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PROLOGUE

On my bookshelf, tucked away between Mollie Katzen’s Moosewood Cookbook and Irma Rombauer’s The Joy of Cooking, is a tattered little yellow book, its worn binding barely held together by a few dusty pieces of Scotch tape.

This is my copy of Love and Knishes, Sara Kasdan’s 1956 guide to Jewish cooking, passed down to me by my mother, who was presented it by her mother-in-law, my grandma Belle, soon after my parents married in December of that year.

Written in a folksy, Yiddish-inflected narrative tone, Love and Knishes offers strictly Old World, Ashkenazic fare: sweet and sour cabbage, stuffed derma, gefilte fish made from live carp, chopped liver with gribenes—all of it swimming in schmaltz, the rendered chicken fat generations of Jewish women used instead of butter for meat meals to avoid transgressing the laws of kashrut (the Hebrew term for keeping kosher).

Grandma Belle wanted to make sure her daughter-in-law knew how to prepare the right kind of food for her new husband, a man who, unbeknownst to my grandmother, wanted nothing to do with boiled brisket or pickled tongue or any other culinary reminder of his parents’ roots in the Russian Pale.

My mother tried valiantly for months. I can still make out her scribbled notes on the lokshen (i.e., noodle) kugel page, reminding herself to add chopped apricots and a third egg to the recipe. Finally, my father said, Enough! And out came the Kraft mac and cheese, the spaghetti with meat sauce, and, for a real treat, the Swanson TV dinners.

That cookbook was pretty much all I knew about kosher food growing up in suburban New Jersey in the 1960s and early ’70s. Kosher food was something we got once a year at my grandparents’ Passover seder, and in my young mind, it became inextricably linked to the history of our people. We would read the Haggadah, the story of the Exodus from Egypt—my only exposure to Jewish text—and then tuck into matzo ball soup, gefilte fish with red horseradish sauce, roasted chicken, carrot tzimmes, boiled potatoes, and noodle kugel.

No green vegetable sullied the table, in accordance with Ashkenazic norms. Kasdan’s salad chapter, “Papa Called It Grass,” contains just three recipes, only one based on actual greenery. Her explanation—Jews don’t do vegetables—is one my dad has always taken to heart.

It was years before I encountered kosher-keeping Jews at close range and began to understand the deep spiritual connection observant Jews have to their food. It certainly wasn’t present at the Israeli kibbutzim where I spent much of the 1970s and ’80s, the cooperative settlements whose dining halls eschewed the dietary restrictions their founders left behind in Poland and Ukraine.

No, the understanding came later, in 1991, when I spent a year studying Jewish texts at Pardes, an egalitarian yeshiva in Jerusalem. As one of the few students who did not keep kosher, I felt the loneliness on Friday nights when the others refused my dinner invitations.

But I also experienced the rare beauty of a traditional Shabbat meal, where blessings are said over the wine and the bread, where the food has been chosen and prepared according to laws meant to remind us that we are not alone in the world, that we are part of an intricate, carefully balanced network of life and death that existed long before us and extends far into the future.

Jews aren’t the only people with a tradition of sacred eating, although our laws are the oldest to have survived into the modern world. How we sow, how we harvest, how we slaughter, how we prepare our food, how and when we eat it—Jews are hardwired to link our food choices to moral and political beliefs, which is probably why so many Jews are active in the organic, locally sourced, and vegetarian movements. What we put in our bodies has a lot to say about who we are and what we value.

Two separate incidents provided the immediate impetus for this book. Some years ago I found myself in Sumy, an industrial city in northeastern Ukraine, researching an article about a young Chabad couple who had moved there from Malibu, California. One afternoon I drove with the rabbi, his wife, and their three children in a rickety Russian-made car two hours out of town to a farm to watch the farmer milk his cow. Many ultraobservant Jews will only drink cholov Yisroel, milk that is watched from the time it leaves the cow, and it was so important to these parents that their children enjoy fresh milk that they went to this considerable effort two, sometimes three times a week. I was struck by their determination to keep the laws of kashrut in such a difficult environment.

A year later, while covering a National Havurah Committee retreat in New Hampshire, I sat with a group of young Jews active in the independent minyan movement. The indie minyans, as they are called, are a loosely knit collection of lay-led prayer communities run by and for Jews in their twenties and thirties. In their efforts to be welcoming to all, they explained to me, many of them follow a two-table system of kashrut at their potluck meals. One table is for vegetarian food that carries a hekhsher, or kosher certification, and one table is for vegetarian food that does not carry such a label. Thus everyone can bring food and everyone can eat food, no matter his or her observance level—radical inclusiveness tempered by a twenty-first-century sensitivity to religious belief.

