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HALACHIC AND HASHKAFIC ISSUES IN
CONTEMPORARY SOCIETY

SERIES 3: 6 - VEGETARIANISM
OU ISRAEL/BEIT KENESSET HANASI - FALL 2024

A] HASHKAFIC ISSUES CONCERNING VEGETARIANISM

* Aside from the health-benefits of eating a plant-based, whole-food diet, vegetarians often justify not eating meat on the basis of one
or more of the following ethical issues:-

(i) Is killing animals for eating or other use (e.g. skins etc) morally wrong per se. Does our species have the right to kill ‘other animals’
for personal gain? Do animals have the right not to be hunted down by us for food etc.!

(i) Animal slaughter is violent. Does it inflict pain and distress on animals? s it cruel and inhumane?

(iii) Even if killing animals is not ethically wrong per se, the circumstances in which animals are reared today - e.g. force-fed calves,
battery-farmed chickens etc. - are seen by some as cruel and inhumane. Should a person register their protest by not eating meat?

(iv) The methods of raising cattle and fowl today are artificial. Animals are injected with hormones and antibiotics etc. As such, is meat
a healthy food? Should it be avoided on health grounds? It is argued that many human health problems are connected with
(over)-consumption of meat.

(v) Is animal agriculture bad for the environment? Does it increase carbon footprint at a local and global levels.

* Jewish sources are often used to raise the following additional issues:-

(vi) Was Mankind (Adam Harishon) was created vegetarian? Does vegetarianism represents a more refined and holy lifestyle for the
human being? Connected to this is the concern of introducing into one’s body the animalistic nature of beasts.

(vii) There is a specific mitzvah of tzar ba’alei chayim which can be abused in the rearing of animals. Is there a hashkafic and perhaps
even halachic imperative to oppose this?

(viii) Vegetarianism could be a recommended chumra to avoid eating non-kosher food. The halachot of slaughtering, checking,
porging and kashering meat are highly complex and people are prone to error. Is this a reasonable position?

B] HALACHIC ISSUES CONCERNING VEGETARIANISM

Is it halachically acceptable to avoid eating meat entirely? How does this impact on:
* The Rabbinic mitzvah of Oneg Shabbat.

* The Torah mitzvah/ chiyuv of Simchat Yom Tov.

* The need to eat Korbanot in due course once the Beit Mikdash is restored.

C] MANKIND AND ANIMALS - A DEEPER HASHKAFIC UNDERSTANDING

* Many of the mefarshim stress that the opening sections of the Torah, specifically Parashot Bereishit and Noach are NOT simply to
give an account of how the world was created and developed, but to teach us why it was created and how we should use (not abuse) it.

* An central part of this is the basic moral framework of human responsibility to God, to other people and to animals, as set out in the
7 Noachide Laws.

1. What about using animal products for medicinal purposes (eg insulin)? What about experimentation on animals to develop human medicines?
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Mankind and the animals were initially given only vegetation to eat and mankind was also permitted to eat fruit. This
harmony of creation was ‘very good’!
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After the flood, permission was given to mankind to eat animals too.
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Chazal make a point of stressing that Man was created vegetarian and given permission to eat meat only later.
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Chazal understand that the fundamental relationship between Man and animal changed after the Sin and not at the time
of the Flood. At that point all life became mortal and meat should have been permitted. However, so as not to benefit
from his own sin, Adam was not allowed meat. Only in the time of Noach was this permitted (for reasons set out below).

C1] WAS MANKIND CREATED TO BE VEGETARIAN?
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Rashi understands that man and the animals were originally given the same diet - vegetables’!
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The Ramban understands that, originally, Man’s diet was always ‘higher’ than that of the animals since he could eat fruit
and grains. The original prohibition on eating meat was due to the high spiritual level of animals (which have a nefesh
but no neshama). However, the animals themselves became corrupted and, after the flood, permission was given to eat
them since they owed their existence to man’.
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Tosafot understand that man was prohibited from killing animals or eating a limb that came off a live animal. But there
was no prohibition on eating an animal that had died by itself.

