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Jewish Perceptions of Kashrut - I
One Person’s Story

Making the Switch to Kosher;

It’s a Work-in-Progress
After 12 years of marriage with a traif kitchen and 2 ‘traifly’-raised children of elementary school age, my husband and I decided (actually I decided, and he agreed) that our family would add a new mitzvah to our lives; ‘keeping kosher’.  We were at a stage in our steadily increasing Conservative Jewish observance that this was the next logical step to take.  Now mind you, it wasn’t so terribly foreign to us, each of us having grown up in homes with kosher kitchens.  Nonetheless, while spiritually uplifting, the changes in our lives have been, at times, well….challenging.

In the Beginning……

My mother has always been very strict about what food comes into her kosher kitchen (and anywhere else inside my parents’ house) and I learned all that I know about separating meat from milk from my childhood years at home.  But, I also learned that kosher stopped at our front door and that the wide, wide world of lobster, pork with Chinese vegetables, eggs with bacon, and nonkosher steaks was just a restaurant away.  With the exception of infractions like buttered potatoes that came with the steak, we did avoid blatant violations of milk with meat while in the restaurant world: no cheeseburgers; no milkshakes with a burger, no milk with dinner, etc.  Was this conflicting message damaging to my Jewish identity?  I don’t think that it was.  Why?  Well because, unlike most of my childhood Jewish friends who hadn’t a clue what it meant to keep kosher, I was reminded daily, with each home meal that I sat down to and each bag lunch that I toted to school, that I was Jewish.  Despite the mixed message that my parents gave me, I derived a large amount of pride in my Jewish heritage from that kosher kitchen on Roosevelt St. and the kosher kitchen in my grandparent’s Brooklyn home. 

Oh, but then came college and living in the dormitory with two non-Jewish roommates.  From them, I learned the art of how to cook meat lasagna, pork chops, and other prohibited creations.  It wasn’t that I craved these new foods; I was simply attempting, like many other non-orthodox Jews, to fit in with a predominantly non-kosher American culture.  “If we can eat fried shrimp in the restaurants,” I thought, “why can’t I cook cream of mushroom beef casserole in my dormitory kitchen?”  At the time, I never felt that this food issue was compromising my allegiance to Judaism.  

This move from part-time kosher to full-time traif continued from college, to independent living, and into marriage.  Why should I keep a kosher kitchen in my home when I didn’t follow dietary laws everywhere else I went?   I craved a more consistent mode of lifestyle.  So, the consistency I chose was traif at home and traif out of the home -- lobster here, there, and everywhere!

One Step at A Time

So, 3 years ago, when my family embarked on this latest improvement in our Jewish observance, we approached it in the same way we had approached Shabbat observance; one small step at a time.  My Israeli brother who made aliyah almost 10 years ago, and does not keep a kosher kitchen in his married home, tells me that Orthodox authorities say that you either go all the way right away or you will never get there.  I have seen, that for our family, taking it all in small bites at a time has made the experience so much more palatable; so much more realizable.  And, I wondered, isn’t some observance in one’s life preferable to absolutely no observance? 

I began by buying kosher food for our Friday night Shabbat dinners only.  Making the special weekly purchase of a kosher chicken, roast, or prepared meal added to the holiness of our Friday night observance.  And when the purchase was at a kosher market, I felt, for one moment in time, each week, that everyone around me was preparing for Shabbat.  There’s a certain sense of excitement in the air at the kosher market on Fridays that one gets perhaps while in Israel or while living in an Orthodox Jewish community.  “Good Shabbos” I would say to the cashier on my way out the door and she would respond accordingly.  At the local grocery store, “shopping was a pleasure” (that’s their motto as well), but at the kosher market, shopping was a weekly experience in Jewish community; an experience that, up until the time that I began to frequent the kosher markets, had only been felt at shul. 

It wasn’t long before I felt in my bones that we would someday take this kosher living beyond our Friday night dinner table. And now, when people asked me if we kept kosher, instead of answering “No.”, I would answer with the more optimistic, “Not yet.”

After a year or so of kosher food on Friday nights only, we made the leap to kosher food at home every day. Having acquainted myself with the kosher butchers and bakeries over the prior year, it was a simple leap to make. And, due to my mother’s fine example, I already had an education on how to examine the food labels in the grocery store.  Shopping trips grew slower and longer as I began to read the ingredients on the many canned, boxed, and frozen items that I had once haphazardly tossed into the cart.  

As the days and months progressed, it no longer seemed unusual to have only kosher food in the house.  This gradual move had comfortably settled itself into our lives.

And What About the Dishes?

American culture, having conditioned me to the notion that one is “showered” with gifts during a major life cycle event (marriage; birth of a child); lead me to contemplate the idea of throwing myself a ‘Kosher Kitchen Conversion Shower’.  But I quickly let go of that selfish thought, recognizing that this was something that we should have gotten our acts together on at the start of our marriage.  Since we strayed from kashrut, we, alone, would have to shoulder the burden of starting over again.

This particular aspect of our “kosher conversion” had been much slower than anticipated.   While awaiting the final step of ‘major kitchen overhaul’, we made separations among our old traif dishes for meat and dairy and on Pesach we splurged for paper goods. Our garage was slowly filling up with shopping bags and boxes of brand new dishes, knives, Tupperware, and pots.  Many items were generous gifts from my parents.  But there was still so much more to purchase in order to replace all that we had in the kitchen. 

Why was it taking us so long to re-do the kitchen?  Was my brother correct about the need to do it all right away?  Were we really not willing to go all the way?  Am I too much of a perfectionist---wanting all of the new kitchen tools purchased before I could make the switch?  Or, did I just need a little help with the children for a week?   (We have since been blessed with our third child!)

I found myself fantasizing about the celebratory party we would have when the last new dairy and meat forks were placed in their respective drawers.  I’ve even created the invitation in my mind.  The cover would say, “We’re coming out of the closet!”  And just when everyone gasps thinking that we’re announcing some hidden sexual orientation, the inside would say, “The traif dishes, that is!”

Consistency Rears Its Stubborn Head

Oh yes, I was the one who craved consistency, remember?  So what to do about the ‘outside of the home’ situation?  The more I came to understand what kashrut meant to the Jewish people, the more I had difficulty reconciling a double life.

