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SHEMINI
FOOD FOR THOUGHT

Parashas Shemini is comprised of two central topics. The theme 
of the first half of the parashah is the cohanim (priests); it describes 
the eighth day of the consecration of the Mishkan (Tabernacle), the 
service of the cohanim and the death of Aharon’s sons. The second 
half of the parashah is a detailed description of kosher and non-
kosher animals. It is from here that we learn the distinguishing 
characteristics of permissible and prohibited species.

Note the seemingly unusual juxtaposition of these two topics 
within one parashah. What is the connection between the dedication 
of the Mishkan and the laws of kashrus (kosher dietary laws)? Why 
are the present and relevant laws of kashrus written in sefer Vayikra, 
which mostly discusses korbanos (Temple offerings)? In this chapter, 
we will analyze the seemingly strange placement of the topic of 
kashrus in the text.

Consumption Assumptions
In order to address the questions about kashrus, let us first 

explore Jewish perspectives on eating in general. Judaism 
understands that human beings are comprised of a body and soul. 
At birth, the soul, which is spiritual in nature, descends into a 
physical body. Eating is an instinctual activity and a mechanism 
for survival shared by the entire living world. Some approaches 
view eating to be a lowly physical act for the singular purpose of 
sustaining the body. Since the body is the vessel for the soul, it is 
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only by necessity that we feed the body in order to keep the soul 
alive. In this light, our tradition relates the stories of great 
tzaddikim who subsisted on little food and drink during the week 
(but ate more on Shabbos in honor of that special day). They 
strived to suppress the animalistic desire for the pleasure of eating.

This idea is founded on the assumption that eating is physical 
and therefore not spiritual. Eating is seen as some kind of 
necessary evil. But let us ask ourselves the following question: 
Could not Hashem have set up the world in a different way? If 
eating is so lowly, yet He wants us to be spiritual, surely He could 
have sustained us in another way. Thus, there must be a higher 
purpose to the act of eating.

According to our rabbis, that purpose is called kedushah 
(holiness). Rabbi Avigdor Nebenzahl elaborates108 that all aspects 
of our physical lives are opportunities to access kedushah. Hashem 
chose us as His Nation and presented us with the imperative to 
make ourselves holy. But what does that really mean? According 
to Rabbi Nebenzahl, “being holy” means bringing kedushah into 
our lives, into our homes and even onto our kitchen tables. 
Keeping kosher is an outlet through which we elevate our 
mundane physical lives. When we put Torah boundaries around 
our strong physical desires for food, a physical act is transformed 
into Divine service.

It is now a bit clearer why kashrus is mentioned in sefer 
Vayikra, among descriptions of korbanos and the consecration of 
the Mishkan. Today’s Mishkan is the home, and the mizbei’ach is our 
table. Serving kosher food is the sacrificial offering of our times. 
Keeping kosher imbues the physical act of eating with spiritual 
meaning. 

Holier Than Thou
We now see that eating is not a lowly necessity, but rather has 

the potential to be an act of Divine service. Let us delve deeper 
into the concept of holiness. Holiness is more than that which 

108 Rabbi Avigdor Nebenzahl, Sichos LeSefer Vayikra, p. 131.
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imbues physicality with spiritual meaning. The word “kedushah” is 
related to the term “hekdeish,” which means to set aside or 
designate for a specific purpose.109 According to Rabbi 
Mattisyahu Salomon,110 kedushah is that which distinguishes the 
Jewish people from other nations. The Rambam categorized 
halachos in his Mishneh Torah (his Code of Jewish Law) by topic. 
Rabbi Salomon points out that the section entitled “Holiness” 
includes only two subjects: halachos of forbidden foods and halachos 
of forbidden relationships. The Rambam notes111 that these are 
the two areas “by which Hashem has sanctified us and separated 
us from the idol worshippers.”

Rabbi Salomon expounds,112 explaining that holiness is 
achieved by putting Torah-mandated restrictions on our strongest 
physical desires. Hashem requires the Jewish People – and no one 
else – to strive for the highest levels of character refinement. Only 
the Jew must not bear a grudge, and make peace with his enemy. 
According to the Torah, only the Jew must judge another 
favorably. Our awesome potential for spiritual greatness sets us 
apart from the other nations of the world.

By following the Torah’s guidelines for physical acts like eating, 
we tame our animalistic instincts. When we avoid forbidden foods, 
despite their appeal, we train ourselves to respond to spiritual desires, 
rather than physical drives. Listening to the voice of the soul and not 
the body demonstrates a nobility of character that is uniquely Jewish. 
Physical acts can become Divine service only when they shape our 
middos. When a person allows halachah to dictate what he eats, he 
demonstrates that even his physical desires are controlled by a desire 
to do Hashem’s will. This refinement and excellence of character is 
holiness; it is what sets us apart from the rest of the world.

