[image: image3.png]3{1 » Temple Beth Sholom
/4








   




Hazzan Rob Menes
      10700 Havenwood Lane,  Las Vegas, NV 89135



 (702) 804-1333
 

Coffee with the Cantor
2013

Hazzan Rob Menes

Thursdays, 11:00-12:30 

TBS

http://www.hazzanmenes.com
Jewish Perceptions of Kashrut - II
	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
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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.
Why Christians Don’t Keep Kosher – Part 1 

Pastor Tony's Blog 
I was a pastor in Beacon, NY, now retired. I also spent 30 years in the business world. I was raised Roman Catholic but am now a United Methodist. In my blog I hope to clarify things for my readers from a spiritual, ethical, and moral perspective, and give you something to think about, even if you don't agree with me. I occasionally provide explanations of Christian beliefs to non-Christians, skeptics, and to Christians who may not completely understand why we believe what we do. My email address is thepastortony@gmail.com.

View my complete profile 

I. Introduction

Christians have been accused of picking and choosing which Old Testament laws they want to follow. For example, Christians believe in the Ten Commandments and other moral and ethical provisions in The Law, yet they don’t keep Kosher. So what’s going on here? Are they playing fast and loose with God’s law? Are they discarding some laws and keeping others? To complicate matters, we have Jesus saying The Law will never disappear (Matthew 5:17-20 and Luke 16:16-20), and the Apostle Paul saying that we are no longer under The Law (Romans 7 and others). I’ll try to clarify all this, and explain why Christians don’t keep Kosher and follow other Jewish practices.

II. Different Kinds of Laws

First of all let’s define “the Law”, which can refer to three things.

1. The Law

a. The Pentateuch

First, we occasionally read something that refers to “The Law of Moses.” This usually means the first five books of the Bible, called the Torah or the Pentateuch, traditionally attributed to Moses. It may occasionally refer to one or both of the next two means of The Law.

b. Sacrificial System of Atonement

Second, “The Law” can refer to the Old Testament sacrificial system. Christians no longer have to sacrifice animals to atone for sins, because Jesus took care of that requirement of The Law once for all time. We read in Hebrews 10:9b-10:

God ends the first system of sacrifices so he can set up the new system. And because of this, we are made holy through the sacrifice Christ made in his body once and for all time. NCV

c. Rules and Regulations

Third, “The Law” can refer to keeping the various rules and regulations spelled out in the Torah. Devout Jews were (and are) supposed to keep hundreds of these various rules and observances to gain favor with God.


2. Types of Rules

Within this third meaning of The Law, the rules and regulations (after the Torah and animal sacrifice), there are three types of rules.

a. Morals and Ethics

The first type of rules has to do with morals and ethics. These are still in effect for Christians as guidelines to live by. Abiding by these morals and ethics doesn’t earn our salvation, but once we are saved by God’s grace through our faith, we want to live by them. Living a moral and ethical life is part of the outworking of our salvation, guided by the Holy Spirit. The moral and ethical law consists of the Ten Commandments and any other commands of a moral or ethical nature mentioned in the Bible.

The moral and ethical law spells out things we should do, such as taking care of widows and orphans, observing the Lord’s Day, helping the poor, and loving your neighbor as yourself (Lev 19). The moral and ethical law also points out things to avoid, such as don’t lie, don’t cheat customers with false weights, don’t worship idols, and don’t commit sexual sins.

Jesus summarized the moral and ethical law by quoting two Old Testament passages in Matthew 22:36-40:
"Teacher, which commandment in the law is the greatest?" [Jesus] said to him, "'You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind.' This is the greatest and first commandment. And a second is like it: 'You shall love your neighbor as yourself.' On these two commandments hang all the law and the prophets."NRSV

b. Civil Law

The second type of rules has to do with daily life in Israel in Old Testament times, called the Civil Law. Those rules aren’t in effect for us, because we don’t live in ancient Israel. Today we are to live by the laws of the nation we are citizens of.

c. Ceremonial Law

The third type of rules found in the Old Testament is the Ceremonial Law. God put these into place as forms of worship, self-sacrifice, and obedience. They include keeping Kosher, not mixing meat and milk products in the same meal, and hundreds of other observances.