Seeing, on one hand, the lengths to which a hassidic family will go to keep kosher in Ukraine, and on the other hand, the determination of young Jewish social-justice activists to honor Jewish tradition while excluding no one, I was struck by how broad the spectrum of Jewish sacred eating has become.

Kashrut is different in America than it was in Europe. For the first time in history, Jews have a choice as to how we express our Judaism—we are neither pushed into it by outside pressure nor compelled by internal religious authorities. And in that choice is contained all the complexity and nuance of modernity.

The kashrut system brings an ancient world of tribal ritual to bear on contemporary sensibilities of inclusivity, pluralism, and the search for meaning. Can the two coexist? Can two-thousand-year-old laws of kosher slaughter bring meaning to the daily life of a twenty-first-century American Jew?

As Jews changed the ways they looked at kashrut, so did America change its relationship to kosher food. The kosher food industry, once the province of this country’s small number of observant Jews, has expanded way beyond the population that might be presumed to support it. How did that happen? Why do one-third to one-half of the processed food products in American supermarkets carry kosher certification? Why do Tropicana and Coca-Cola go to the enormous expense of making their products kosher for Passover every spring? Who’s buying all this kosher food, and why?

Kosher food and the kosher food system started out as Jewish and, like other immigrant food traditions, have become American. That’s what this book is about.

I’d like to acknowledge the many people who have gone out of their way to help me during the eighteen-month endeavor of researching and writing this book. The rabbis and staff at the Orthodox Union, the OK Kosher Certification, and the Star-K Kosher Certification opened their doors to me, answering persistent questions with grace and patience.

I’d particularly like to acknowledge Don Yoel Levy, Chaim Fogelman, and Dovid Steigman at the OK; Menachem Genack, Eliyahu Safran, Seth Mandel, Avraham Stone, Moshe Perlmutter, and Chaim Goldberg at the Orthodox Union; and Avrom Pollak and Tzvi Rosen at the Star-K, along with numerous kosher supervisors in the field who allowed me to tag along as they climbed into flour tanker trucks, hosed down vats of boiling grape juice, and inspected miles of ice-cream bars in factories from rural Pennsylvania to Shanghai. Yakov Yarmove, Yaakov Horowitz, Yitzhok Gallor, Yakov Vann, Reuven Nathanson, Yosef Eisen, Chaim Davids, and Mordechai Grunberg require special mention here.

My heartfelt thanks to Devora Kimelman-Block, Roger Studley, Shalom Kantor, Andy Kastner, Aitan Mizrahi, and the folks at Hazon and the Isabella Freedman Jewish Retreat Center for allowing me to witness a new kind of kosher slaughter, one that hopefully will flourish in the new century. Elie Rosenfeld, Marcia Mogelonsky, and Menachem Lubinsky gave me crucial insight into the world of kosher marketing, and professors Joe Regenstein at Cornell University, David Kraemer at the Jewish Theological Seminary, and Jeffrey Gurock at Yeshiva University helped me navigate the history of kashrut in America. Many other people allowed me into their homes, their kitchens, and their workplaces, and my thanks go out to all of them.

Alisa Kramer was the first to encourage me to write this book, picking it out of a list of topics I presented to her during a morning hike in the redwoods. Kelle Walsh did an initial edit of the entire manuscript, out of the goodness of her very generous heart. My family and friends put up with my crankiness and frequent long absences, and I thank them for sticking by me.

And again, as with The Rebbe’s Army, I thank my wise and hardworking editor, Altie Karper at Schocken Books, for her careful guidance, devoted friendship, and unwavering belief in my ability to write this book. No writer could wish for more.


1.
It’s a Kosher, Kosher World
Kosher Food Conquers the U.S. Market

IN 1972, Hebrew National launched a television ad campaign that changed the way Americans looked at kosher food.

The commercial, which aired off and on for two decades, shows Uncle Sam about to bite into one of the company’s kosher hot dogs. He is stopped midmunch by a sonorous voice listing the additives the U.S. government permits food manufacturers to use in their processed meats. Frozen beef. Artificial colorings. Meat by-products. Non-meat fillers. With each phrase, Uncle Sam’s frown deepens.