109 The word is related to the word kiddushin: when a woman is married, she 
becomes designated to a particular man and forbidden to others. It is a boundary; 
she is “set apart” from others. See Gemara Kiddushin 2b and Rabbi Eliyahu 
Dessler, Michtav Me’Eliyahu, p. 266.
110 Rabbi Mattisyahu Salomon, With Hearts Full of Faith, p. 223.
111 As quoted in With Hearts Full of Faith, ibid.
112 ibid.
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The Sole Food is Soul Food
Kedushah is not just about middos refinement, but about our 

ability to have a relationship with Hashem. A verse in parashas 
Mishpatim reads,113 “Ve’anshei kodesh tihyun li (people of holiness 
shall you be to me) uvasar basadeh tereifah lo socheilu (you shall not eat 
flesh of a torn animal in the field).” The Ramban raises a 
question114 about the wording of this verse: why is the mandate 
of holiness juxtaposed with the prohibition of eating treif (non-
kosher)? He reasons that forbidden foods prevent a Jew from 
attaining kedushah.

The Nesivos Shalom elaborates115 that this verse is a formula 
for fostering closeness with Hashem. Ve’anshei kodesh tihyun li – if 
you want to be holy and close to me – uvasar basadeh treifah lo 
socheilu – avoid eating non-kosher food. The Mechilta 
emphasizes116 that the inclusion of the word “li (to me)” 
indicates ownership; Jews are holy because they belong to Hashem 
and have the potential for 
a relationship with Him. The consumption of treif food hinders a 
person from coming closer to Hashem. Forbidden food impacts 
the soul negatively and makes it more difficult to relate to G-d.

In the previous section, we understood how actively choosing 
to eat kosher food shapes our middos and capacity for kedushah. But 
now it is clear that the actual food we eat has a direct impact on 
our spiritual suitability to relate to Hashem. How can we better 
understand this esoteric concept? 

Food does not only affect how we feel physically. Our diet 
influences our mental health, our mood and our general state of 
mind. In light of this well-known reality, let us explore how food 
itself affects us spiritually. When we eat, we feed our bodies and 
our souls. Eating that which is forbidden contaminates the soul 
by deadening a person’s spiritual capacities, albeit sometimes in 
imperceptible ways.117 Just as gradual exposure to loud noise 

113 Shemos 22:30.
114 Ramban on Shemos 22:30.
115 Nesivos Shalom, p. 45.
116 As quoted by Nesivos Shalom, p. 45.
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causes cumulative hearing damage, so too the consumption of 
non-kosher food causes spiritual damage over time.

In our parashah, the verses describe the non-kosher creatures 
as “tamei (impure).” The word “tamei” hints to the reason why 
these creatures are prohibited for consumption. In parashas Toldos, 
the verses tell118 about the Pelishtim filling in the wells of 
Avraham Avinu. Targum Onkelos translates the word for “stopped 
up” as “tamonun” – the same letters as “tamei.” Rabbi Nebenzahl 
explains119 that the word tamei describes the effect of closing off 
access to spiritual, G-dly light. Consuming non-kosher animals 
impairs the soul’s ability to perceive holiness; forbidden foods 
build a barrier between the person’s soul and G-d. 

You Are What You Eat
Thus far, we have illustrated how food is more than sustenance 

of the body; it is the shaping of our very souls. At first glance, it 
seems inconceivable that food, which is physical matter, defines 
our spiritual soul. Rabbi Moshe Chaim Luzzato heightens120 our 
awareness of the spiritual aspects of food by emphasizing how food 
enters the body directly. On a scientific level, we know that what 
we eat eventually enters our bloodstream. The blood is directly 
connected to the soul, as it says,121 “ki nefesh habasar badam hi 
(because the soul of the flesh is in the blood).” If food becomes our 
blood, therefore food defines the soul. The Rambam elaborates122 
on this concept, relating how all our thoughts, perspectives and 
understandings depend on what we eat.