Christians have been freed from observing these rules because our position in God has been assured by Jesus Christ for all time. Christians believe that claiming Jesus as our Lord and Savior makes us right with God, not by trying to follow hundreds of rules. But here is a very important point: we should still live according to the underlying principles of the Ceremonial Law, which is: we should worship God with our lives by exercising self-control, and living in obedience to God. We read in Romans 12:1

I appeal to you therefore, brothers and sisters, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your spiritual worship. NRSV


III. No Longer Under the Law

1. Paul’s Explanation of Grace, Not Law

In Romans chapter 7, the Apostle Paul makes a strong case that Christians are no longer under The Law. But which law is he talking about? Of course we are no longer under the sacrificial system, as Paul wrote in today’s epistle (Romans 8:3-4):

So God did what the law could not do. He sent his own Son… and … declared an end to sin’s control over us by giving his Son as a sacrifice for our sins. He did this so that the just require​ment of the law would be fully satisfied for us, who no longer fol​low our sinful nature but instead follow the Spirit. NLT

Our sins are gone thanks to Jesus’ work, and we are freed from the Ceremonial Law as well. Rather than following the letter of the law, we are now free to serve God as led by the Spirit, as Paul wrote in Romans 7:4b, 6b:

And now you are united with the one who was raised from the dead. As a result, we can produce a harvest of good deeds for God… Now we can serve God, not in the old way of obeying the letter of the law, but in the new way of living in the Spirit. NLT

So life in Christ is freeing – we are free to follow the Spirit’s leading, living according to the spirit of the law, not the letter.

2. Jesus’ Comments on The Law

Jesus said this about The Law in Luke 16:16-17:

“The law and the prophets were in effect until John [the Baptist] came; since then the good news of the kingdom of God is proclaimed, and everyone is strongly urged to enter it. But it is easier for heaven and earth to pass away, than for one stroke of a letter in the law to be dropped.” NRSV

Jesus said this about the law in Matthew 5:17-18, 20:

“Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law or the Prophets; I have not come to abolish them but to fulfill them. I tell you the truth, until heaven and earth disappear, not the smallest letter, not the least stroke of a pen, will by any means disappear from the Law until everything is accomplished…
For I tell you that unless your righteousness surpasses that of the Pharisees and the teachers of the law, you will certainly not enter the kingdom of heaven.” NIV

There are three points being made by Jesus in these related passages.

a. The Law Is Forever

The first point is that The Law is forever – the requirements of the sacrificial system of atonement don’t go away. God established that system because blood must be shed to atone for sins. Leviticus 17:11 tells us:

For the life of the flesh is in the blood; and I have given it to you for making atonement for your lives on the altar; for, as life, it is the blood that makes atonement. NRSV

Hebrews 9:22 echoes what it says in the Leviticus passage, that we are made pure and forgiven by the shedding of blood:

Indeed, under the law almost everything is purified with blood, and without the shedding of blood there is no forgiveness of sins. NRSV

This shedding of blood is a vivid reminder of the ugliness of sin, and the fact that sin results in spiritual death. Romans 6:22-23 tells us that sin results in death, spiritual death, which we can avoid when we accept what Jesus did on the Cross for us:

But now that you have been freed from sin and enslaved to God, the advan​tage you get is sanctification. The end is eternal life. For the wages of sin is death, but the free gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord. NRSV

The requirements behind the sacrificial system will never go away, so every generation needs Jesus, who fulfilled those requirements once for all.

b. Nobody Can Fully Obey the Law

The second point Jesus made is that we can never fully obey the law. The Pharisees scrupulously tried to observe the Ceremonial Law, so they were generally considered by the people to be super-righteous. Jesus told the crowd that “… unless your righteousness surpasses that of the Pharisees and the teachers of the law, you will certainly not enter the kingdom of heaven.” (Matthew 5:20, NIV) The point is that only through Jesus can we enter the Kingdom of Heaven, not through our own works, no matter how hard we try.

c. Atonement under The Law Ended with John

The last point made by Jesus is that The Law was in effect until John the Baptist came (Luke 16:16):

“The law and the prophets were in effect until John [the Baptist] came; since then the good news of the kingdom of God is proclaimed, and everyone is strongly urged to enter it.”