So, for a Conservative Jew, what does it mean to keep kosher outside of the home?  Can we only go to the very few kosher restaurants in the tri-county area?  We were not “glatt” kosher in the home.  What would we do in other people’s homes we were invited to?  What did our Conservative rabbi do when he ate out?  We learned that many kashrut observant Conservative Jews would eat in a non-kosher restaurant but would restrict their selection to a certain few meatless items on the menu.  This compromise seemed reasonable and practical for our situation.

At first I didn’t even attempt to convince my husband and children to only eat dairy, vegetarian, and fish in non-kosher restaurants; I just did it myself.  After all, I didn’t even know if I could survive the “experiment”.

The most difficult adjustment for me was giving up the fast food drive-thru windows.  They had been such an integral part of my busy days on the road.  I fantasized about the big bucks I could make if I opened my own kosher fast food restaurant until I learned that it was not halachically kosher to “eat on the run”.

After about 6 months (I can’t remember exactly) of my family watching me take the challenge, my husband decided to jump on the wagon.  It was only natural now, that the children would be expected to follow suit. My husband had the added challenge of explaining to all of his co-workers why he would no longer order that deluxe char-burger at the local lunch hangout they had frequented over the last 15 years.

We were now entering the uncharted waters of kosher living outside of the home.

Family and Jewish Friends – It’s Actually Harder on Them

“Oh, I’m afraid that my kitchen will not be kosher enough for you,” my mother told me with the mixed feelings of both pride for our decision to keep kosher and embarrassment about her mixed-message kosher living.  She knew that once I got myself into something, I was somewhat of a perfectionist.  

Once we made the decision to be ‘conservatively’ kosher outside of our home, we also had to learn to deal with a lot of uncomfortable and yes, even angry Jewish friends. 

“I’ll never be able to invite you over for dinner anymore”, my closest friend lamented.  I assured her that we would be okay with the traif dishes just as we would in a restaurant. 

Then there are the jokes about having to pass a traif food detector at our doorway.

Jewish friends tend to be the most resistant to and/or perplexed by our new lifestyle.  This has saddened me a great deal, for to me, anyone who makes an effort to be more observant in any way (Jewish or Otherwise) deserves the utmost respect of others; whether they agree with the practice or not. I have vegetarian friends whom I had invited over frequently and always made sure to have something to accommodate their restrictions.  Was this kosher thing really so terrible for people to contend with?    

 I had naively expected responses of admiration from our Jewish friends.  Responses, like, “Wow, that’s really great that you’ve made that step in your lives; it’s just not for us right now.” would have been much easier to take, then “Do I have to make a trip to the kosher market now in order to invite you over for dinner?” 

We don’t wish to put anyone out of their way.  When we attend family and friends’ parties, we make do with side dishes and snacks if we have to.  But it is the very special and caring friend or relative who makes an effort to serve a fish meal, a dairy meal, or a kosher chicken meal with parve side dishes (Empire kosher chicken is carried in most regular grocery stores) for their kosher guest. 

The most ironic thing about all of this is that one of the many objectives of observing kashrut is the cohesion of the Jewish people.  In our increasingly assimilated and anti-religious society, kashrut has served instead, to divide us Jews further apart from each other.

So, I try to explore the reasons behind the uneasiness.  Are we just getting to be too Jewish for some of our Jewish friends?  Is kashrut viewed with such distaste and lack of understanding among modern American Jews that we are considered to be archaic or stupid?  Or, do we just annoy everyone by reminding them of what they know they should be doing, but are not?   Whatever the reason, it really hurts sometimes; and the hurt is on a level of loss to the Jewish community rather than a loss to us personally.

I’ll Bet That You’ve Been Wondering About the Children

We wondered, my husband and I, could we really pull this off with a 9 and one half year old daughter and a 5 year old son whom had come to expect McDonald’s Chicken McNugget Happy Meals at least once a week?  It seemed like just yesterday that we were teaching our daughter the skills needed to crack open a stone crab and dip it in the butter sauce and now we were telling her that stone crabs were a big “no, no”.  It seemed just like yesterday that our son would bring a juice box to his school so that he wouldn’t have milk with the chicken nuggets they served, and now we were pulling the reins tighter by eliminating the nuggets altogether. Top that off with the fact that our son has an autistic disorder (autistic people crave sameness and resist change in routine) and you have what might seem to be a recipe for disaster.

When it comes to the children, we really do envy those families who had always kept kosher; who never had to change their children’s menus midstream in their childhood; who sent their children to Jewish schools where everyone ate kosher food in the cafeteria and no one colored in Christmas trees in December.  They certainly had an easier time of it then we did. 

Well, our approach has always been that humble honesty works wonders with the children.  They learned that mommy and daddy don’t always do everything that God has asked the Jewish people to do.  They learned that most of the Jewish people do not follow all of God’s mitzvot.   We have taught them that it is important to always try and improve yourself.   This is what mommy and daddy are trying to do with our family; be better Jews than we were yesterday; follow one more mitzvah then we were following before.  That is why we were not keeping kosher 3 years ago, but we are now.  

We teach them in simple language why we keep the kosher laws. 

My children throw around words like ‘parve’ and ‘gelatin’ the way that other kids their age throw around words like pizza and soda. 

Despite our age-appropriate explanations and loving ways, there are still difficult moments to contend with.  Our children are now so different from the other more secular Jewish children (and Jewish adults) that they come into contact with daily.  These Jews are not always supportive of our kosher lifestyle.  What will the effect be on the children?   Would it have been better for us to just keep kosher at home like our parents did so that we could continue to mingle easily among the secular world?  Or is the only solution to become Orthodox Jews, send our children to Jewish schools and move to an Orthodox community?  I can see many Orthodox readers of this article shaking their heads with thoughts of “I told you so”.  And perhaps, they are right.

