
Introduction 

 

 Food is a physical necessity, yet it is also essential for cultural continuity.  To that 

end, all cultures have rituals regarding food. To say the least, Jews are no exception. Indeed, 

in many ways, Judaism is a food-based religion, just as Judaism is a justice-based religion. 

“Tradition is why I love food. Tradition is why I believe in social justice”, Jocelyn Berger 

concurs. “For some Jews, tradition comes from text and law. For others, it’s a cultural 

practice passed down from elders. Either way, food and justice form two central tenets of 

Judaism.” Hence, this cookbook and its title: JUSTICE in the KITCHEN.  

 Leah Koenig, writing about Pesach/Passover, muses that “eating a vegetable [is] 

one of the steps to freedom”. Paul Cézanne once famously declared that “The day is coming 

when a single carrot, freshly observed, will set off a revolution.” One never knows what this 

cookbook will inspire! What is known, however, is that Or Shalom pot lucks tend to have the 

best food and the warmest people. 

 Jewish tradition prescribes some foods (e.g., wheat, barley, and other grains; grapes, 

figs, dates, pomegranates, and other fruit; cumin, coriander, pepper, and other herbs and 

spices; lentils; and olive oil; to be eaten in lands flowing with milk and date honey) and 

proscribes others (e.g., pigs, shellfish, crawlers, swarmers, and blood). All of these items are 

mentioned in the Torah and Talmud. All of this teaching is summed up in Deuteronomy 

14:3: “You shall not eat anything abhorrent.” 

Beyond that, our tradition teaches us about the importance of sourcing food (e.g., 

having compassion for workers and animals; leaving food for the hungry and poor; and sharing 

the first fruits with the community), about certain ritual food for our holy days (e.g., apples 

and honey for Rosh Hashanah; latkes, jelly doughnuts, and chocolate gelt for Chanukah; 

various fruits and nuts for Tu B’Shvat, the New Year for the Trees; plant foods for Rosh 

Hashanah La B’Heimot, the Jewish New Year for Animals; hamantaschen for Purim; 

matzah and wine for Passover; certain grains for Shavuot, other crops for Sukkot; nothing 

on fast days), about when to eat or not eat certain foods, about feasting and fasting, about 

clean and unclean, and about giving blessings and being grateful for our food. 



 There's no doubt that food is a religious and spiritual as well as a social justice 

issue. While the Universal Declaration of Human Rights enshrined food as a human right 

(Article 25), it is unfortunately still treated as a commodity, something that is produced and 

sold for profit, even though it is an absolute necessity for life. In our grossly unequal society, 

in San Francisco as well as regionally, nationally, and globally, some suffer and die from an 

excess of food because they can afford it, while others suffer and die from a deficiency of 

food because they can’t afford it. What people eat, and don’t eat, is also a matter of 

availability, access, information, knowledge, social forces, greed, power, profits, and personal 

choices.  

 It is a sin, a missing of the mark, when people eat too much or too little food as well as 

when people eat food-like substances, often known as fast food, processed food, and other 

junk foods. Interestingly, the Talmud (Gittin 70a) says: “Eat a third and drink a third and 

leave a third for [other matters], and then you will have had your fill.” Full of wisdom from our 

cultural heritage, the Talmud also advises that “One who eats slowly lives long” (Berachot 

54b). 

Cruelty, hunger, and violence as well as environmental destruction and global warming, 

racial and sexual discrimination and homophobia, and anti-Semitism and Islamophobia, among 

other unnecessary evils, are not kosher. We need to kasher our world, eliminating the treyf of 

injustice to create a kosher society, one that is healthy, just, clean, sustainable, and fit for all 

humans, all other animals, and all the rest of our environment. To fuel our studies, our 

struggles, and our spirits, all of which are related and vitally important in Judaism, we need to 

start with real food. Sometimes, to paraphrase Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel, we need 

to pray with our bellies. 

Before a meal, in addition to the blessing over the wine, we say a blessing over the 

bread, representing the rest of the food as well: Baruch Atah YHVH Eloheinu Melech 

Ha’Olam HaMotzi Lechem Min Ha’Aretz (Blessed is Eternal Being Spirit of the World 

that Brings Forth Bread from the Land). In Hebrew, the words for bread (lechem) and war 

(milchamah) share the same root, our sages tell us, because a lack of food, water, and other 

necessities can lead to instability and war, while war often leads to the destruction of food 

and infrastructure as well as the pollution of water. And where there is no bread, our sages 

also share, there is no Torah (Pirkei Avot 3:21). Once again, we can see the relationships 



between our diet and our environment, between what we eat and how we live, between peace 

and justice, and amongst the personal, political, and spiritual. Reb Kalonymous Kalman 

Shapira, a Hasidic rabbi, who decided to tend to the needs of the community instead of 

saving his own life, unfortunately did not survive the Holocaust. Some of his writings, 

however, were found in the ruins of the Warsaw Ghetto after the war and, at least in that 

way, he lives on. According to Diane Ackerman, Reb Shapira taught those who were 

trapped in the Ghetto, even while they were hungry, thirsty, and scared, a form of mindful 

meditation, including to “Be mindful when you eat and drink.” His sage advice is timeless. 