By this Jesus was referring to the Old Testament sacrificial system to achieve forgiveness for sins, mainly because that was the only way then. With Jesus, the sacrificial system was rendered unnecessary because Jesus fulfilled its requirements, as he said in Matthew 5:17:

“Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law or the Prophets; I have not come to abolish them but to fulfill them.” NIV

In summary, the requirements of the Law are in still effect, but Jesus fulfilled them for us because we couldn’t do it ourselves. The Apostle Paul summarized this inadequacy in today’s epistle (Rom 8:3):

The Law of Moses was unable to save us because of the weakness of our sinful nature. So God did what the law could not do. He sent his own Son in a body like the bodies we sinners have. And in that body God declared an end to sin’s control over us by giving his Son as a sacrifice for our sins. NLT

IV. Role of The Law

Lastly, I want to take a quick look at how The Law impacts Christians today. In this case, I’m referring only to the moral and ethical law.

1. Reveals What Is Sinful

One major aspect of the moral and ethical law is that it reveals to us what is wrong and what is right. We want to avoid what is wrong because such wrongdoing hurts us, damages our relation​ships, displeases God, separates us from God, and doesn’t glorify God. The Apostle Paul explained this in Romans 7:7b:

In fact, it was the law that showed me my sin. I would never have known that coveting is wrong if the law had not said, “You must not covet.” NLT

To illustrate the benefit of such knowledge, there was a report that came out a few years ago about fast food. This report revealed that such fast foods as Big Macs were loaded with fat, sodium, and calories. Although I used to like Big Macs, I haven’t had one in many years – that knowledge resulted in my avoiding such unhealthy treats.

2. Results in Struggle with Sin

Another result of the moral and ethical law is that its provisions usually go against the desires of our sin nature. Therefore we have a constant struggle between doing what we know is right, and the pull of the flesh wanting us to do what is wrong. If you are having such struggles, that’s a good sign – it means you care. Others don’t struggle because they either don’t know or they don’t care that what they are doing is wrong. The Apostle Paul recognized his weaknesses and struggled with them, as we read in Romans 7:14:

So the trouble is not with the law, for it is spiritual and good. The trouble is with me, for I am all too human, a slave to sin. NLT

V. Conclusion

To summarize, Jesus fulfilled the righteous requirements God put forth in the Old Testament Law. Therefore, Christians don’t have to make animal sacrifices because Jesus fulfilled that part of the Law by dying on the cross. We also don’t have to observe the Ceremonial Law, because we are already right with God through our relationship with Jesus Christ. We see God eliminating the requirement for keeping Kosher in Peter’s vision, when God said to him in Acts 10:15b: “Do not call anything impure that God has made clean.” NIV

So Christians don’t have to observe the Ceremonial Law to be righteous, because in Christ we should have a different kind of righteousness. Our actions should be based on our love for God, not just mere legal compliance or a more intense version of the Pharisees’ obedience. Our righteousness under Christ:
(1) must come from what God does in us, not what we can do by ourselves,
(2) must be God-centered, not self-centered, and Spirit-led,
(3) must be based on reverence for God, not approval from people, and
(4) must go beyond keeping the law to living by the principles behind the law.

Although we are under grace, not under the law, we are expected to live by the guidelines given in the moral and ethical law. We see these moral and ethical provisions reinforced in the New Testament in many places as the best way to live a life pleasing to God. We have the Holy Spirit to guide us and enable us to do the things God wants us to do and to resist temptations. So I encourage you to stay tuned into the leading of the Holy Spirit so that you can grow in holiness and righteousness, living by the principles of the law, not by the letter of it. 

Posted by Pastor Tony's Blog at 11:52 AM 
Renee' said... 

If you keep reading it explains the meaning of the vision in Acts 10:28 it had nothing to do with ,but everything to do with Jews associating with foreigners. Peter, Paul, Jesus never ate unclean food. We are told to walk like our savior did, then should we not also do as he did and follow his commandments (1 John 2:3-7)? Also refer to Rev 21:6-8 and Rev 21:27 These verses say anyone who practices abominations will not enter into the Lambs book of life. Abominations are unclean foods among many other things. That's a very powerful and these are God's Words speaking of the end times. Our Savior is the same yesterday (Old Testament times) today (our times) and forever (eternity). He is unchanging. Thank the Lord he died on the cross but the only thing that has ceased is sacrifices. 
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Renee' said... 

