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Judaism and Veganism 
 
Our original diet as stated in Genesis 1:29 is vegan. God said, “Behold, I have given 
you every plant yielding seed that is on the face of all the earth, and every tree with 
seed in its fruit.” This is the first of the THREE PILLARS of the connection between 
Judaism and Veganism. 
 
It is only after the flood that we were given permission to eat meat. 
There was a ‘quid pro quo’, the animals would now live in ‘fear and dread’ of humans. 
Genesis 9:2. The SECOND PILLAR is the concession to allow meat eating. Genesis 
9:3. Permission yes, but not a commandment. 
 
The first Chief Rabbi of British Palestine, Rav Kook, thought that the prohibition came 
about because people had sunk to such a low level of spirituality that they might eat 
human flesh, if all meat was prohibited. He felt a brighter age would come. It HAS been 
several thousand years since The Flood. 
 
The THIRD PILLAR, is a phrase you may have heard before, – “Tz’ar Ba’alei Chayim”. 
First Do No Harm. Rabbi Jill Jacobs writes that this demands that we take the suffering 
of animals seriously. The Torah has many prohibitions against cruelty to animals. You 
cannot eat meat and dairy today w/o participating in cruelty. The raising of animals for 
food, clothing and for research and entertainment causes untold suffering – many of 
these will be cited as I go further. 
 
In the desert, where God controlled what the people had to eat, people complained that 
manna was boring. They demanded meat. Quail were strewn over the camp, the people 
ate so much, so fast, that when the flesh was still between their teeth, God was angry 
and sent a severe plague. The place was named for the graves of the gluttons. Not 
exactly an endorsement. This is written in Numbers 11:31. The contemporary version of 
this is the high rate of heart disease, strokes, diabetes and cancer, all of which are 
increased by the consumption of meat, eggs and cheese. 
 
Meat and Milk were separated in the dietary laws which became Kashrut. Details can be 
found in Leviticus 11, Exodus 23 and Deuteronomy 14. Genesis 9:4 says do not eat 



flesh with the life-blood of an animal in it. I wonder why then would we want to eat the 
muscle tissue that was nourished by that blood? And we now know that a) it is not 
possible to remove all blood and b) blood contains all the substances headed to our 
execratory systems. Many people who are not kosher like animal flesh eaten rare. 
 
The kosher laws are supposed to cause us to think about how animal flesh is obtained 
and restrict what kinds of animals can be consumed and when they can be eaten. One 
rational is to cause reverence and awareness. Does this happen, or does it only 
reinforce that each meal MUST contain either meat or dairy? Even though most liberal 
Jews do not observe Kashrut it is part of our cultural heritage. 
 
Judaism has many prohibitions against animal cruelty. Do not allow an ox and a donkey 
to pull a plow together, Deuteronomy 22:10. Feed your animals before yourself, 
Deuteronomy 11:15. Do not muzzle the ox when it is treading out the grain, 
Deuteronomy 25:4. Help injured animals even if they belong to your enemy, Exodus 
23:5. 
 
Your animals should also rest on Shabbat. Deuteronomy 5:14. 
 
Let us examine some teachings in Proverbs. 12:10, Whoever is righteous has regard for 
the life of their animals and, 27:23, Know well the condition of your flocks and herds. 
Many of us cringe when we read in Torah about animal sacrifices. They were 
abandoned after the second Temple was destroyed and prayer rather than slaughter 
became the accepted way of communicating with God. Now the slaughter is done far 
away from our eyes, ears and noses. Paul McCartney once said “If slaughterhouses 
had glass walls .... I add, And were located in shopping malls....” 
 
Jewish values do NOT support animal cruelty. Yet animal agriculture as it is practiced 
today, CAN NOT be done without abusing animals. A few examples: baby calves are 
torn from their mothers, both crying and bellowing. Males often end up in veal crates. 
 