But don’t worry, the voice continues. Hebrew National would never use anything but pure, all-natural beef. “We can’t,” it declares, as the camera pans upward to a cloud-filled sky. “We’re kosher, and have to answer to an even higher authority.”

Kosher food manufacturers have been advertising for more than a century. But the early ads for Pillsbury flour and Crisco shortening were aimed at the Jewish consumer, particularly the Orthodox housewife who purchased most of her household’s goods.

By the 1960s, companies eager to expand their business began looking beyond their traditional base. Hebrew National was not the first to advertise openly to a non-Jewish audience. In 1960, a popular Levy’s ad showed an Irish cop, an African American boy, and a Native American all enjoying the company’s Jewish rye bread with the tagline “You don’t have to be Jewish to love Levy’s.” But Hebrew National added a new twist that gripped the imagination of Middle America—the idea that God is involved in the production of kosher food.1

“You can’t really say that God endorses your food in a commercial, but it’s certainly implied,” says Mary Warlick, a professor at the School of Visual Arts in New York, who still uses the TV spot with her students.

The commercial was ironic, even comic, but it captured the country’s mood. In 1972, the Vietnam War was raging, antiwar protesters had taken to the streets, and America’s inner cities were simmering with crime and racial tension. Watergate was on the horizon, and people were losing faith in their government. How could those same leaders protect the country’s food supply? Kosher food, on the other hand, “answers to a higher authority,” one that is utterly trustworthy. It’s better. It’s cleaner. It’s worth the money. The government may not protect you, the ad suggests, but Jewish law will.

Four decades later that message still resonates, and kosher has become one of the country’s hottest food trends.

It happened fast. A generation ago, kosher was a niche industry, the business of the country’s small minority of observant Jews. They shopped in small grocery stores in Orthodox neighborhoods, ate in family-owned restaurants serving traditional Ashkenazic fare, and took their own food with them when they traveled.

Today one-third to one-half of the food for sale in the typical American supermarket is kosher. That means more than $200 billion of the country’s estimated $500 billion in annual food sales is kosher certified, a remarkable statistic considering that less than 2 percent of the population is Jewish, and only a minority of them keep kosher.

Kosher food is available just about anywhere, and just about everyone buys it, whether they know it or not. Kosher consumers no longer have to seek out kosher grocers or specialty shops; in fact, more than 40 percent of kosher food sales are rung up at Walmart, which has kosher sections in more than five hundred of its stores.2

Some of these products are the traditionally Jewish ethnic foods that supermarkets display in their kosher sections, which expand every fall and spring just before major Jewish holidays. These are the jars of gefilte fish, the boxes of matzo meal, the horseradish sauce, and the beet borsch. That “traditional” kosher market hit $12.5 billion in domestic sales by 2008, a 60 percent increase in just five years.3

But most kosher-certified products are mainstream foods aimed at the general public, and are made by some of the biggest names in food manufacturing: Pepsi, Coca-Cola, General Mills, Nestlé, Kraft, Nabisco. The Hebrew National and Levy’s ads, along with the 1960s “Man, oh, Manischewitz” ad for Manischewitz wine featuring Sammy Davis Jr., were all part of the same effort to convince the non-Jewish public that kosher is better, and not just for Jews.

“It paralleled what happens with all ethnic food,” says Jonathan Sarna, professor of American Jewish history at Brandeis University. “The only way you’re going to make money is to make it mainstream.”

Kosher food is big and it’s increasing at twice the rate of the non-kosher market.4 In 2007, the “kosher” label was slapped on more new domestic food products than any other label, including “organic,” “natural,” and “premium.” That year 4,784 new kosher products were launched in the United States, versus 2,245 new “all-natural” products and 1,636 new organic products. The United States dominates the global kosher market; it released more than half of the 8,200 new kosher products launched in 2007 worldwide.5 Nearly one-third of all new food products in this country are kosher certified, including chocolate Easter bunnies and Christmas candies, items clearly not intended for the Jewish consumer.

The biggest surge in kosher certification occurred in the early 1990s, the years when companies including Nabisco, Entenmann’s, and Godiva went kosher for the first time. There was a snowball effect: As more mainstream producers went kosher, their competitors followed suit. “If you’re Kellogg’s or Post, you don’t want to eliminate any potential consumer,” says Menachem Lubinsky, a longtime consultant to the kosher food industry. “Since you know that a portion of your customer base requires kosher certification, you go ahead and you get that kosher certification.”