And, so, we move our focus away from what the children can not have or do, and make an extra effort to emphasize the positive Jewish things we do year round.  In addition to the Chanukah and Passover celebrations that most American Jewish children experience, our children get to decorate their own family’s backyard sukkah, watch their parents dress up for Purim just as they do,  know the joy of weekly Shabbat dinners with songs, blessings and special food, feel the love and attention of our shul’s congregation on Shabbat mornings,  dance in the shul on Simchat Torah, and parade in the shul with our family’s own lulav and etrog on Sukkot.  These are examples of the many other ways in which we have enriched our level of Jewish living long before we made the kosher leap. 

And while many view our kosher lifestyle decision as a form of denial to our children; we have come to see how a life without kashrut, is itself a form of denial.  By keeping kosher observance out of their lives, we had denied them a set of values and daily living skills that were their rightful Jewish inheritance.

So, like many parents, we do what we think is best and we hope for the best.

The Bank Account and What the Heck Happened to the Kosher Bakery that Was There Last Week?

Well, it’s true.  Kosher meat and poultry costs 2 to 3 times more than non-kosher meat and poultry.  Explain this to someone who has always kept kosher and they are shocked but not at all depressed.  Keeping kosher is so intrinsically a part of their lives, that this news doesn’t rock their foundation.  They’ve only known one set of prices and they’ve become accustomed to them.  But, be the one who has just switched to kosher and you are both shocked and very depressed.  Even the canned soups are twice as much money.  Bar-B-Ques (once the cheaper mode of entertainment) are now reserved for the closest of family and friends.  The annual hit to our pocketbook runs in the thousands.

And the more expensive kosher meat doesn’t always smell so good and the chicken still has feathers in it.  Don’t the folks at Empire have the same plucking machines that they have at Purdue?  

The biggest problem is lack of demand.  If more Jews demanded kosher products, there would be more competition and therefore, better quality and lower prices.  

Kosher markets are now few and far between (we travel 40 minutes round trip to our closest market).

Additionally, because of the low demand for kosher outlets in our region, meat markets and bakeries are constantly going out of business, changing hands, moving, or simply going traif to stay in business.  Since the time we began keeping kosher, I have gone to 5 different bakeries because they have either closed down or have given up their kashrut certificate.  And nothing is around the corner.  No more picking up the hamburger patties at the corner grocery store for the Sunday Bar-B-Que.  Planning, planning, planning is always required to keep the freezer well stocked.

Sadly, since they know that there is no competition, kosher markets and restaurants are often run by people who are not very customer friendly.  They know that we have no place else to go.

It makes perfect sense to me why someone who tried to change to a kosher lifestyle would eventually give up.

So Why With All of the Frustrations and Hassles Would A Conservative American Jewish Family Like Ours Want to Keep Kosher?

Much to the shock of many Conservative Jews, Conservative Judaism did not do away with the kosher dietary laws.  Since, our family considers itself to be Conservative (and it’s not just because we like the shul), how could we continue to turn our backs on this important element of our Judaism?

Kashrut is not about outdated hygiene, sanitation, or health concerns as many Jews lacking in proper Jewish education have incorrectly come to believe.  

Kashrut, the laws of which can be found in the Torah, is, instead, about ethics and bringing Godliness to the world.  Godliness -  in the form of respect for the separation of life and death (separating dairy from meat), compassion for the animals that we eat (humane slaughtering rules); controlling our appetites (limiting which animals we will eat), cohesion of the Jewish community, and, overall raising the act of eating from that of an animal-like level to one of holiness.

In the Garden of Eden we were vegetarians.  Vegetarianism is the Jewish ideal.  The Messianic Age will bring us back to a vegetarian diet.  But, along the way, God realized that humans craved meat.  He made certain concessions, but with restrictions.  Only certain animals can be eaten.  Leave the others alone.  Don’t eat the blood because we should be repulsed at the shedding of blood.  Kill the animal quickly so as to limit its suffering.  Kashrut is a compromise between vegetarianism and unbridled consumption.

By keeping kosher, we get into the habit of exercising self-control.  This form of self-control often leads to self-discipline in other areas of our lives.  Why did God select certain animals over others for our consumption?  We don’t know and it really doesn’t matter, because the purpose is for us to realize that the whole world of animals is not there for our taking.  Judaism expects us to follow God’s commandments whether we understand them or not and whether or not we even believe in God.   Ours is a religion of behaviors; not beliefs.   We are expected to behave first; ask questions later.    The act of performing the behaviors, over time, leads to an understanding of their purpose and ultimately to a deeper sense of spiritual fulfillment.

The Jewish home is a sanctuary; the table, an altar. The kosher kitchen transforms a house ‘filled with Jews’ into a ‘Jewish home’. Our daily eating routines are turned into rituals of holiness, and depending upon whom we are eating with, mealtimes can often lead to discussions of esteemed Jewish values.  In other words, the way we eat, helps us to ‘think Jewishly’. 

Keeping kosher forces us to wear our Jewish identity on our sleeves wherever we go.  No longer can we be outwardly Jewish in some places and just blend-in in other places.  We have seen the dangers of Jews “blending-in” and assimilating themselves; then their children, right out of Jewish existence.  Our public observance can serve as a positive role model for other Jews who may not have otherwise considered keeping kosher. 

My husband and I were fortunate enough to each have parents who planted the kashrut seed in our hearts many years ago.  That seed has been left unattended to for much too long a time.   And, albeit the late start, we wish to plant the same seed in the hearts, minds, and souls of our three Jewish children.

Epilogue

Well, just prior to our 15th wedding anniversary, my husband and I (along with my mother who traveled three hours each way for this purpose) tore apart the entire kitchen, scrubbed the pantry shelves, every single part of my refrigerator and freezer, re-papered the shelves, and kashered a set of silverware, the counters, table, dishwasher, microwave, stovetop, conventional oven, and coffee maker.  We worked into the wee hours of the night for two weeks.  Out went 99.9% of my entire pre-marital and marital collection of kitchen utensils (right down to the little plastic coffee measuring cup).  In between all of this madness, Mom and I frantically made several shopping trips with whining children in tow, to fill in the gaps of needed kitchen tools.  My dining room table and floor became the intermediary resting place for these traif dishes, pots, pans, and myriad of utensils. The new meat and dairy dishes were cleaned and placed in their newly assigned meat and dairy cabinets and the huge inventory of our entire traif life was packed away for the charity truck to pick-up.  As we neared the emotional conclusion of this final step in the process, we paused to reflect on how much we had accomplished.   The smell of scouring powder and sweat was still fresh in the air as I took my mom around to thank her. Holding back the tears, I whispered in her ear, “Mom, I feel like I’ve been on vacation for a long time and I’m finally coming back home”. 