In the feedlots cattle are crowded together in terrible conditions and fed corn, restaurant 
grease and chicken litter. It makes them sick, just as eating grass would cause us 
discomfort. (two very different digestive tracts). Dairy cows are kept pregnant (by cruel 
artificial insemination) and lactating at the same time. This does not happen in nature. 
And dairy cows, who have a natural lifespan of 20 years, are exhausted after four years 
and sent to slaughter. Their flesh ends up as ground beef or prison food. The antibiotics 
fed to cattle to both keep disease down and promote rapid growth have serious 
consequences for us humans. Many infection causing bacteria have now become 
resistant to antibiotics. The World Health Organization states that this is a threat to 



global health and food security. Pneumonia, TB, Venereal diseases and salmonellosis 
are becoming harder to treat. This leads to longer hospital stays, higher medical costs 
and higher death rates. 
 
Baby chickens are hatched in incubators. The males, useless, are identified and then 
suffocated in garbage bags, as they are not bred to produce meat. The hens are placed 
in cages where they can hardly move and spend their entire lives in huge ammonia 
filled barns. Chickens and turkeys raised for their flesh are bred to grow so fast that they 
can not support their weight, many break legs or have heart attacks. They are 
slaughtered at six weeks. In nature they would still be sleeping under their mother’s 
wings. There are no regulations for ‘free-range’ chickens. Most live in crowded buildings 
and are denied their natural social behaviors. 
Why are fish often not though of as animals? In addition to being asked 
regularly where I get protein as a vegan, I am sometimes asked if I eat fish. No, vegans 
do not consume any animal products. 
From the water to the cutting table, fish are tormented. They are suffocated, skinned, 
and dismembered, often while still conscious and able to feel pain. Crowded by the tens 
of thousands in tanks at factory farms, fish suffer severely from intense confinement. 
The conditions spur injuries and illness. Fish often lose their eyesight or become 
infected with parasites. 
Fish slaughterhouses are no less horrific. An investigation by Mercy for Animals 
exposed a grisly reality; fish flailing in buckets gasping for oxygen, skinned fish still 
moving on the cutting table, and workers tearing the heads off live fish. 
Working conditions in animal agriculture facilities and slaughterhouses are degrading, 
dangerous and often foster the workers to do their jobs with even more cruelty than 
required. 
 
People have told me many times over the years that they don’t want to hear about the 
condition of the animals. I can understand this; it is painful to see images or listen to 
descriptions. What puzzles me is why is it NOT OK to hear about cruelty yet perfectly 
fine to participate in this cruelty by purchasing the flesh and secretions of these animals, 
cooking and eating them and, when children are old enough to ask where their food 
comes from, trying to explain it away without being fully truthful. 
 
Adam was given dominion over the animals Genesis 1:26 – does that mean to have 
concern and to care for – or to exploit? If we are looking to Torah for an exact list of 
what to believe and how to act – we won’t find it. There are contradictions and 
endorsement of ideas that we find objectionable. Slavery, secondary status of women, 
sons favored over daughters, much war and vengeance. Instead we rely on the Ten 
Commandments and other passages that stress loving kindness. 



 
In last week’s Torah Portion Vayetzei Jacob increased the flocks of Laban during his 
years of serving him for his daughters. Using the ‘technology’ of his time, this had to be 
done by caring, not cruelty. 
 
There are some farms today raising animals with less inhumanity than factory farming – 
but this is an inefficient way by today’s standards. A local example is Ronnybrook farms. 
A friend went on a tour there, I asked him to inquire if the calves were allowed to nurse. 
“Only for three days”, he was told, “if not she holds back.” We deny milk to the baby calf 
for whom it is produced and take it for our own use. 
 
Raising animals in a somewhat less inhumane way is expensive and could never supply 
all the demand for meat, milk, eggs and cheese. It meets the needs of a few who can 
afford it and will choose to buy it, but it is elitist and not a solution to cruelty, land and 
water use and consumption of other resources. 
 
70 percent of the grain grown in the US is used to feed animals. Instead, we could solve 
world hunger. 
 