If you keep reading it explains the meaning of the vision in Acts 10:28 it had nothing to do with food,but everything to do with Jews associating with foreigners. Peter, Paul, Jesus never ate unclean food. We are told to walk like our savior did, then should we not also do as he did and follow his commandments (1 John 2:3-7)? Also refer to Rev 21:6-8 and Rev 21:27 These verses say anyone who practices abominations will not enter into the Lambs book of life. Abominations are unclean foods among many other things. That's a very powerful and these are God's Words speaking of the end times. Our Savior is the same yesterday (Old Testament times) today (our times) and forever (eternity). He is unchanging. Thank the Lord he died on the cross but the only thing that has ceased is sacrifices. 

July 23, 2009 at 8:20 PM 
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Holy cow! Christians Go Kosher

Author encourages believers to follow the dietary laws set forth in Old Testament

 
Shortly after Hope Egan was baptized five years ago, she confronted an unsettling contradiction. She could not reconcile a God that had opinions on marriage, money and idolatry but did not care about what she ate.
 
Authentic Christians should live by the laws of the Old Testament as well as the New, Egan believed, including the prohibitions on pork and shellfish.
 
Christians, she thought, should honor God by keeping kosher.
 
"Leviticus 11 plainly forbids us to eat pork, so why did most Bible-believing Christians eat it?" she recalls asking herself. "I couldn't get the Christian theology that explains why we're supposed to ignore it. I could not make sense of the mainstream theology that 95 percent of your average Christians either consciously or unconsciously are comfortable with."
 
Those culinary convictions have evolved into an unconventional ministry. Each month a half-dozen members of Egan's Lincoln Park church congregate in a kitchen to prepare dishes that incorporate the proper meats and fish, as well as whole-grain and organic ingredients with minimal processing and preservatives, "as close to God's original form as possible."
 
Now a magazine editor, Egan has also co-authored a book titled "Holy Cow!" in which she makes the case that, while Christians are not obligated to follow laws not found in the New Testament, such as separating milk and meat, they should fulfill their faith in the kitchen by keeping biblically kosher.
 
"God cares what you eat," said Egan, of Chicago. "He cares because he cares about you. He cares about the wonderful creation that he made for us to eat."
 
It was in Overeaters Anonymous where Egan first found a way to conquer what she now calls her idolatry of food. There she summoned the strength to make healthy dietary choices and for the first time in her life encountered God.
 
"For a long time that was sort of my focus, learning to submit my life to God, my food choices to God, to change the way I thought about food," Egan said.
 
As part of her spiritual quest, Egan, who had been a nonobservant Jew, delved into her Jewish roots with an Orthodox community that lived its faith each day from sunrise to sundown rather than talking about it at church. The experience left a lasting impression.
 
In 2000 she was baptized. Today she calls herself a Jewish believer in Jesus--a controversial concept among most Jews--and attends the evangelical Park Community Church.
 
When Egan lunched with a friend who also calls herself a Messianic Jew and follows a kosher diet, all of her quests converged. She had finally found the way by which faith could inform her food choices.
 
"Because of my history with food, I had an underlying yearning for where is God in my food," Egan said. "I was lacking information where I usually get it--through the church."
 
According to the Old Testament, which lays out God's covenant with the Jews, mammals to be eaten must have split hooves and chew their cud. Fish must have fins and scales. The rules on birds and insects are not as defined, although vultures and buzzards are prohibited, while grasshoppers, locusts and crickets are acceptable.
 
Christians believe that the New Testament supersedes the Old Testament. Most Christians who are aware of the Old Testament laws that Jesus preached and practiced believe they are guidelines instead of laws. They believe other laws were either revoked or voided by omission from the New Testament.
 
In Acts 10 of the New Testament, God commands Peter in a dream to partake of clean and unclean animals: "What God has cleansed, nolonger consider unholy."
 
Egan interprets Peter's vision as a metaphor for people, not food, and therefore views the dietary laws as still binding. In her view, they are not justified again in the New Testament because they are simply non-negotiable.
 
Her philosophy on following Old Testament rules has challenged members of Park Community Church to examine their diets from a biblical perspective.
 
"Meeting Hope, seeing where science and the Bible collide, was very compelling to me," said Amy Cataldo, a co-founder of the church's Creator's Cooking Club. "It was the science part that was compelling enough to look back on my Bible and reconsider."
 
A small number of Messianic Jews and evangelical Christians have embraced the Christian kosher movement in an effort to restore the practices of early Christianity, said Rev. Daniel Lancaster, a pastor with First Fruits of Zion, the Christian ministry that published Egan's book.
 