	What Do “Kosher” and “Halal” Mean?

By Jason Horn
Mystery deli terms explained
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What do kosher and halal mean, and what are the differences between them?
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Linguistically, at least, they’re very similar. Halal is Arabic for “permissible,” and kosher is Hebrew for “fit” or “proper.” Both refer to anything—not just food—that is allowed or correct under Islamic or Jewish religious laws, respectively. The opposite of halal is haram, meaning “forbidden,” and the opposite of kosher is treif, meaning “torn” and referring to the fact that flesh torn from an animal by wild beasts is not kosher.

Kosher and halal rules both prohibit consuming pork or animal blood of any kind. To be kosher or halal, a land animal or bird must be slaughtered by cutting the throat with a single stroke without cutting the spinal cord. All of the animal’s blood must also be drained completely (kosher salt is so named because the large crystals are good for drawing any residual blood out of meat). Both sets of rules also prohibit birds of prey and allow any other kind of bird. To be kosher, a land animal must have cloven hooves and chew cud (sheep, cattle, goats, deer, and bison are essentially the only kosher animals), but anything that’s not a pig or a carnivore can be halal.

Under kosher rules, a permissible fish must have fins and scales, and cannot be a scavenger or bottom-feeder (wild catfish are treif, but some farm-raised ones can be certified kosher, since their diets are controlled). There is some disagreement among halal authorities about fish. All kosher fish are definitely halal, but some interpretations allow the eating of shellfish. Both sets of rules forbid eating frogs and other amphibians.

As for processed foods, kosher and halal certifications (the most common are the Orthodox Union’s U_ inside an _O for kosher and the Islamic Food and Nutrition Council of America’s M inside a crescent for halal) verify that no substances derived from forbidden animals are contained in the product, and that it wasn’t made using machines that process treif or haram foods. Some kosher authorities allow animal-derived gelatin because it has been changed so much in processing that it is no longer considered meat, but most halal authorities do not.

The biggest difference between the two is that kosher rules forbid the mixing of meat and dairy products. People who keep strict kosher have two sets of dishes and sometimes two refrigerators to keep them separate (kosher products labeled pareve are neither meat nor dairy and can be eaten anytime). Under halal rules, though, cheeseburgers are totally OK. Islam bans alcohol, so products containing even a tiny amount are haram. Judaism is much more booze friendly—all distilled liquor and most beer is kosher, and wine (and all other grape-based foods) can be kosher if made only by Jews.

Many strict halal butchers and restaurants call their food zabihah halal. The word refers to the process of halal slaughter and generally means that special care has been taken to ensure that all the slaughtering rules have been followed. Glatt kosher is the equivalent on the other side. Glatt means “smooth,” and means that the animal’s lungs have been examined for blemishes (diseased animals are treif), but it has come to refer to any strict level of kosher adherence. Zabihah.com provides a directory of halal restaurants and markets around the world, and the Orthodox Union lets you search the thousands of products it certifies as kosher.

A former editorial intern at CHOW, Jason Horn is now an art/photo assistant at Cooking Light magazine in Birmingham, Alabama. He loves sweet tea and barbecue, but pines constantly for a San Francisco burrito. Or sushi. 

Published March 07, 2007
VI. http://religionsetspolitics.blogspot.com/2009/03/kashrut-supervision.html

Wednesday, March 18, 2009

Kashrut Supervision 

Orthodox Jews and many Conservative Jews keep kosher. This is a series of dietary laws as laid out in the Torah and explicated in the Talmud and later works. Major rules include prohibitions on the consumption of certain types of animals, a prohibition on mixing meat and milk, and requirements for how animals must be slaughtered in order for the meat to be kosher. Many Orthodox Jews will only consume food that has been specifically supervised to ensure that no non-Kosher contaminants have entered the food. Such supervision is marked on food packaging with small labels indicating what organization supervised the food. This symbol is called a hechsher (plural hechsherim). For example, in the United States if you look on many foods in the United States you will see a small U inside a circle on the packaging. This symbol indicates that the food is under the kashrut supervision of an organizaton called the Orthodox Union. 

Why am I thinking about kashrut supervision today?

Wolfish Musings talks about a new milk being sold in New York and New Jersey that is aimed at the ultra-Orthodox population has no less than four hechserim. The vast majority of Orthodox Jews have no issue with food that has a single hechsher. Indeed, it is generally difficult to find a food with multiple hechsherim on it. Moreover, while arguments do exist in the Orthodox community over which hechsherim are really trustworthy enough, most of those arguments are about the hechsherim for meat products. The laws concerning milk products are much simpler than the laws for meat. Ultra-Orthodoxy seems to be about trying to find new ways to be strict that no one previously has ever worried about. Indeed the motto of the milk company is "Machmirim bnei Machmirim" which translates as "The strict who are children of the strict." If anyone can give an explanation for why someone would think that four different hechsherim would be at all useful or halachically better I'd like to hear it. 

Kenneth Lasson, a law professor at the University of Baltimore
July 13, 2009

Hebrew National And Kosher Politics – When Being Kosher Isn't Kosher Enough

“You want to do business in this industry, you need to follow the rules of the ‘Kashrut Mafia.’ Most are just businesses with a touch of religion. Just enough to use it to bully us…"
Hebrew National & Kosher Politics
What’s kosher about answering to a higher authority?
Kenneth Lasson • Baltimore Jewish Times


“No one should see how laws or sausages are made.”
— Otto von Bismarck


Barbecued hot dogs are as American as apple pie on the Fourth of July — and as universal, for that matter, as Israeli cookouts on Yom Ha’atzmaut or Lag B’Omer. In fact, they’re consumed around the world, from Australia to Zambia, and have become a major part of the increasingly capitalistic fast-food business in communist China and Russia.