A very large percentage of arable land is used to graze cattle, destroying grasslands 
and other natural habitats. 26 % of the Planet's ice-free land is used for livestock 
grazing and 33 % of croplands are used for livestock feed production. Livestock 
contribute to seven percent of the total greenhouse gas emissions through enteric 
fermentation (that’s methane production, folks). While methane doesn't linger as long in 
the atmosphere as carbon dioxide, it is initially far more devastating to the climate 
because of how effectively it absorbs heat. 
 
The Food and Agricultural Organization of the United Nations states that Carbon 
Dioxide emissions from farmed animals make up 15 % of all human caused emissions, 
with beef and milk as the leading culprits. 
The United Nations' World Meteorological Organization says that globally averaged 
concentrations of carbon dioxide reached a record-breaking 407.8 parts per million in 
2018, surpassing the previous high, set the year before. "There is no sign of a 
slowdown, let alone a decline, in greenhouse gases concentration in the atmosphere 
despite all the commitments under the Paris Agreement on Climate Change," said 
WMO Secretary-General. The last time the Earth experienced a comparable 
concentration of carbon dioxide was 3-5 million years ago. Executive Director of the 
U.N. Environment Program said the WMO's findings "point us in a clear direction" of 
"radical transformations" or we will "face the consequences" of climate change. 
 



Raising animals for food causes more greenhouse gas emissions than ALL forms of 
transportation. Without any greenhouse gasses, the earth would be a frozen rock. With 
too much, it is now becoming too warm. Poor countries are suffering the most. 
 
Jane Goodall now travels and speaks about protecting our earth, not just chimpanzees. 
Rabbi David Rosen, former chief Rabbi of Ireland 
quotes that selfishness, greed and apathy are the root causes of climate change – 
scientists can study it, but religions know how to 
effect the spiritual transformations necessary for change. We must protect the home 
that God has given us. 
 
Not only is animal agriculture causing cruelty to animals and promoting Climate 
Change; eating animal products, both meat and dairy can harm our health. 
Consumption of animal products is associated with increased risk for heart diseases, 
cancer, stroke, diabetes, high blood pressure, arthritis and obesity. Cholesterol, a 
prominent factor in heart disease, is found only in animal foods. 
 
I refer you to a book called “How Not To Die”, by Michael Greger, M.D. The first part of 
the book details How Not to Die of various conditions such as heart disease, cancer and 
diabetes. The second part is an eating plan called the Daily Dozen. I like it because it 
concentrates on what to add, not what to give up. It is common misbelief that we must 
consume animal flesh to get adequate amounts of protein. 
Actually, ALL proteins are made by plants, animals only recycle them. We only need 
enough protein to make new red blood cells and repair tissue damage. Any excess is a 
problem, as our bodies can’t store protein. 
 
Carbohydrates and fats are composed of carbon, hydrogen and oxygen, proteins have 
the addition of sulfur. To remove the sulfur calcium is needed. Consuming an excess of 
protein calls for more calcium which is why the demand is higher in meat eaters. The 
actual cause of osteoporosis is too much animal flesh and dairy and too little weight 
bearing exercise. “Proteinaholic” by Garth Davis M.D. explains this very well. You can 
find Doctors Greger and Davis on YouTube and also Milton Mills, M.D. His presentation 
“Are Humans Designed to Eat Meat” will explain in an engaging power point why our 
anatomy is set up for eating complex carbohydrates and not animal flesh. 
 
 
There is nothing specific to animals that we as humans need. It was once thought that 
as animal tissue is most like our own we should consume it. Carrying this out to its 
logical conclusion – we ought to eat each other. 
Remember the permission to eat meat in Genesis 9:3. 



 
Cruelty and Cream Cheese. For Jews, cream cheese is associated with enjoying 
bagels, especially on weekends. Not only is it obtained by the cruelty to cows and 
calves as outlined above, it is not really good for us. How can that be? Every mammal 
makes milk that fulfills the growth requirement of their own infant. A human baby grows 
from about 7 pounds to 20-some in a year. A calf is born at 30 pounds, at a year it will 
weigh 800 -1,000 pounds. We are the only species that consumes milk after weaning or 
milk from another species – lactose intolerance is NOT a disease! If you had your own 
cow, Bessie, in your back yard and never gave her any hormones, her milk is full of 
natural growth hormones which are harmful to humans. Some people get digestive 
upsets from milk, other seem to tolerate it but can develop arthritis, dark circles under 
their eyes and sinus infections which they do not associate with consuming dairy. 
American are drinking less fluid milk but eating much more cheese. 
 