117 Artscroll Stone Chumash, 597.
118 Bereishis 26:15.
119 Sichos LeSefer Vayikra, p. 133.
120 Mesillas Yesharim, chapter 11, p. 254.
121 Vayikra 17:11.
122 As quoted by Nesivos Shalom, p. 49.
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Rabbi Chaim Vital explains123 that our middos are reflected 
through the nefesh, the soul. In reality, all mitzvos of the Torah are 
founded on proper middos. Performing mitzvos is dependent on the 
ability to channel our life force and use our middos properly. We 
can then understand the proverb “you are what you eat.” If you 
eat from, for example, cruel types of animals, than you strengthen 
the quality of cruelty within yourself. Food becomes our blood; 
blood is the nefesh – the headquarters of our middos.

In this light, we may reanalyze Rabbi Salomon’s concept of 
kedushah through kashrus, and its correlation with character 
refinement. Kashrus promotes proper middos by guiding us to make 
choices according to our spiritual drives instead of our physical 
desires. Not only does the act of choosing kosher food shape our 
middos, but the kosher food itself is imbued with a spiritual quality 
of fine middos. When we ingest kosher food, it becomes part of 
our blood, and our nefesh inherits these qualities.

Incredibly, then, our behavior is strongly influenced by what 
we have eaten. Our middos are shaped by food; therefore, our 
actions are indicators of our spiritual diet. The Kedushas HaLevi 
emphasizes124 the awesome potential spiritual impact of food in 
an essay about Purim. A verse in the megillah reads,125 “vayisapak 
Haman” – Haman restrained himself from showing rage when 
Mordechai refused to bow to him. How could the evil Haman 
have demonstrated such restraint and this lofty middah of 
withholding anger? The Kedushas HaLevi attributes Haman’s 
actions to his diet. Haman had just eaten and drunk at the feast 
of Esther. The food at this kosher feast, prepared by Esther, 
was imbued with great holiness. This kedushah entered Haman’s 
bloodstream and temporarily instilled his evil nefesh with the middah 
of restraint.

123 Sha’arei Kedushah, part 1, sha’ar 2, as quoted by Rabbi Nebenzahl.
124 As quoted in Rabbi Tzvi Meir Silverberg in Sichos Hischazkus, Terumah, 
5758.
125 Esther 5:10.
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We cannot underestimate the spiritual power of food. The 
Ba’al Shem Tov analyzes126 why Hashem created the sensations 
of hunger and thirst. In light of our new perspective of eating, 
we know these sensations cannot be simple survival instincts. Why 
do we have cravings for specific tastes and textures? A verse from 
Psalms reads127, “re’eivim vegam tzemei’im (hungry and also thirsty), 
nafsham bahem titataf (their souls fainted within them).” The Ba’al 
Shem Tov interprets the word “titataf” not as “fainted,” but 
instead as “wrapped,” and offers a novel idea. Hashem created 
food and drink not simply to sustain us physically; He “wrapped” 
hidden sparks of holiness within the food. Our mission in this 
world is to discover that holiness and ingest it, allowing it to enter 
our souls. Why do we feel hungry and thirsty? Nafsham bahem titataf 
– Because our souls (meaning hidden sparks of holiness) are 
wrapped inside them – hidden inside the food and drink we crave. 
When we satiate our hunger and quench our thirst within Torah 
boundaries, we imbue our souls with kedushah.

This concept is challenging for the modern Western mind. 
We often think of food in terms of the latest health fad: being told 
to avoid artificial coloring, sweeteners, fats or carbohydrates; or 
being encouraged to consume foods like oat bran, omega 3 and 
anything with anti-oxidants in it, and so on. 

Of course, physical health and nutrition are important. 
However, we should not be misled to think that everything of 
importance can be seen, felt or touched. Hashem wants us to 
identify holiness on the level of the intangible and shift our 
perspective of food. We believe in the law of nature that physical 
ingredients will affect our bodies. We should strive to be in touch 
with the parallel spiritual reality that the spiritual ingredients affect 
our soul. The laws of kashrus are our spiritual nutritional 
guidelines for life. Through them, Hashem causes us to hunger for 
holiness.

Milk It for All It’s Worth

126 As quoted by Nesivos Shalom, p. 49.
127 Tehillim 107:5.
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Why are we so careful to feed kosher food even to our 
youngest children? One might argue that we want to educate them 
that eating is also part of our avodas Hashem. Or, that we want to 
refine their middos by raising their kashrus awareness. These valid 
reasons only apply to children who have reached the age of 
understanding. What about very young infants? Is an eighteen-
month-old even aware that his mother is giving him glatt (strictly 
kosher) chicken? The Rema rules128 that adults should prevent 
even very small children from eating non-kosher food. Why? We 
fear that forbidden food will damage their pure souls. Spiritual 
benefit or harm is an intrinsic part of food itself, even when a 
child is not aware of its kashrus status.