But nowhere are as many hot dogs eaten as in the United States. We bite into more than 20 billion of them a year — some 818 every second from Memorial Day to Labor Day, according to the National Hot Dog & Sausage Council. (Yes, there is such a group, which also lists things like the biggest hot dog-selling cities — Baltimore/Washington is third behind New York and Los Angeles — as well as even more arcane trivia.)

It’s a $4 billion-a-year business, a large share of which is the kosher dog market (preferred by 6 million Americans, according to the NHD&SC, only a quarter of whom are Jewish). And that number is growing at twice the rate of consumption of all other kosher foods.

Little wonder, then, that the controversy surrounding the Hebrew National brand — which was recently rated by Consumer Reports as the best in overall quality among all hot dogs (Oscar Mayer, the largest producer, came in eighth) — is mushrooming by the day.

But the most fascinating fact may be that many Orthodox Jews will not eat any Hebrew National meat products. The underlying reasons for this irony are a hodgepodge of Halachah (Jewish law) and rabbinic infighting — power, profits and politics — much of it as juicy and spicy as what goes into the common sausage.

Here’s the story, in a variety of casings.

From Whence the Wiener?

One of the oldest forms of processed food, the common sausage can be traced as far back as the Roman Empire. (It was mentioned in Homer’s “Odyssey” in the ninth century B.C.)



According to food historians, the edible “dachshund” or “little dog” was created in the late 1600s by Johann Georghehner, a butcher in Coburg, Germany, who later traveled to Frankfurt-am-Mein to promote it. (In 1987, Frankfurt celebrated the 500th birthday of the frankfurter in that city, although the good burghers of Vienna (Wien), Austria, point to the term “wiener” as proof of the concoction’s true birthplace.)

Bruce Kraig, a professor emeritus in history and humanities at Roosevelt University in Chicago, writes that although many lay claim to the hot dog roll as their own invention, it is likely the Germans introduced the practice of first eating their dachshund sausages on warmed buns.

The American version probably made its first appearance in the 1860s, when German immigrants sold sausages with milk rolls and sauerkraut from pushcarts in New York City’s Bowery neighborhood.

In 1871, Charles Feltman, a German butcher, opened up the first Coney Island stand, selling some 3,684 dachshund sausages in rolls during his first year in business. (Nathan’s Famous Frankfurters, which didn’t start until 1916, sold more than 360 million in 2008.)

Another German peddler named Antonoine Feuchtwanger began selling hot frankfurters during the St. Louis “Louisiana Purchase Exposition” in 1904. He provided a white glove with each purchase so that his customers’ hands would not be burned. His wife suggested that he cut costs by putting the sausages in an elongated bun, which his brother-in-law, a baker, dutifully supplied.

The origin of the term “hot dog” is in some dispute. Visitors to the 1893 Columbian Exposition in Chicago consumed large quantities of the sausage sandwiches, which in the same year became the standard fare at baseball parks. They were also current at Yale as early as 1894, when “dog wagons” sold them at the dorms — the name a sarcastic comment on where the meat came from. (“A hot dog is a cartridge filled with the sweepings of abattoirs,” H. L. Mencken said years later. “I devoured them in Baltimore way back in 1886, and they were then very far from newfangled.”)

Various urban legends link the first hot dogs to baseball games — at either Sportsman’s Park in St. Louis (home of the Browns) or the Polo Grounds in New York. The latter is said to be where a sports cartoonist named Tad Dorgan was covering a Giants game there on a cold day in 1902, when he heard a vendor cry out, “Get your dachshund sausages while they’re red hot!” He hastily sketched some barking dachshunds tucked into warm rolls and captioned the drawing with a simpler reference to “hot dogs.” The cartoon, however, has never been found — so the story might be little more than, well, baloney.

Answering To A Higher Authority

A true immigrant success story, the Hebrew National saga began in 1905, in a six-story walk-up on East Broadway in the Lower East Side of Manhattan.

The Hebrew National Kosher Sausage Factory processed kosher meats for New York’s numerous delicatessens. In 1928, a Romanian immigrant butcher named Isadore Pinckowitz (later Pines), who had begun peddling meat from the back of a horse-drawn wagon, bought the Hebrew National plant and landed a contract with Waldbaum’s, the city’s largest grocery chain catering to Jewish households.

At first primarily aimed at the growing number of Eastern European Jews filtering through Ellis Island, the company gradually expanded its product line and consumer base. In 1935, Isadore’s son, Leonard, took over the business and began to take advantage of the newly booming supermarkets. By the middle of the 20th century, Hebrew National had become the largest, most recognized kosher brand in the United States.

In 1965, the company launched its famous “We Answer to a Higher Authority” advertising campaign. The slogan quickly achieved its purpose, morphing into a symbol for quality and appealing to both Jews and non-Jews alike. After a series of corporate buyouts, Hebrew National became National Foods and moved its headquarters and distribution center to a large processing plant in Indianapolis.

In 1993, National Foods was acquired by huge food conglomerate ConAgra, which sought to capitalize on the Hebrew National reputation for using pure beef and disdaining artificial coloring and flavoring additives. By now, Skip Pines, Leonard’s son, had taken over. In 2004, Hebrew National closed the Indianapolis operation and moved into a state-of-the-art kosher processing plant in Quincy, Mich.

Today, with a work force of 500 people in the U.S., Hebrew National is the largest kosher meat processor in the world, producing 720 million hot dogs a year. It’s the leading brand in Baltimore, San Diego, Miami/Fort Lauderdale, Los Angeles, Phoenix, Seattle, Portland, Las Vegas, Denver and San Francisco.

Although Hebrew National also makes salami, bologna, knackwurst, polish sausage, deli meats — even its own brand of sauerkraut and mustard — it’s best known for its beef franks, which do a big business at ballparks around the country. Most of the hot dogs sold by Aramark, the Orioles concessionaire, are the Esskay brand (up to 15,000 at a single game and an estimated 750,000 a season), but Hebrew National dogs are also available at the concession stands (where they’re cooked on non-kosher grills).

Don’t look for them, though, at the kosher stand at Camden Yards; never have been there, probably never will be.

The Politics of Kashrut

More than one prominent Orthodox rabbi has suggested that modern kashrut “is 2 percent Halachah and 98 percent ego and money and politics,” which might explain why many of the people interviewed for this article spoke on condition of anonymity.