JUSTICE in the KITCHEN seeks to be mindful, heartful, and bellyful. This 

cookbook is vegetarian for a number of reasons. Or Shalom has a tradition of serving (dairy) 

vegetarian food and that policy was made official by the OS Board around 1995. We do 

this because vegetarian food is, by definition, kosher (even if not always officially certified so) 

and we are a progressive and eco-kosher community. Vegetarianism is also more inclusive for 

a community, especially a Jewish community, as well as being, by far, more healthy, more 

compassionate, more peaceful, and ecologically sustainable, all of which are strong Jewish 

values that help bind us together. Even prior to 1995, it was noted in Or Shalom that many 

other Jewish communities like Or Shalom (e.g., other Reform, Renewal, Reconstructionist, 

and independent synagogues) also served only vegetarian food. That trend has only 

accelerated in recent years. Most concisely, Michael Pollan has famously stated: “Eat food. 

Not too much. Mostly plants.” He continues: “That, more or less, is the short answer to the 

supposedly incredibly complicated and confusing question of what we humans should eat in 

order to be maximally healthy”, as well as maximally compassionate and sustainable. Or 

Shalom is mindful about its food as we are mindful of much else in our community and world. 

Food is also a way we interact daily with the natural world, with rural areas, with farms, 

and with farmers. Whenever possible, not just for the recipes in this book, we recommend 

organic and locally-sourced food. Organic agriculture means farming without the hazards of 

synthetic pesticides or genetic engineering. Quite simply, agricultural chemicals are toxic and 

deadly, as is their intention. Author Sandor Katz says “Agricultural chemicals kill - and not 

only plants and insects and worms and birds and fungi and the vast universe of soil organisms; 



they kill people [farmers, consumers, and others] as well.” Claire Cricuolo, nurse and chef, 

relates that “When you buy organic, you help to promote biodiversity and cut down on the 

pesticides that pollute our soil, air, and water. You also support natural systems that will 

ensure the integrity of our farmlands for future generations.” Organic methods produce 

fewer greenhouse gases, using only one-third the petroleum as chemicalized crops, while 

sequestering more carbon dioxide in the soil, thereby being another powerful way to help 

stem global warming. As with local produce, organic produce also tends to have a higher level 

of nutrients, studies show, and may be tastier as well. The Talmud (Shabbat 140b) urges us 

to eat healthier food, even if it costs more money, as it’s more important to protect one’s 

health than one’s money. However, it may even be less expensive in the long run, if we factor 

in diseases, productivity, and healthcare costs. So, as they say, don’t panic, just go organic! 

Alan Greene, M.D. affirms that “Every little move towards organics is worthwhile.” 

The most effective ways to become more organic is to (1) “Switch out foods you eat most 

often”, (2) “Replace the worst offenders”, and (3) “Shop locally, eat seasonally”. By eating 

locally and seasonally, we're reducing our food miles, the amount of distance our food has to 

travel from farm to table, thereby cutting down on the amount of oil consumed and 

greenhouse gases emitted. Being a locavore cuts down on traffic and the need for energy-

hogging refrigeration, both of which contributes to the overuse of fossil fuels and the 

tragedies of global warming. Eating locally means eating fresher and healthier produce, 

eating fruits and vegetables that are in season and grown in our beautiful region. Fresher 

produce maintains more of its nutrients. That's not only healthier and tastier for you, your 

family, and our community, but is also better for California's economy and ecology, 

supporting regional farm families and our regional economy while preserving biodiversity and 

building community in the beautiful Bay Area. The easiest and most fun way to eat more 

locally is to shop at farmers' markets, such as Alemany Farmers’ Market, where seasonal 

produce is abundant and inexpensive and, according to sociological studies, people tend to 

be more social. It’s yet another way for us to build community. 

At Or Shalom, we are increasingly committed to recycling and composting, though 

we realize that precycling, or reducing the use of resources before they are used, is 



preferable. As the old environmental saying goes, “reduce, reuse, recycle”, but we need to 

recall that the order of those three eco-Rs has significance. That is why OS JUSTICE 

has been encouraging our community to bring our own plates, utensils, cups, etc. to our 

community vegetarian potluck events as well as to picnics and other food events in our lives.  

 “Jews really have the longest conversation about the ethics of diet of probably any 

people in the world today”, according to author and activist Roberta Kalechofsky, Ph.D. 

“We should be at the forefront of this movement.” As Judaism is about consciousness and 

intentionality, as well as gratitude, we apply these spiritual qualities to our purchasing and 

eating, and their implications as well, in our rich tradition. We care about people and animals, 

the environment and work conditions, health and safety, hunger and obesity, soil and 

Shabbat, and potent political economic possibilities. We also care about the aesthetic 

beauty of the world, whether natural or built. Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel spoke of 

“radical amazement”, a deep appreciation for what is as well as what could be, suggesting that 

we need to cultivate the quality of radical amazement even more than acquiring information 

alone. We should seek to make a mitzvah with every meal and, according to Ben Azai in Pirkei 
Avot [Ethics of Our Sages] (4:2), “mitzvah goreret mitzvah” – one mitzvah leads to another! 

It often only takes just a little bit of a spice to adequately flavor a meal. As a tiny 

minority, Jews can be seen as a spice in the world, while Or Shalomers can be seen as a 

spice within the Jewish community. Likewise, activists, community organizers, philanthropists, 

prophets, volunteers, and other mitzvah maniacs are the spice in society.  At Or Shalom 

Jewish Community, we appreciate people who are spicy and outspoken “for the sake of 

Heaven” in holy ways that support the community and seek tikkun olam. Without any spice, 

life would be bland and less just. 

A hearty serving of gratitude to all those who submitted recipes for this cookbook, to 

all those who generously contribute to Or Shalom potluck and other events, and to all those 

who help make this cookbook a delicious reality. 

 Bon appetit!  B’tayavon!  L’chaim! 

 

Danny Brook (brook@brook.com) 
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