2. Many other commentators agree with this position, including Ibn Ezra, Rambam, Ramban, R. Yosef Albo and R. Shimshon R. Hirsch.
3. Note also the Ramban on Bereishit 5:4 who notes that the lifespan of mankind significantly reduced following the Flood. He flags the environmental impact of the Dispersion and
the inability to live in favorable climates, but the impact of eating meat may also have been a factor.
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C2] WHY WAS MEAT PERMITTED AFTER THE FLOOD?
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Siftei Chachamim understands that man and animals were effectively on the same level after Creation. Only after the
flood did mankind raise themselves above animals through the merit of Noach. Then they were able to eat animals.
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The Malbim gives three reasons for the permission to eat meat: (i) That Noach had acquired the animals through looking
after them on the Ark; (ii) That vegetation was of an inferior quality since the climate had changed and mankind now
had to spread out over the whole earth. As such, meat was needed to sustain people’. (iii) That prior to the Flood,
humans and animals had been on a similar spiritual level so Man was not able to raise the kedusha of meat by eating it.
However, after the flood, Man become a true ‘medaber’ and was raised above the level of the animals, thereby becoming
able to be ‘elevate’ the meat by eating it and raising its kedusha. Like Ramban, Malbim sees the permission to eat meat
as due to a widening of the gap between Man and animal. Ramban understands this to flow from a lowering of the
animals’ level and Malbim as a raising of Man'’s.
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The Malbim explains that, before the Sin, the nature of animals was docile and tame - they had no permission to kill each
other, just like Man had no permission to kill them. Mankind was also physiologically designed to be vegetarian!’
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The Kli Yakar explains that the only real heter to eat meat is the ability to give it a spiritual ‘tikun’. As such, a person
who does not have the quality of ‘Adam’, with moral and spiritual sensitivities, is essentially on the level of an animal
and therefore should not be allowed to eat animals!

4. This point - that plant-life was destroyed following the Flood - is also made by R. Isaak Hebenstreit who wrote on this in his Alvrot Hata'avah in 1929 in Poland.
5. Humans have many physiological features which are similar to herbivores and NOT carnivores, such as flat rear molars for grinding and no sharp front teach for tearing, a very long
intestinal tract for slow digestion of vegetation, relatively weak stomach acid and others.
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12.

It is appropriate for us to explain the reason for this change whereby what was forbidden to Adam became permitted to Noach
and what was permitted to Noach again became, in part, forbidden to the Jewish people. In order to explain this well, we must
ask what was the sin of Kayin when he brought an offering to God from the the fruits of the earth and God did not favour him or
his offering. Is it because he did not bring from the choicest sheep and rams like his brother Hevel? What sin is there if he
works on the land and succeeds and brings an offering from its fruits to God to give thanks to Him just as for all that He gives
us. Why did God not accept him or his offering? Is it not reasonable that someone who receives a gift from someone else who
gives him food and drink, should repay him in similar vein to the gift that he received. He should not be obliged to thank him
by giving him clothing or making him rich and by doing was was not done for him. Surely not! The thanks should be
commensurate with what was received and, if the thanks are not in excess of what was received, there should not be any
blame attached to this.

And if it was because he did not bring bring from the fruits of the trees, but rather from the produce of the ground, as
mentioned above, this should not warrant such a punishment ... . And one can also ask, given that God accepted the offering
of Hevel, why was he killed? Is there no angel of God that could protect those that fear Him and save them from death.
Furthermore, why does it say of Shet that he was born in the image [of Adam] yet it does not say this of Hevel, whose offering
God accepted.