Over the past half-century, kosher certification has become big business, and is not limited to food processing. The largest among them, certifying close to a half-million products, is the Orthodox Union. But there are at least a hundred other companies, many of them privately owned and operated, each with its own distinctive symbol, offering supervision for a price.



They come in all shapes (Circle K, Diamond K, Heart K, Triangle K) and from far and wide (California K, Florida K, Earth K). They apply their seals of approval to everything from hidden ingredients that need supervision (like chemicals and colorings) to products that, according to most rabbinic authorities, don’t (like aluminum foil, bottled water and peaches). They cover specialty confection stores (like the local Cinnabon in Towson Town Center) to franchises of international restaurant chains (like the two Dunkin’ Donuts and a Subway sandwich shop on Reisterstown Road).

Kosher meat is probably the most complicated food to supervise, with the simple strictures provided in the Torah to the detailed practices and processes interpreted and promulgated by rabbinic scholars over the centuries. Although disputes among Orthodox authorities about precise interpretations of halachic parameters have existed for ages, most will agree that there is a well-defined objective standard. Meat below this baseline is un-kosher; above it, kosher.

By the 1930s in Baltimore alone, there were more than 300 kosher butchers — at least, they called themselves kosher. According to a recent article by Rabbi Dovid Katz, a respected historian, this was also “a golden era for cheaters” — so much so that the local rabbis took out an ad in the BALTIMORE JEWISH TIMES appealing to Jewish housewives not to rely on the Hebrew sign on a butcher shop that read “Kosher.”

At the bottom of the notice was a message in Yiddish: “Koift nisht fun die chislers!” (“Don’t buy from the cheaters!”). In one incident, “genuine” kosher hot dogs were imported from New York and widely consumed, until it was discovered that they were not kosher at all.

In fact, there seemed to be a never-ending series of kashrut scandals at the time, many involving leading rabbis. Much of this was reported in the New York Times and later catalogued in a book by Harold Gastwirt titled “Fraud, Corruption, and Holiness: The Controversy Over The Supervision of Jewish Dietary Practice in New York City, 1881-1940,” which is a kosher version of Upton Sinclair’s classic 1906 muckraking of the meatpacking industry, “The Jungle.”

Which kosher supervision is considered the most reliable? It’s hard to get a definitive answer from anyone who has a stake in the business — but most will agree that what it boils down to is a matter of trust. The faith that many strictly Orthodox kosher consumers rely upon is that vested in their local rabbis, many of whom in turn appear to be more subject to peer pressure than knowledgeable about the technicalities of kashrut.



It’s been five years since Hebrew National decided to change from its longtime in-house kosher quality control to an independent supervisory authority. It chose the Triangle K, under the direction of the Ralbag family, to put into place the strict standards required by Halachah.

Rabbi Jehoseph H. Ralbag, the chief kosher supervisor of the organization, was born in Jerusalem, where he studied at the Yeshivas Etz Chaim and Merkaz Harav. For the credential-minded — who seem to make up a large part of the observant Orthodox community — he is proud to note that he received rabbinical ordination “with the highest honors (Yore Yore Yodin Yodin),” by the most pious rabbis of the Holy Land: Rabbi Iser Zalman Meltzer (rosh yeshiva of Yeshivas Etz Chaim); Rabbi Yacov Moshe Charlap (rosh yeshiva of Merkaz Harav); and Rabbi Hirsh Pesach Frank (chief rabbi of Jerusalem).

Rabbi Ralbag is presently the spiritual leader of Congregation Bnai Israel in New York City. He is the author of the “Sefer Imre Yehosef,” a scholarly book on Jewish law, and has published numerous articles on various Torah subjects. He is also the kashrut consultant of the magazine The Synagogue Light, and is an executive member of the Union of Orthodox Rabbis of the United States and Canada.

The everyday operations of Triangle K Kosher Supervision and Certification are currently overseen by Rabbi Aryeh L. Ralbag and his two sons (Rabbis Eliezer and Tzvi Ralbag). Like his father, Aryeh Ralbag received a high-order ordination in Jerusalem. He heads the beit din (rabbinical court) on the Agudath HaRabbonim, the Union of Orthodox Rabbis of the United States and Canada, and is also chief rabbi of the Orthodox community in Amsterdam.

Of the major brands under Triangle K supervision (which include Sunmaid, Minute Maid, Wonder Bread, Del Monte, Frito-Lay, Mogen-David, Birds Eye, Ocean Spray, Hawaiian Punch and Mott’s), Hebrew National is easily the most complicated.

It took Rabbi Ralbag two years to set up Triangle K’s certification process for Hebrew National. It’s a huge operation. To keep the supply of meat flowing requires four slaughtering houses, one salting facility and a central processing plant — all under round-the-clock rabbinical supervision.

“Our mashgichim [supervisors] are carefully selected, scrutinized and regularly tested for their knowledge of constantly changing technology. They are all God-fearing men who learn every night; all are well-paid and work three-day weeks, with substantial rest periods,” he said.

Soon after Triangle K took over in 2004, the top lawmaking body of the Conservative movement issued its seal of approval for all Hebrew National meat products. The decision was supposed to have a large impact on religiously observant Conservative Jews, especially those living in smaller communities with limited access to kosher food.

Orthodox Jews, however, continued to stay away in droves, for reasons that remain unclear but appear to be largely bound up in rumor, innuendo and ambiguity. Many ostensible adherents to strict Halachah consider Triangle K to be “unreliable.”

Others refrain from buying Hebrew National because its meat is not “glatt kosher.” That term is used to describe a more expensive and complicated form of rabbinical supervision that requires the lungs of a ritually slaughtered animal to be carefully scrutinized for any imperfections.

If none are found, the animal is considered “glatt.” Minor imperfections, however, do not render it unkosher. This, too, is a subject of some controversy.

A number of rabbinic experts feel that the term glatt is overused — that is, relatively few animals truly meet the standard, which has become more a marketing tool than guarantee of superior purity.