As kosher food gained ground in the mainstream market, it came out of the closet for observant Jews as well. Kosher meals are offered in hospitals, nursing homes, prisons, and the military, on cruise ships and airplanes. Kosher hot dogs are sold at ballparks, and kosher vending machines serve up knishes and sandwiches in airports and medical schools. Every year more hotels open kosher kitchens, more colleges offer kosher dining plans, more fast-food chains open kosher franchises.

Kosher food travels in the highest circles. In December 2005, the White House kitchen was made kosher for the first time, for the president’s annual Chanukah party. In April 2008, a $10,000-per-person kosher fund-raiser was held in Britain’s Windsor Castle, home of the royal family, and the Vatican announced that Pope Benedict XVI favored a certain kosher bakery in Rome’s historic Jewish ghetto for his biscotti.

Kosher food has gone upscale. Forced to compete in the general marketplace, it must satisfy ever more sophisticated tastes. Kosher restaurants are no longer sequestered in heavily Orthodox neighborhoods in Brooklyn, dishing out cholent and kugel to a captive audience. They have moved to Midtown, and they offer the same organic greens and seared tuna as their non-kosher neighbors. Kosher wines can sell for $200 a bottle, and better kosher butchers are carrying grass-fed elk and bison, along with Kobe beef for $60 a pound. More and more specialty foods now have their kosher equivalents. Chipotle sauce, gourmet gelato, mango salsa, Belgian chocolates, and artisanal cheeses are all being churned out by kosher food manufacturers who vie with one another to anticipate the next culinary trend.

And it’s not just Jews buying this food. More than 11.2 million Americans regularly buy kosher food, 13 percent of the adult consumer population.6 These are people who buy the products because they are kosher, not shoppers who pick up Heinz ketchup, Miller beer, or Cheerios because they like the taste or the price. There are about six million Jews in this country. Even if they all bought only kosher food, which is not the case, they would not be enough to sustain such growth.7

In fact, just 14 percent of consumers who regularly buy kosher food do so because they follow the rules of kashrut. That means at least 86 percent of the nation’s 11.2 million kosher consumers are not religious Jews.8

Many are not Jewish at all. They are people turning to kosher food for a wide variety of reasons. They are vegetarians, who trust that a “D” kosher dairy symbol means a product contains no meat. They are lactose-intolerant consumers who know that kosher products without the “D” are dairy-free, or folks with gluten allergies who stock up on kosher-for-Passover items made without wheat. They are people who follow religious or spiritual practices satisfied by kosher food, including Muslims who buy kosher meat when halal is not available, Seventh-day Adventists who eat only biblically permitted animals, and those who look for the pareve, or neutral, kosher symbol, indicating food that contains neither dairy nor meat.

All these people buy kosher food for what it guarantees in terms of ingredients. But the growing popularity of kosher certification also has to do with perception, with the belief shared by many people, Jewish or not, that kosher food is cleaner, safer, better. In fact, more Americans buy it for these reasons than any other: 62 percent buy kosher because they believe it is of higher quality than non-kosher food, 51 percent because they believe it is more healthy, and 34 percent because they consider it safer.9 What with spinach tainted with E. coli, peanut butter laced with salmonella, and beef infected with mad cow disease, Americans uneasy about the country’s food supply might well find comfort in knowing that another pair of eyes—a pair of religious eyes at that—is watching over the manufacturing process.

Those extra eyes do not always guarantee quality, but the perception that they do persists and can lead to increased sales. That is why so many food manufacturers and retailers are willing to pay fees ranging from a few hundred dollars to $100,000 or more a year to the rabbis and agencies that provide kosher certification. They are banking on the consumer appeal of that kosher label.

Dr. Avrom Pollak, president of the Star-K Kosher Certification in Baltimore, Maryland, tells of a man who came to his office seeking certification for his bakery. The process would require, among other things, making the kitchen kosher (called kashering), buying new pots and pans, switching suppliers, closing from sundown Friday to sundown Saturday, and hiring a mashgiach, or kosher supervisor. There were no Jews in the baker’s small town, and Pollak asked him why he would go to such an expense.

“He said, I want kosher certification so when I tell people I use only one hundred percent vegetable shortening, they’ll know it’s true,” Pollak relates.

