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Shminiincludes a discussion of Kashrut and
eating is, of course, a very Jewish activity
and food is always central to any Simcha.
There is much to consider in the kosher
kitchen, from properly kashered meat,
not mixing milk and meat, to checking
vegetables for bugs, not eating chometz
on Pesach and much else besides.

However, all too often, we get caught up
in the details of what we need to do. So
for the next few minutes, | would like to
take a step back and consider why we go
to so much trouble to eat kosher. Let us
look at some reasons, both ancient and
modern, as to why we should watch what
we put into our mouths.

The Rambaminthe Guideforthe Perplexed
(3:48) explains that, ‘Food forbidden by
the Torahis unwholesome and of harmful
character. Thus (for example) the reason
the Torah forbids consumption of pig is
to be found in its habits, which are very
dirty and loathsome.’

Forthe Rambam, Kashrut canbe explained
as a healthier way to live since non-kosher
foodis harmful to us physically. However
as we shall see, many of the Rabbis felt
keeping kosher to be more than simply
eating food of good nutrition.

The Sefer HaChinuch (Mitzvah 79)
understands our dietary rules to come
from the fact that, ‘the body is the tool
of the soul through which the latter
accomplishes its functions and without
which it could never fulfil its tasks.’
Keeping mitzvot ensures that a person’s
neshamah is nurtured and able to grow
spiritually. Since the soul is housed in the
physical body and acts through it, the
Torah commands us to perform physical

actions and the commandments work
to bring spirituality into the material
world. The soul can only operate within
a spiritually healthy body and as such
Kashrut keeps us tahor - spiritually
pure, ensuring that the soul not be
defiled. This also means that Kashrut
cannot be understood as simply ‘health
advice’. Rather Kashrut, according to
the Sefer HaChinuch, is about creating
a nurturing home for the soul. We build
a spiritual home for the soul by listening
to the Torah, rather than by consulting a
nutritionist.

This spiritual understanding of Kashrut
explains also why occasionally Kashrut may
seem strange or why the Torah does not
forbid us from eating dangerous creatures
such as vipers or deadly poisonous herbs.
The Abarbanel also points out that the
Torah did not, through Kashrut, seek to
heal our bodies or maintain our health,
but rather sought to maintain the purity of
the soul. It would seem therefore that man
is then left alone to workout for himself
which foods are healthy and nutritious
and which are not. The Abarbanel goes on
to explain that the Torah, ‘forbade food
which debases the purity of the soul, the
intellect, the human temperament and
character...accordingly, the Almighty
did not refer to forbidden animals as
poisonous or harmful, but unclean and
abominable, stressing the spiritual rather
than physical source of their prohibition.’
For Abarbanel, keeping Kosheris not about
physical health but spiritual health.

Keeping Kosher is of course a mitzvah,
something of great spiritual value.
However, as we all know, one can eat the

most kosher food in the world and yet
still speak gossip, dodge taxes and be an
uncouth immoral person. How can we
ensure that Kashrut affects us positively
and helps us be better people?

I would like to suggest an interpretation
of Kashrut, which | feel will allow eating
kosher to be a more spiritual experience.
Thisidea canalso be used to give meaning
to other commandments which we, on
occasion, find difficult to understand.

Firstly, we must consider what ‘spirituality’
actually is. To many people, spirituality is
about having good feelings whilst doing
a mitzvah. Light the Shabbat candles and
feel ‘connected’ or pray and become
inspired. However if spirituality depends
upon how we feel about things, then
it will follow that if prayer or keeping
Shabbat or anything else, does not work

with the spiritual to form a deeper and
more profound existence. This happens
whether we ‘feel it’ or do not ‘feel it’.

Kashrut is a way to integrate and join the
body with the soul. At the moment we eat
a properly koshered piece of meat, from
akosher animal, with the blood removed,
we are causing a cleaving or devekut,
as it is referred to in Chasidic thought,
between body and soul. It is the mitzvah
which acts as the gluing agent joining
body and soul together at that moment.
To the observer the body looks just as it
did amoment before, howeverinreality it
is now really at one with the soul and not
a separate material entity anymore.

Thisis true also when we performall other
mitzvot. When we shake a Lulav at Succot,
the mitzvahis not done by the body alone
but rather the mitzvah performance

Spirituality is about the meeting of heaven with earth, a
joining of the physical with the transcendent

for us, then we will conclude that for
us, the activity or mitzvah simply is not
‘spiritual’. Such a view turns spirituality
into something which is a ‘body’ thing. It
makes spirituality dependent upon vague
feelings and about what we selfishly get
fromthe experience. What we will define
as spiritual will depend upon our physical
reaction to the moment. However, in my
opinion, thisis not spirituality at all but its
opposite, an approach which values the
body above everything else. In truth, G-d
isreallyin all of our experience, especially
whilst we do a mitzvah, whether we
happen to ‘feel it’ or not.

So what then is spirituality?

Spirituality is rather about the meeting
of heaven with earth, a joining of the
physical with the transcendent, body
with soul without either being negated,
but both being raised together to a
higher existence as anew unit. When one
performs a mitzvah, the physical merges

causes an integration of body with soul.
It is not the body working for the soul or
the soul working for the body but each
joining together.

Next time you do a mitzvah, consider this
idea as you do it. Before the mitzvah the
body and soul are separate entities. The
mitzvah acts to combine the two into a
higher spiritual unit. As the body joins the
soul, our human concerns of the body are
put into perspective, making gossiping
or crude behaviour simply inappropriate.
Such things are done by the body in its
regular, lone state; however when the
body cleaves to the soul during a mitzvah,
the body is now raised to be in union with
the soul.

This idea is something which takes time
to really grasp, but can really help one
understand the power of mitzvot. So,
next time you have something to eat, or
do a mitzvah, consider what is happening
on this level and the experience will be
totally different.