Rabbi Yitzchak Abadi, who studied in Lakewood, N.J., under the famed Rabbi Aaron Kotler and was once the exclusive halachic authority in the Haredi (fervently observant) stronghold of Lakewood, N.J., founded a popular Web site called kashrut.org . Rabbi Abadi’s son, Aharon, who now runs the Web site, declared that Hebrew National’s meat “is certainly kosher for all who do not eat only glatt.”

Although it is preferable to eat glatt when available, says Rabbi Abadi, it is a chumrah, a voluntarily accepted restriction. Those who don’t limit themselves to glatt are still keeping kosher.

At the time Hebrew National switched to Triangle K, the Jewish newspaper The Forward editorialized that, although the stricter glatt standards “could help put an end to the string of urban legends and sordid explanations for why Orthodox Jews won’t consume [Hebrew National’s products], for a variety of sociological and religious reasons, the decisions are unlikely to translate into a significant increase in sales.” That prediction has proven accurate.

The number of Conservative customers account for only a small share of the kosher market. For many of the Orthodox, the main problem remains that Hebrew National is not glatt kosher.

Rabbi Menachem Genack, head of the Orthodox Union’s kashrut department, told The Forward that while the OU once certified both glatt and non-glatt meat, in the 1970s “market conditions” caused the organization to limit its supervision only to the former.

‘Kashrut Mafia’

But glatt continues to mean different things to different people.

“What’s glatt in Cleveland might not be glatt in Baltimore,” says Rabbi Don Moskovitz, a locally based mashgiach who works for several kosher certification organizations. Moreover, there are many Orthodox Jews — especially in smaller Jewish communities around the country — who do not limit themselves to glatt kosher meat but still consider themselves strictly kosher.

“Many people follow the higher glatt standard,” says Rabbi Moskovitz, “but there’s nothing wrong with Rabbi Ralbag’s hashgachah [endorsement] on meat. Hebrew National has to overcome some problems with its historical reputation.” He adds that he’s more concerned with the kashrut of everyday milk than he is about people eating Hebrew National.

“I’d love to make Hebrew National all glatt kosher,” says Rabbi Ralbag, “but there simply isn’t a large enough supply of meat in the world that would satisfy the traditional truly glatt standard ?and demand.”

Queried about the kashrus of Hebrew National, a spokesperson for the OU said that “we do not comment on other kosher certifications.”

The response was different, however, from the “Kashrus Hotline” of the Baltimore-based Star-K organization. “You should not eat Hebrew National.” When asked why, she said the Triangle K “is not considered reliable.”

Rabbi Aharon Abadi speaks bluntly about the multimillion-dollar kosher supervision business. “You want to do business in this industry, you need to follow the rules of the ‘Kashrut Mafia,’” he said. “Most are just businesses with a touch of religion. Just enough to use it to bully us into following their program. Ask anyone in the food industry. They know. Try getting an outside hashgachah in an area that is already someone’s turf.”

As to Triangle K, Rabbi Abadi wrote on the kashrut.org Web site, “Rabbi Ralbag is a G-d-fearing man and if he says it’s kosher, you sure can eat it. I can’t say the same for many of the other labels out there.”

“Do you remember when Drakes [a widely marketed brand of snack cakes] was under Rabbi Ralbag?” asked Rabbi Abadi. “It was treife [unkosher] according to some of these guys. Then the establishment organization got the account, now it’s kosher. Do you think they went out and kashered the whole plant, changed all the ingredients and so on? Please!”

According to Rabbi Ralbag, various Orthodox authorities summarily banned Coca-Cola when it was supervised by Triangle K in the early 1990s — but immediately accepted it as kosher the moment it was taken over by the OU (without any change in formula or processing). He says that Triangle K follows the traditional rules set down in the Shulchan Aruch, the code of Jewish law, and that its seal of approval is accepted categorically by the chief rabbi of Israel, where a large number of its products are widely distributed.

No Full Skinny

One local caterer who requested anonymity said, “You’ll never get the full skinny on kashrut supervision” — intimating that political and monetary considerations are paramount to candor.

Trustworthiness can be very subjective. The same Orthodox Baltimoreans who believe that Triangle K is not reliable because of past indiscretions broadly accept Star-K, even though it once certified a local non-Jewish caterer that served treife food on a “kosher” cruise.

The OU and Star-K have had numerous disputes over specific products. Each, for example, has had a policy prohibiting caterers under its supervision from using meats certified by the other.

Fans of kosher hot dogs might find this policy particularly egregious. Caterers under Star-K are currently forbidden to serve two brands of miniature hot-dogs-in-blankets, as well as 999 kosher hot dogs, all under the OU.

Star-K also bans sauerkraut marketed with the OU seal. (Consumers calling the Star-K’s kosher hotline are told that “we don’t have information” on those products. When asked if they can be used, the receptionist says, “I guess not.”)

For his part, Rabbi Ralbag has nothing negative to say about other kosher authorities. Instead, he refers obliquely to those who do with an old quote: “I think it’s sometimes more important what comes out of someone’s mouth than what goes into it.”

Kenneth Lasson, a law professor at the University of Baltimore, is a frequent contributor to the BALTIMORE JEWISH TIMES.
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Is it Kosher Now? The Evolution of Kashrut in the Wake of the Agriprocessor Fiasco 

By Benjamin Weiner 
May 15, 2009
From Kosher to Eco-Kosher to Righteously Kosher, Jews are amplifying the notion of the sacredness of food to include care for workers and the environment.
The Agriprocessors fiasco, which came to a head just about a year ago with the ICE raid on the Postville, Iowa, meat processing plant, was, as we say in Yiddish, a shande far di goyim—a scandal in front of the Gentiles. But it's also had a profound effect within the Jewish world, deepening the faultline between those who view the mitzvot, the commandments of the Torah, simply as religious strictures, and those who would also see them as a source for progressive values.

The Rubashkin family's slaughterhouse and meat-processing plant is the largest such kosher facility in the world, though given the legal problems it now faces that distinction may soon be conjugated in the past tense, if it isn't already. When the Feds raided last May 12th, they arrested close to four hundred illegal immigrants. More upsetting were the subsequent revelations that these workers had been laboring in illegally dangerous conditions, that some were underage, and that some claimed to have been subjected to physical and sexual abuse. This came on top of the allegations of animal mistreatment, environmental pollution, and anti-competitive business practices that had already been dogging Agriprocessors for a few years. (Rumors of a methamphetamine laboratory on the premises have not been substantiated.)