The explanation for all of this, in my view, is as follows. When dealing with the killing of animals, quite apart from the fierce
cruelty, violent anger and the adoption of bad character in the person due to the needless spilling of blood, the eating of the
animal introduces into the person something of the base animalism and the stifling of moral spirit .... As such, even though
the meat of some animals provides good nutrition for the person, God wanted to withhold from us the slight benefit in eating
meat on account of the significant evil and damage that it can cause. He therefore prohibited meat to Adam and he
compensated for what was lacking in suitable nutrition by making specially for Adam very nutritious plants, such as wheat and
barley and other plants that can be sown, together with all the fruit. And to the rest of the animals He gave the grasses as
food. This was to emphasize the superiority that Man has over the animals.

When Kayin and Hevel were born and they saw their father working on the land to sow wheat and barley to be sustained from
the land, each one thought in a different way and each one’s thoughts became apparent from their actions. Kayin took to
working the land because he thought that there is no difference between man and animals, save that man has the knowledge
to be able to work the land to produce the best of the crops. When he saw man living off the plants like the other animals, he
felt that there was one life-spirit common to both and, just as one dies, so does the other. Thus he brought the fruits of the
land to praise God for the advantages given to man over simple plant life. He did not bring an animal offering since he did not
consider the advantages that he had over animals in working the land to be significant enough to be worthy of a sacrifice.
Since he did not bring from the choice fruits but only from the fruits of the ground, i.e. vegetables, he sinned, as mentioned
above. But the real sin was in fact that he did not consider man to be superior to animals and he even considered it
prohibited to kill animals since they were on the same level [as humans] in his view, and the death of one was equivalent to
the death of the other. He rather felt that his real purpose was simply to eat and drink since he was sustained by the plants,
just like the animals.

Hevel felt that there was some superiority of Man over the animals, but that our superiority lay in dominating them and
subduing them to do his work, but not that he should be allowed to kill them. In that respect, he did not feel that there was a
superiority over animals. That is why the verse says ‘Hevel also brought from the first-born animals’, i.e. he also shared the
attitude of Kayin that man was not allowed to kill animals, except for offerings to God, as if to say that He has superiority over
Man and beast, for they all die and He remains. Man however has no superiority over animals save to shepherd them ... this is
why he was killed since his views were so close to those of Kayin and people could easily be fooled by them and follow them.

However, since Hevel’s view was that there is some superiority of man over animals, in that they dominate them and are able
to kill them for the purposes of sacrifice, and this is closer to a recognition on his part of the superiority of man over animals
and a realization of [man’s] the ability, as master, to bring an offering from his flock and their fats, God accepted Hevel and
his offering as closer to the truth than that of Kayin. He did not accept Cain and his offering since it was far from the truth,
given that he believed that man has no superiority over animals and he did not recognize his status as the master when he
brought from the fruits of the ground and not from the fruits of the tree.

God said to him: “Why are you angry and why are you depressed?” This means - you are correct when you say that man is born
like an animal, and he has no superiority or mastery over the other animals when he comes into the world, but he does have
the ability to rise and improve himself and turn his potential into reality in recognizing his superiority, but only if he improves
his actions ... This is what it means by: “If you improve you will succeed”.
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Because of this, Kayin became jealous of Hevel and killed him. This was a consequence of his original understanding that
man is not superior to animals. Kayin said to himself: “Since God has accepted Hevel and his offering, it appears that it is
acceptable to kill animals” and he did not see anything worse in killing Hevel than in killing any other animal. Since Hevel’s
beliefs were not entirely correct, he was not saved ....

When God appeared to Kayin and punished him for this, Kayin did not understand from this that killing humans was worse
than killing other animals. Rather, he believed that just as he had been punished for killing people, he would similarly be
punished for killing animals, given that man was not permitted to kill animals since animal life and human life were equal,
and the death of one was equivalent to the death of the other. This view remained amongst Kayin and his descendants until
the birth of Shet, who recognized the superiority of man over animals, as had his father. This is why the verse says about him:
“And he was born in his image”, because this alone represents the divine image of God in man. The earlier [generations] had
not recognized the superiority of humanity, which is his divine image.