According to the Gra,129 the source for the Rema’s ruling is 
a famous vignette from the Gemara.130 In parashas Shemos, 
Pharaoh’s daughter pulled a crying infant Moshe from the Nile 
River. Assuming he was hungry, she summoned an Egyptian wet-
nurse to feed him. When Moshe refused to nurse, she called 
another. This pattern repeated itself several times, until Miriam 
brought Yocheved to feed the baby. 

Why did Moshe refuse to nurse from an Egyptian? Even 
though Moshe Rabbeinu was the greatest prophet that ever lived, in 
this incident he was only an infant. Rabbi Salomon explains131 
that Hashem instilled a spiritual reflex within Moshe; he 
instinctively knew from whom it was not fitting to drink. Moshe 
Rabbeinu, 
even as a tiny infant, was endowed with a heightened spiritual 
sensitivity to the tumah within the milk of an Egyptian woman. He 
refused to nurse, detecting the tumah in Egyptian milk that would 
taint his soul.

What is mother’s milk? Let us briefly analyze the process of 
lactation from a biological perspective. After giving birth, the 

128 Shulchan Aruch, Yoreh Deah 81:7, as quoted in the ArtScroll Stone Chumash, p. 
597.
129 As quoted in With Hearts Full of Faith, p. 226.
130 Sotah 12b.
131 With Hearts Full of Faith, p. 227.
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hormone levels of estrogen and progesterone in the mother’s 
blood begins to decrease. As a result, tiny glands in the mother’s 
body begin to produce breast milk from various proteins and 
sugars in her blood supply. If the blood is the nefesh, we deduce 
that mother’s milk is much more than simple nutrition for her 
baby; it is her very soul! All of a woman’s middos are encapsulated 
within her milk.132 The baby drinks that milk and it enters his 
bloodstream, shaping his nefesh.

It is no wonder that Moshe Rabbeinu refused to nurse from an 
Egyptian. Let us consider the reason provided by the Gemara,133 
“the mouth that would one day speak with the Divine Presence 
could not suckle from an Egyptian woman.” At first glance, this 
reply seems to imply that it was a matter of honor. Someone like 
Moshe Rabbeinu could not nurse from a lowly Egyptian.

In light of our above discussion, we understand the deeper 
meaning of this piece of Gemara. Moshe refused to suckle in order 
to avoid internalizing the woman’s essence, which contained 
the tumah of Egypt. Hashem instilled this reflex within him to 
preserve his kedushah and the purity of his refined character. Even 
as an infant, Hashem was preparing Moshe for receiving prophecy 
and for having the highest relationship possible with the Divine.

More Food for Thought
At the beginning of this chapter, we questioned why the laws 

of kashrus are discussed in conjunction with the consecration of 
the Mishkan and with korbanos in general. The word “korban” does 
not have a direct English translation. It is often mistranslated to 
mean “sacrifice,” but a better definition is “offering.” The Hebrew 
root of word “korban” is the same as the words for “come close” 
or “near.” The purpose of bringing korbanos is to give of yourself 
to Hashem and ultimately to grow closer to Him.

132 ibid.
133 Sotah 12b.



60 TORAH TAPESTRIES

Our exploration of kashrus led us to the conclusion that food 
choices have a direct impact on our relationship with Hashem. 
Non-kosher food damages the soul by blocking its access to 
Divine light. Our spiritual nutritional guidelines allow us to keep 
our channel to the Divine open to the flow of kedushah. Kashrus 
is an opportunity to elevate our physical nature and refine our 
middos. Through eating only kosher food, we refine our souls so 
that they are suitable for a relationship with the Divine. The 
Mishkan, korbanos and kashrus share the same purpose: growing 
closer to Hashem. 

But how does all of this relate to us if we already keep 
kosher? Here we will suggest three life lessons for us, each relating 
in some way to the story of Moshe refusing to nurse from the 
Egyptian.

First, Moshe was just an infant. This detail alludes to the idea 
that kashrus applied to even those who are not consciously aware 
of the spiritual effects of food. Since it is so difficult to internalize 
this reality about what we eat, perhaps we are all infants on a 
spiritual level. Rabbi Avigdor Nebenzahl challenges134 us to 
analyze our choices when we eat. How many times has a person 
been in a rush and grabbed a piece of fruit without checking it 
properly? Even a person who is careful with hechsherim (kosher 
certifications) might think to himself, “Oh, I really do not have 
time to check this for bugs.” Consider the internal decision 
process he goes through: Look how fresh and clean it is on the outside. 
What are the chances that there are little bugs inside. And besides, how much 
will a little tiny bug really hurt me?