First Fruits of Zion also advocates that Christians observe the Sabbath on Saturday and celebrate Easter in the context of Passover. The New Testament records that Jesus came to Jerusalem for Judaism's spring holiday and that the Last Supper of Jesus and his disciples was a Passover seder.
 
"It's ironic to us that Easter is traditionally celebrated with ham and hot cross buns whereas the festival is supposed to be celebrated with unleavened bread and bitter herbs," said Lancaster, who also contributed to Egan's book.
 
On a recent Sunday, Rev. Jackson Crum, pastor at Park Community in Lincoln Park, brandished a copy of Egan's book and told the congregation that he was rethinking his own path.
 
"If I truly seek to be obedient, if I truly seek all that God desires to give me, am I willing to make choices that will bring a fullness and abundance in my life?" Crum explained later. "God is not the cosmic killjoy. Instead what he says is here is what it means to have a rich, full and abundant relationship with him."
 
For Egan, obeying the laws is a way to honor God. After all, the laws were created by God out of love for her.
 
"He's the one who designed my body and he's the one who designed all these ingredients that are really intelligent," she said. "It's just so obvious. He's the wisdom behind all those things."

By Manya A. Brachear
Chicago Tribune staff reporter
Published July 8, 2005
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	Article Excerpt
Thomas Morell, a supermarket manager in Des Moines, Iowa, is a devout Christian, yet when he buys groceries for his family, he often seeks out foods that have kosher certification. "I buy kosher food because it has a higher quality to it," he says. "Taste, freshness and the safety aspect are also a part. I know what a lot of the procedures are, for instance, having a rabbi there for extra inspections. And there's the cleaner conditions in processing--that's the big one for me." 

Down the road from Morrell, a large percentage of the customers at Maccabee's delicatessen and grocery are not Jewish. "Kosher means quality, but also many of our non-Jewish customers say eating kosher makes them feel spiritual; it's food of faith," says Yossi Jacobson, Iowa's senior rabbi and the head of Chabad Lubavitch of Iowa. 

It's apparent kosher isn't "just a Jewish thing." If that were the case, the market for such products would be, at best, a niche play. According to recent figures, of the 5.2 million Jews in the U.S. only about 20 percent keep kosher. 

Menachem Lubinsky, president and CEO of Lubicom, a Brooklyn, N.Y., marketing consulting firm, understands. "People believe kosher is better--it's like a 'Good Housekeeping' seal of approval," he notes. "Consumers today feel they're largely on their own. The USDA can't police everything, and there are 15,000 new food products released every year. There's reassurance associated with the fact that there is another set of eyes on kosher products." 

According to Lubicom, orthodox Jews represent a small segment of the overall kosher-buying population, which, by the firm's reckoning, now comprises at least 10.5 million consumers. Many kosher foods also meet the religious dictates of Seventh-Day Adventists, as well as Muslims who observe the tenets of Halal, the Islamic dietary laws. And the fact that meat and dairy products are never mixed, necessitating clear labeling as well as innovative nondairy recipe creation, makes kosher products attractive to lacto-vegetarians and the nation's 50 million lactose-intolerant consumers. 

But even patronage by those groups doesn't fully account for the category's 15-percent annual growth rate and $175 million in 2003 U.S. sales. That year, a survey by Mintel Consumer Intelligence revealed 28 percent of U.S consumers had purchased kosher products. Of that group, 35 percent indicated they did so for "taste" or "flavor," while only 8 percent reported they kept kosher all year long. 

In other words, kosher's appeal extends far beyond a small subset of U.S. consumers. "That," says Lubicom's Lubinsky, "has everything to do with the perception of quality." 

Christophe Hervieu, director of marketing for Osem USA, an Israeli kosher foods manufacturer owned by Nestle, echoes the assessment: "Kosher products are looked at by non-Jewish people as being of a higher quality because there is a rabbi's supervision," he says. "If a product has kosher certification, they see there's been extra effort at the quality-control level." 

Yaakov Luban, executive rabbinic coordinator at the Orthodox Union (OU) (the largest of several hundred kosher-certification agencies) is quick to caution the "kosher-is-better" mindset invites some misconceptions. He stresses that the OU does not promote the idea something kosher is always better or the quality of kosher ingredients is always superior. 