All mankind remained with these three views - of Kayin, Hevel and Shet .... The viewpoint of Shet was, at first, not accepted
and was only followed by select individuals. The view of Kayin, however, became extremely widespread amongst his
descendants and, as a result of this, the world became full of violence, since they did not see any superiority of man over
animals, rather whoever was stronger was correct. Because of this, they became debased like animals, as a result of which,
the decree came from Heaven to wipe them out in the Flood.

When they had all been wiped out and only Noach and those with him in the ark remained, God wanted to uproot that view
and destroy it from the world. So when Noach emerged from the ark, he brought an animal offering to God. This was as a result
of his view that man had superior intellectual ability, to recognize and serve his Creator, more than animals, and to give
thanks to God for this.

Therefore his offering was accepted willingly, as the verse says: “And God smelled the sweet smell”. Since God was concerned
that this view, if not corrected, could easily slip into the view of Hevel, and the sons of Noach could think that the offering of
their father had been accepted just like the offering of Hevel, and thereby fall into the original error, God therefore,
immediately after the offering, was quick to allow them to kill and eat all animals. He said to them: “Like plants, | have given
you everything”, ie. just like even Kayin accepted that man was superior to plants, which were created for man’s benefit,
similarly all animals are for man’s benefit. Man is superior to them and they did not have the same spirit. Consequently,
murder was clearly prohibited, given that the spirit of man was not the same as the spirit of animals, because man was made
in the image of God. Man has an intellectual capability far deeper than that of animals. Consequently all animals were
permitted to Man and no one animal was superior to any other. Thus they were all permitted in order to uproot the previous
understanding and to wipe out its memory from the world.

However, when the Torah was given to the Jewish people, who had already removed this attitude, He prohibited certain
animals .....
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C3] HASHKAFIC AND HALACHIC ATTITUDES TO EATING MEAT

* Even when meat was permitted after the Flood, a strict prohibition was introduced on eating the animal’s blood® since this is
equated with the life of the animal.

* Some commentators? have suggested that this prohibition on blood is to remind us that eating meat is not ideal and is a concession
granted on strict condition that we have proper reverence for the life of the animal.
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After Sinai the Jewish people were placed back on a fully vegetarian (vegan?) diet with the Manna (which is compared to
seeds). When they rejected this and lusted for meat, the results were disastrous and the place was named ‘The Graves of
Lust’!

6. Bereishit 9:4, Vayikra 19:26, 17:10-12, Devarim 12:16,23,25, 15:23. Eating blood is one of the few prohibited foods which also carries the penalty of karet.
7. See Moshe D. Cassuto quoted by Nechama Leibovits in Studies in Bereishit p. 77.
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In Vayikra the Torah appears to prohibit slaughtering any animal other than as a korban and appears to equate killing
animals (other than as korbanot) with murder!
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The Sefer Hachinuch explains that animals were designated to help mankind by acting as a kapara or for their
fundamental needs, such as food and healing. Killing animals for other reasons, whilst not real murder, is akin to
bloodshed since it is purposeless.

* Eretz Yisrael is praised for many foods but meat is not one of them!
* When Chazal designated berachot according to the importance of food, meat (and animal products) are at the bottom of the chain.
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In Devarim, when the Torah permitted eating non-korban meat, it is clear that the urge to do so comes from ‘ta’ava’ -
lust. We were also commanded only to eat meat slaughtered from our own herds and flocks.
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Rashi understands that the Torah is telling us that we should not desire to eat meat unless we have enough money.
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Chazal learnt from this verse that a person should limit their consumption of meat and should not buy it from a store.
Rashi understands this to mean that we should not spend extra money on buying meat, but only if we have a spare animal
from our flock. Homiletically, it could also mean that we should only eat meat which we are prepared to personally
slaughter and that simply buying meat from a store without experiencing its death is unacceptable!
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The Kli Yakar understands that the Torah does not want us to eat meat and therefore places barriers in our way - hunting
and kashering the meat - which are intended to make it too difficult to be worth our while.
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Rambam rules this halacha - that a person should eat meat only on Shabbat and should certainly never overeat.
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The Be’er Hetiv records a number of customs not to eat too much meat, and quotes the Arizal that one should try not to
eat meat during weekdays