While the government continues to compile its case against the Rubashkins, the Jewish world has been taking sides. The ultra-Orthodox establishment has rallied to their defense, going so far as to label the federal indictment a "blood libel" against a pious family. But others, deeply concerned by this alleged sullying of kashrut, the Jewish principle of sanctified eating, have been using the case as a rallying point against religious hypocrisy. If rabbinic supervision as it is currently constituted, they suggest, is concerned only with ascertaining the purity of meat according to the letter of the law, and does not provide the moral foundation to militate against flagrant social abuses, then a revaluation of the concept of kashrut itself is in order. 

Progressive Jews have been suggesting this move for a while, arguing that if kashrut is really about bringing sanctity to the act of eating than in our day that might be better effected through vegetarianism or a reliance on local agriculture—what they call "eco-kashrut"—than a separate set of dishes for meat and milk. 

But in the wake of Agriprocessors proposals have also begun to emerge within more traditionalist strands of Judaism. Members of the Conservative movement have been working to institute what they call a heksher tzedek, the first word meaning "kashrut seal of approval", and the second "righteousness." This certification would add to the existing stipulations of kashrut (rather than replacing them) a set of criteria related to "worker safety and well-being." A business would have to demonstrate adequacy in both areas in order to receive this qualification. 

And the Forward is reporting this week that a group of young Modern Orthodox activists in New York have launched, in conjunction with the first anniversary of the Agriprocessors raid, what they are calling the Tav HaYosher—an "ethical seal" to be distributed to kosher businesses that conform to the activists' standards of fair labor practices. (It has been noted that these are, in essence, no different than what the businesses are already expected to adhere to under New York state law.) Unlike the heksher tzedek, which also goes further in the moral obligations it places on the institutions that would seek its sanction, the tav does not aspire to the mantle of "kosherness," but is instead set up as a kind of parallel system of okaying a food-provider according to the spirit of Judaism. 

These are tentative but welcome steps. The ancient rabbis taught that since the destruction of the Temple a Jew's own table is his or her sacred altar, and should be subject to the same degree of sanctity. Kashrut is not meant to be a system of arbitrary food taboos, but a discipline that elevates the human drive to eat above the kind of desecrations Agriprocessors may have committed.

Tags: agriprocessors, conservative, eco-kosher, kashrut, kosher, orthodox 
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Eco-Kashrut: You Are What You Eat

Monday August 20, 2007 

For thousands of years, Judaism has taken seriously the idea of "you are what you eat"-– in other words, that the choices we make about what food to eat (and not to eat) has the capacity to make us holy. This is the origin of ancient Jewish dietary laws, known collectively as kashrut. Rabbi Zalman Schachter-Shalomi first suggested and Rabbi Arthur Waskow has since popularized an important concern about these laws: If what we eat helps make us holy, shouldn’t ethical considerations have a role in deciding what is kosher (literally: fit) to eat? Is an egg from a chicken living its entire life in a 61-square-inch cage as good for our souls (to say nothing of our bodies) as an egg from a cage-free animal? Is meat processed in a plant where workers are underpaid and work in unsafe conditions equivalent to meat where animals are treated humanely and workers are treated fairly? And can pâté de fois gras, made by force-feeding a goose through a tube shoved down its throat, possibly be kosher?

In response, Rabbi Schachter-Shalomi coined the term "eco-kashrut" – meaning eating in a way that is mindful of both ecological concerns and ritual concerns (or more properly: of the way that ecological concerns affect ritual concerns. Rabbi Waskow suggests that the category of eco-kashrut could be expanded beyond food items to other products and services such as paper, energy, etc.). 

More recently, his call to arms has been taken up by others, with a wider general interest in organic food, sustainability, and eating locally-grown produce. (For a great blog exploring these issues from a Jewish perspective, click here). While the current obsession with these matters may prove to be a passing fad, the underlying ethical issues and the importance of integrating them into the way we consider what makes food fit, from a religious point of view, are not. This is not to say that the other aspects of what makes food kosher--ritual slaughter, draining of blood, separating meat and dairy, avoiding forbidden foods--stop being important. Rather, we have here an example of maximalist progressive Judaism: of saying that both traditional ritual guidelines and contemporary ethical concerns need to be honored.

Given recent concerns about treatment of animals undergoing kosher slaughter, it is time to reaffirm our commitment to the ideal of treating animals humanely – a concern that is supposed to underlie kosher slaughter according to rabbinic tradition. In addition, this concern must be amplified by the core Jewish principle of treating laborers fairly in order to ensure that both the "eco" and "kashrut" parts of the eco-kashrut label are taken seriously.

Here is the text of an unpublished "letter to the editor" Rabbi Waskow sent to the Washington Post in response to the article linked above that he was kind enough to send me:

The Editor, Washington Post:

It is gratifying that you reported the growing movement in the Jewish community for "eco-kosher" practice, taking ethical and environmental concerns into account in assessing what is proper to consume. ("Eco-Kosher Movement Aims To Heed Tradition, Conscience," July 7, 2007, Page A01).

But the word and its practice, as it was coined and defined by Rabbi Zalman Schachter-Shalomi in the mid-'70s, taken on the road as an important aspect of eco-Judaism by me beginning in the mid-’80s, and given broad currency in and beyond the Jewish community by my book Down-to-Earth Judaism in 1995, was about issues of consumption far broader than the arena of food to which your report confined it. 

Just as the code of kosher food emerged in a pastoral-agrarian society, defining a sacred relationship with the earth through food, so in a society that consumes coal, oil, uranium, and plastics, the sacred relationship with earth must be far broader: Is electricity from a nuclear power plant eco-kosher? Is the use of a Hummer, spewing carbon dioxide into the atmosphere of an already endangered planet, eco-kosher?

Seen this way, "eco-kosher" is an issue not for Jews alone but for all religious and ethical communities. Indeed, The Shalom Center and I have been deeply involved in a multireligious project on “Sacred Foods” for the last two years. 

Shalom,
Rabbi Arthur Waskow, Director
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