Defining Characteristics 

So what exactly does kosher mean? And how do kosher products differ from non-kosher ones? 

The short answer is, kosher is the original "you are what you eat" model. The meaning of connection comes from the biblical implication that the foods we eat can enhance or detract from our connection to a higher power. Food that is kosher--"fit," or "proper"--is sourced, prepared and served in compliance with laws derived primarily from the Torah (the first five books of the Bible) and the Talmud (the rabbinical interpretations and clarifications of the laws of Torah begun over 2,000 years ago), as well as the works of successive centuries of Jewish scholarship. 

Pork is forbidden, as is meat from carnivorous animals and scavengers as well as water-dwelling creatures without fins and scales. Kashrut also requires complete separation of meat and dairy products, right down to the utensils, equipment, containers and surfaces used in preparation and packaging. Items that have come into contact with non-kosher food may not be used with kosher food. Wine and grape juice made by non-Jews may not be consumed. 

Permitted animals must be slaughtered by a shochet, a ritual slaughterer, who slits the animal's throat with a special knife in a manner that minimizes suffering. The organs are inspected for flaws, such as adhesions on the lungs or a perforation of the brain, which could result in the animal being labeled treif, or unfit for consumption. 

Sholom Rubashkin, whose Postville, Iowa-based firm Agriprocessors slaughters most of the kosher meat produced in the U.S., notes the emphasis placed on the intact brain. This factor, he says, raises the profile of kosher beef at a time consumers are concerned about bovine spongiform encephalopathy (mad cow disease) which attacks the brains of cattle and has been linked to Creutzfeldt-Jakob disease in humans. (See "Meat Safety Under the Microscope," page 21.) 

"Consumers cite food safety issues as a reason to choose kosher foods," says Paul J. Albert, marketing communications manager for Empire. "At Empire, safety in all products is ensured by rigorous tests and temperature inspections throughout the process. Empire Kosher sells more kosher chicken and turkey than any other company, so we take extra care at every stage of growing, processing, selling and distribution of our poultry to ensure the best quality and safety. We're the only kosher poultry processor to have two dedicated inspectors on the plant floor at all times." 

Opportunity Knocks 

Given the rigorous and complex nature of the kosher laws, it may seem surprising an estimated one-third of all food products--from crackers to corn syrup and club soda to caramels--are kosher-certified. Lubicom pegged the total number of kosher-certified products at 82,000 in 2003. Why are manufacturers putting themselves through the paces just to ensure they can display a hechsher, a symbol attesting to a products kosher status? 

The answers, according to many who endure kosher inspections regularly, are that the market opportunity is too great to ignore and the certification process is not as intrusive or cumbersome as to outweigh the benefit. 

Gerry Kean, director of quality assurance for Brea, Calif.-based Ventura Foods, says the process of obtaining kosher certification for 80 percent of the mayonnaises, sauces, oils, shortenings, salad dressings and other products produced by his firm doesn't exhaust patience or resources at his manufacturing operations. 

"I found it to be very easy," Kean says. "Once a company decides to get a product certified, it gets a rabbi to inspect the plant and the processes. You get a list of ingredients, submit kosher certifications on those ingredients, and submit a product and ingredient statement. It's just not the horror some people envision it to be." 

Kean reports the ongoing follow-up inspections by the certifying agency's rabbi, needed to maintain certification, aren't burdensome either. "In each plant, once a month, the rabbi will show up and have complete rein," he explains. "He'll walk through the ingredient areas (and) look at our processing equipment to be sure the right process is being followed. But we've never had any issues at all; it's an extremely cooperative process." 

Ventura, which supplies many of its products to fast-food restaurant drains and retailers for private-label resale, can't afford to forgo certification, Kean adds. "Kosher certification opens up the marketplace. Supermarkets want kosher-certified products, as do kosher restaurants and institutions. We have to respond." 

"If a company is resisting the idea of going kosher either because they're afraid of the cost or the responsibility, neither factor should be of great concern," says Rabbi Luban of the OU. "The cost is very reasonable and minimal--in fact, by creating new avenues for products, the cost of the [certification] program is covered many times over. The kosher symbol is a powerful marketing tool today." 

Choice of a Lifetime 

Seth Leavitt, the 33-year-old co-owner of Brooklyn-based Abeles & Heymann Gourmet Kosher Provisions Inc.,...
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