C4] FUTURE ASPIRATIONS?
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Rav Kook understood that, just as mankind was created to be vegetarian - representing the idyllic state of Man’s
symbiotic relationship with the animal world - so too at some stage in the time of Mashiach, mankind will return to a
vegetarian state.  This will be accompanied by a transformation in the nature of animals to a level of intelligent
awareness! Then, just as animals were not carnivorous before the Sin, they will again cease to eat each other and exist in
harmony with each other. This Messianic state’ is Rav Kook’s understanding of the famous pesukim in Yishaya:-
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The wolf will live with the lamb and the leopard will lie down with the kid; and the calf and the young lion and the fatling together; and a little child
shall lead them. And the cow and the bear shall feed; their young shall lie down together; and the lion shall eat straw like the ox. And the suckling
child play on the hole of the cobra and the weaned child put his hand on the viper's nest. They shall not hurt or destroy in all My holy mountain
because the world will be full of the knowledge of God, as the waters cover the sea.

24. After the Flood, the descendants of Noach, that is all Mankind, were permitted to be carnivorous. Since the land had become
filled with violence and man had given free rein to his worst instincts, man was no longer required to make the supreme moral
exertions required to forgo the slaughter of animals. It was far more important that he should, at least, utilize what moral fibre
he still possessed in refraining from killing his own kind and respecting the life of his neighbor. It was for this reason, Rav
Kook maintained, that mankind had been permitted to slaughter animals for food. He calls this a “transitional tax” or
temporary dispensation until a “brighter era” is reached . In the meantime, mankind was afforded a controlled outlet for its
animal passion. This dispensation is merely a temporary one instituted in deference to moral frailty, and in force only until the
time comes when ... “Nation shall not lift up sword against nation, nor learn to make war any more ...” (Isaiah 2:4)

Studies in Bereishit by Nechama Leibowitz (p. 77)
Rav Kook discusses the prohibition on eating meat in his work ‘Tallelei Orot’ (here explained by Nechama Leibowitz).
Permission to eat meat was a temporary dispensation to redirect mankind’s violent passions away from killing other
people. In the Messianic era, this will be unnecessary.

* Rav Kook himself was not a full vegetarian (he ate meat on Shabbat)° and was not in favour of adopting vegetarianism as a ‘higher’
ethical lifestyle in these times for a number of reasons:-

(i) We have to deal with human strife and suffering before we turn our ethical sensitivities to animal welfare. 0

(ii) We do not yet live in the morally sensitive days of Mashiach. Raising the status of animals could, given our own low level, simply
result in us equating animals and humans and thereby lowering our moral sensitivities to other people.t!

(iii) The equation of people and animals could result in us lowering our own moral standards to animalistic levels.

8. Note also the Messianic aspirations of other Nevi'im who look forward to wine, fruit, grain, oil - never meat! See Yoel 4:18, Amos 9:14, Hoshea 2:24.

9. Rav Kook wrote an entire kuntrus on vegetarianism - 0w m»nnnsn ynn. See
https://he.wikisource.org/wiki/%D7%97%D7%96%D7%95%D7%9F_%D7%94%D7%A6%D7%9E%D7%97%D7%95%D7%A0%D7%95%D7%AA_%D7%95%D7%94%D7%A9%
D7%9C%D7%95%D7%9D

10. Hapeles vol 3 no. 11 (Av 5663) p. 658.

11. Ibid.

12. Ibid p. 659. One wonders what Rav Kook would say if he could see the contemporary ethics of Peter Singer. Note however the following quote from Singer - "/Tfhe aim of my
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* On the other hand, there is a concept that, as we draw near to Messianic era, many of the curses resulting from the Sin of Adam will
gradually be reversed.13 Perhaps the return to vegetarianism could be seen in this light.

