco-kosher? What 
does it mean to apply more broadly the basic 
sense of Kashrut that what you eat and how you 
eat matters?... we must work out ways of infusing 
our use of oil, coal, paper and all the rest with 
holiness.... Is it eco-kosher to eat vegetables and 
fruit that have been grown by drenching the soil 
with insecticides? Is it eco-kosher to drink the 
wine of Shabbat kiddush from throw-away non-
biodegradable plastic cups? Is it eco-kosher to use 
electricity generated by nuclear power plants that 
create waste products that will remain poisonous 
for fifty thousand years?... I want to suggest that 
what makes a life-practice eco-kosher may not be a 
single standard, a black-white barricade like “Pork 
is treyf”—but rather a constantly moving standard 
in which the test is: Are we going to do what is 
more respectful, less damaging to the earth than 
what we did last year? 

”And the Earth is Filled with the Breath of Life,” 
Crosscurrents Vol. 47, No. 3 (Fall 1997).

Those persuaded by Waskow’s argument, even 
if they are meat eaters, believe that eco-kosher 
demands that we eat only the meat of free-range 
animals, free from hormone injections, that have 
not been raised in cramped cages. 

”…the current treatment of animals in the 
livestock trade definitely renders the consumption 
of meat as halachically unacceptable as the product 
of illegitimate means.”

Rabbi David Rosen, former chief rabbi of Ireland,  
Rabbis and Vegetarianism, Micah Press, 1995, p. 53.

According to the Talmud (Pesahim 109a), the 
requirement to eat meat and rejoice on various 
occasions was lifted following the destruction of 
the Temple.

1. How do you define “eco-kosher”?

 _______________________________________

 _______________________________________

2. What are some “eco-kosher” rules that you 
might practice?

 _______________________________________

 _______________________________________
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VI. Hevruta Study
Here are some texts that reflect the various 
positions that Jewish thinkers have taken on eating 
meat. Study them with a partner.

1. Scripture does not command the Israelite to eat 
meat, but rather permits this diet as a concession 
to lust. Rabbi Elijah Judah Schochet, Animal Life in Jewish  Tradition, p. 

300. 

What did you learn? What do you think about the 
position that Rabbi Schochet has taken?

___________________________________________

___________________________________________

2. Only a scholar of Torah may eat meat. One 
who is ignorant of Torah is forbidden to eat meat. 
(Pesachim 49b)

What did you learn? What do you think about the 
position that the Talmud has taken?

___________________________________________

___________________________________________

3. A person should not eat meat unless that person 
has a special craving for it. (Hullin 84a)

What did you learn? What do you think about the 
position that the Talmud has taken?

__________________________________________

__________________________________________

4. Joseph Albo (d. 1444), “In the killing of animals 
there is cruelty, rage, and the accustoming 
of oneself to the habit of shedding innocent 
blood.” Sefer Ha-ikkarim Vol. 3, Ch. 15.

 What did you learn? What do you think about 
the position that Albo has taken?

___________________________________________

___________________________________________

Among the stories of the Baal Shem Tov, the 
founder of Hasidism, is the following:

In a small European village, a shochet (ritual 
slaughterer) fetched some water to apply to his 
blade in the preparation process. At a distance, 
he observed an old man watching him, shaking 
his head from side to side disapprovingly. 
Finally, the young shochet asked the older man 
for an explanation. 

The old man replied that as he watched him 
prepare his blade, it brought memories from 
many years earlier when he watched Rabbi 
Israel Baal Shem Tov doing the same thing. But 
the difference, he explained, was that the Baal 
Shem Tov didn’t have to fetch water for his 
blade—the tears that streamed down his face 
were adequate. 

What did you learn? What do you think the old 
man was trying to teach?

____________________________________________
___________________________________________

___________________________________________

Where are you on the issue of eating meat?

___________________________________________

___________________________________________

Rabbi	Kerry	M.	Olitzky	is	the	executive	director	of	the	Jewish	Outreach	Institute	in	New	York,	the	only	national,	independent	organization	that	provides	programs	and	
services	for	interfaith	families,	advocating	for	a	more	inclusive	Jewish	community.	For	more	information	about	JOI,	go	to www.JOI.org.	Rabbi	Olitzky	is	well-known	for	his	
inspirational	books	that	bring	the	wisdom	of	Jewish	tradition	into	everyday	life,	including	many	books	in	Jewish	spirituality,	healing	and	religious	practice.	Among	his	most	
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