It takes ten pounds of milk to make ONE pound of cheese. If you consume a lot of 
cheese you are getting 10X the harmful effects, plus the degradation of the environment 
and the support of cruelty. 
 
This congregation had a sustainability program last year. Many changes were made to 
make your land and building more sustainable. But the food policy has remained the 
same, not allowing meat, but continuing to serve dairy, eggs and fish. Dairy contributes 
to climate change in the same way that meat does, using large amounts of water, 
electricity, land and transportation. 
It causes health problems and uses many more resources than growing vegetables and 
grains. I hope the Sustainability Committee decides to explore these connections and 
considers some changes. 
 
But, many say, I grew up eating meat and cheese. Yes, so did I. But all of us have 
changed and learned and grown since our childhood. Look at your high school 
yearbook. 
 
To learn more about the connection between Judaism and Veganism please go to 
jewishveg.org a not-for-profit that is 100 per cent devoted to exploring this connection 
and to helping individuals and synagogues make changes. 
 
Most of you already know how to love, cherish and care for animals. You love your 
companion animals and would never treat them with cruelty or consider having them 
slaughtered for food. 
 



A friend who has pet birds whom she lets fly around her house said to one of them “If 
you don’t stop that, you will end up next to the chickens in the freezer”. Not amusing I 
thought, chickens are birds too. 
How about you? 
Stop for a moment; think about why you love puppies and kittens but eat cows and 
chickens? 
Adam was tasked with giving names to the animals in Genesis 2:20. We name what we 
care for, not what we exploit and kill. 
 
If you have never been to the Catskill Animal Sanctuary for a visit to experience farm 
animals as individuals with needs, personalities and are deserving of their natural lives, 
I urge you to go when the weather is again warm. Meanwhile you may go to 
casanctuary.org to learn about their programs. 
 
If you would like to be part of Hudson Valley Vegans (you do not have to be vegan to 
come to an event, just eat vegan when you are with us) Go to 
meetup.com/hudson-valley-vegans. Copies of this talk are available, so no need to 
remember. 
 
I thank Rabbi Jonathan Kligler for asking me to speak tonight. I hope I have sparked 
your interest in making some positive changes that can improve your health, enabeled 
you to think about the connection between Jewish Values and the welfare of animals, 
and to realize that there is a more sustainable way to live in our threatened world. You 
may not be able to put solar panels on your roof or move closer to work. You can use 
the Torah teachings or your own personal values as your guide. 
Either way we can all vote with our forks. 
 
It is possible to be very concerned about the welfare of animals, reducing the effects of 
climate change and improving our health. But if people don’t think vegan food is 
satisfying and delicious – they will not be motivated to make any changes in their own 
eating plans or in what they choose to bring here to the synagogue. With the help of 
some of our Hudson Valley Vegans Members, I have prepared an all vegan Oneg. I 
now ask our Hudson Valley Vegans members to stand. 
In the social hall we will answer whatever questions you have. I also could offer a 
workshop on preparing a Vegan Oneg. 
 
When I moved to NYC in the early 90’s I joined West End Synagogue and very shortly 
declared myself a Reconstructionist. Even though I have belonged to a Reform 
Congregation, Shir Chadash, for 18 years, I am still very much a Reconstructionist in 
how I accept and practice Judaism. So I shall end with a Mordecai Kaplan quote. 



 
God is not the conception of the ordering principle in the universe, but of a power 
predisposing humans to their ultimate human good.... To view the cosmos this way is to 
believe in God. 
As it is said in Pirket Avot – it is not incumbent for you to finish the task, but neither are 
you free to desist from it altogether. 
 
With much appreciation for being asked here tonight. Shabbat Shalom. 
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