* One of the major objections to the contemporary animal rights lobby is their frequent equation of human and animal death e.g.
- ‘Holocaust on your Plate’ - a deeply offensive major art exhibition in 2003 juxtaposing holocaust pictures with animal
slaughter; starving concentration camp victims and starving cows!4,
- the ethical positions of Peter Singer - animal rights activist and Professor Emeritus of Bioethics at Princeton e.g. acceptance
of infanticide and euthanasia, preference of medical experimentation on comatose humans over conscious animals,
acceptance of “mutually satisfying” sexual relations between humans and animals?s.

D] VEGETARIANISM ON SHABBAT
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The Rambam rules that eating meat and drinking wine are considered to be part of ‘oneg Shabbat’ - enjoying Shabbat.
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The Shulchan Aruch rules that the mitzvah of oneg Shabbat is subjective. Someone who gets more pleasure from fasting
on Shabbat is, in principal, allowed to fast and this is their ‘oneg’! This would certainly apply to someone who wished
not to eat meat on Shabbat.

E] VEGETARIANISM ON YOM TOV
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The Gemara (Pesachim 109a) discusses the mitzva of Simchat Yom Tov. At the time of the Beit Hamikdash the simcha
was generated through meat (of the korban) and wine. Now that we have no korbanot, the simcha remains (for men at
least) only in the wine.
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According to some mefarshim (the Ran and Tosafot), even in the time of the Beit Hamikdash it was not obligatory to eat
the meat of the korban, simply a ‘mitzva min hamuvchar’ - the ideal way to do the mitzva.
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Despite the conclusion of the Gemara in Pesachim, the Rambam rules that there is no simcha on Yom Tov without meat!

argument is to elevate the status of animals rather than to lower the status of any humans" (Practical Ethics, p. 77).
13. See ‘The Real Messiah’ Rabbi Aryeh Kaplan pp. 87-89 on the changes in access to food, childbirth, the feminist movement and other matter in the run up to the Messianic age.
14. See http://thesocietypages.org/socimages/2008/05/05/petas-holocaust-on-your-plate-campaign/ for some striking and disturbing examples.

15. You can consider Professor Singer's views from his own website - https://www.petersinger.info/ and from http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Peter_Singer
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The Beit Yosef expresses surprise that the Rambam includes the requirement to eat meat as Simchat Yom Tov.
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The Shulchan Aruch rules the halacha of Simchat Yom Tov without reference to the obligation to eat meat.
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The Biur Halacha explains that there is no obligation today to eat meat on Yom Tov since there is no korban shelamim.
One does however fulfil a mitzva by eating meat on Yom Tov since meat does contribute to simcha.
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Chazal associated even ordinary meat with simcha and prohibited eating meat before Tisha B’Av.

E] HUMAN HEALTH ISSUES

* Animals are often injected with hormones and antibiotics etc.. As such, should we avoid eating meat on health grounds?
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As well as a general principle of the importance of preserving human life, there is a prohibition on doing anything which
may be dangerous to health.

- RN DNNY T NNN NN 3" 0IAT L TN D2YNN XNV - MIVP NPPIN NOYN NMIVP TN MUYNYN vl 35.
.71 OINI19 YWY ("op ©onm) IINIY 1NN DIV DY ,NIN NIITI NVNYN

9 NN
Chazal debated whether a woman was allowed to become pregnant if there is a special danger to her life. They
concluded that we invoke the principle ‘shomer peta’im Hashem’ - God protects the simple. As such, one can undertake
certain risky ventures and trust in protection from Heaven.
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The Gemara here adds the condition that the risk must be something undertaken standardly by the masses. Thus when it
comes to everyday activities which are normally engaged in by people in society, even though they could be dangerous,
they are not prohibited (e.g. crossing the road).

While it is positive to avoid anything which is potentially harmful to health, unless there is a clear danger in eating a specific product,
there would be no halachic prohibition in eating normal meat. This analysis will change as the research and medical opinion develops.
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