Eating forbidden foods, no matter how physically tiny, like a 
little worm, harms the nefesh and impairs our ability to connect 
with Hashem. If this rule applies to those who are unaware of 

134 Sichos LeSefer Vayikra, p.133.
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the impact, all the more so it applies when the non-kosher 
consumption was intentional. Can one really argue that he ate 
forbidden food accidentally – that he did not know there was a 
bug inside – even though he failed to inspect it? Internalizing the 
spiritual reality of the food we eat will help us raise our kashrus 
awareness. It is fitting to educate ourselves based on the produce 
market where we live. It is proper to ask more questions and make 
fewer assumptions.

The second message relates to Moshe refusing Egyptian milk. 
Rabbi Salomon parallels135 Egyptian milk to the broader concept 
of foreign influences. We need to ask ourselves how and what we 
are feeding ourselves and our children from the greater society 
around us. Our galus (exile) exposes us to a world of abominable 
behavior that endangers the soul. Are we unknowingly 
contaminated by the tumah around us? Are we drinking Egyptian 
milk or, even worse, feeding it to our children?

Moshe was preparing to speak to Hashem by avoiding 
Egyptian milk. Are we preparing our children to speak to Hashem 
in their daily tefillos? What care must we take to preserve their 
kedushah by being scrupulous about what they consume with all of 
their senses? Training toward kedushah begins at a very young age. 

There is a story about a Jewish mother who was standing in 
the supermarket line. She observed an African-American mother 
with her toddler. This toddler was, as expected, begging his 
mother to buy him a candy in the checkout line. The mother 
firmly replied, “No. It’s not kosher.” The Jewish mother was 
surprised at her response and asked her, “Do you keep kosher? 
Are you Jewish?” The woman replied, “No, I’m not. But I have 
seen lots of mothers tell this to their crying toddlers. Whenever 
the mother says it’s not kosher, they always accept that response 
without protest!”

We might be training our children to question kashrus before 
they eat. But are we training them to question the spiritual status of 
what they consume with their eyes and ears? Are we helping them 

135 With Hearts Full of Faith, p. 229.
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develop kedushah-detection skills, the same spiritual sensitivity as 
baby Moshe? Have we developed within ourselves an aversion to 
the Egyptian milk of our society? Remember that our middos are 
reflected through the nefesh which defines who we are. Is our nefesh 
sensitized to these influences, or are our spiritual senses dulled and 
closed off to G-dly light?

Let us mention a third relevant lesson from this story. If food 
is imbued with an inherent spiritual quality, than the act of eating 
needs to be treated as avodas Hashem. Keeping kosher simply allows 
us to choose the right food. But even if we are careful about what 
we eat, are we thoughtful about how we eat? Rabbi Eliezer Meizlish 
describes136 the great spiritual potential that lies within the act of 
eating itself. A person should recognize that he is about to elevate 
the holy sparks within the food and incorporate them into his nefesh. 
With awareness of the awesomeness of this act, a person should be 
sure to eat sitting down, with derech eretz (proper behavior). He even 
describes a particular Chassidic rebbe that would go to the mikvah 
(ritual bath) before eating a meal. This might seem a bit extreme to 
us, but the message is the same. Are we simply stuffing our faces to 
satisfy our cravings, or are we trying to elevate our eating? Do we 
mumble our berachos (blessings) in order to eat, or do we actually 
think about the words we are saying?

Pirkei Avos states,137 “If three people ate at one table and 
they did not speak any words of Torah, it is as if they ate the 
sacrifices of dead idols.” These are strong words for simply 
missing an opportunity for Torah learning! Clearly the act of 
eating has powerful spiritual potential. When eating (even kosher 
food!) is just a physical act, it is compared to idol worship. The 
reverse phenomenon is described in the rest of the mishnah. 
“However, if three people ate at one table and spoke words of 

136 Rabbi Eliezer Meizlish, Sichos Be’Avodas Hashem, p. 115.

137 Pirkei Avos 3:4.
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Torah, it is as if they ate from Hashem’s table.” Consider the 
importance of saying a devar Torah at a meal. This kind of meal is 
like a korban, a service of Hashem.

Hashem planted within us certain physical drives to ensure 
our survival. Our mission is to appreciate the spiritual reality that 
exists within all aspects of the physical world, including the realm 
of nutrition. May we merit to recognize our hunger and thirst for 
kedushah, as well as for physical food. And as we strive to nourish 
our souls, may we grow closer to Hashem until the coming of 
Mashiach.