In certain industries, kosher regulations do act as one more safeguard to good health. For meat to be certified as kosher, the animal must have no diseases or physical flaws. “Downer” cows, animals that are too sick to walk, are not accepted for kosher slaughter, although they do make it into the non-kosher meat supply. In February 2008, the U.S. Department of Agriculture recalled 143 million pounds of non-kosher beef, the largest meat recall in history, after an undercover tape showed plant workers using electric prods to move downer cows through the kill line. Kosher regulations also protect against mad cow disease, which has been linked to animal feed containing infected meat or bonemeal; kosher-certified animals cannot be fed other animals.

As demand for kosher certification continues to grow, so does the need to oversee all those factories, shops, and restaurants to ensure that the food being produced meets Jewish dietary regulations. Thus the upturn in the kosher food market has spurred an increase in the number of kosher certification agencies, from eighteen in 1981 to almost one thousand separate rabbis and agencies offering kosher supervision by early 2009.10

In one sense this has produced a very confusing situation, with shoppers forced to distinguish between hundreds of individual rabbis putting their own kosher symbols on food products. In fact, it’s not as chaotic as it seems. More than 80 percent of the kosher goods sold in this country are certified by the four largest agencies: the Manhattan-based Orthodox Union [image: ], the Star-K in Baltimore [image: ], the OK Kosher Certification in Brooklyn [image: ], and the Kof-K Kosher Supervision in Teaneck, New Jersey [image: ] Between them, these agencies employ thousands of mashgichim. These supervisors are the foot soldiers of the kosher food industry, traveling the world to inspect factories, kitchens, tanker trucks, slaughterhouses, bakeries, butchers, and supermarkets. They also oversee meal preparation for hotels, cruise ships, prisons, Jewish schools, synagogues, and summer camps. And they kasher kitchens, clean bugs from vegetables, and watch over the religiously sensitive operations of kosher wine- and cheesemaking.

All in all, kosher certification and supervision is a huge enterprise involving hundreds of millions of dollars, which operates behind the scenes of the food industry, the unseen cost of doing business in today’s global market.

This did not happen in a vacuum. A perfect storm of increased religiosity, a strengthening of Jewish ethnic pride, and a growing obsession with healthy eating have all conspired to vault the kosher industry to the top of the country’s food chain.

America has always been a religious society, but Jews historically rate lower on the key religious indicators than other faith groups. Fewer American Jews believe in God than Protestants or Catholics, fewer Jews pray privately, and more say religion is not important in their lives.11 That has been true throughout the twentieth century. But in the past two decades, growing numbers of Jews have been exploring their faith, including its rituals, and more say they are seeking spiritual nourishment. Synagogue membership may be declining, but more American Jews light Sabbath candles, observe the Jewish holidays, and keep at least some of the kosher laws, even if they do not consider themselves “religious.”12

The 1970s saw an explosion of pride among many ethnic and racial minorities, including Jews. Israel’s victory in the 1967 Six-Day War gave an unprecedented boost to American Jewish self-esteem, leading to a growth in Jewish education, support for Israel, and a public flexing of Jewish ethnic muscle. Jews who had previously kept their identity under wraps now proclaimed it in the public arena.

In the waning decades of the twentieth century, dietary practices based on health or ethics, such as eating organic food and vegetarianism, became socially acceptable, even trendy. Announcing that one cannot eat this or that food because of moral or spiritual concerns is no longer seen as rude or unusual; it’s more often considered a demonstration of values and self-discipline. Americans are interested in the spiritual and psychological benefits of such diets, and that includes a kosher regimen. Kosher food and the kosher food industry are hot topics of conversation, from front-page articles in the New York Times to best-selling kosher cookbooks.

These societal changes accompanied and contributed to a shift in the American Jewish attitude toward kashrut. Many Jews already keeping kosher are keeping it more strictly, and some who don’t are more willing to experiment with it.

Orthodox Judaism as a whole has moved to the right, and its attitude toward kashrut is no exception. Practices that would have been acceptable a generation or two ago, such as eating cold foods in a non-kosher restaurant, have fallen out of favor in Orthodox circles. Local vaads, or rabbinic committees that oversee kosher restaurants and retail stores, are imposing stricter requirements on what owners of those businesses may and may not do. Glatt meat, which requires much more careful inspection of an animal’s lungs and was once a stringency observed only by the ultra-Orthodox, is now the industry standard for all kosher meat. More and more kosher dairy restaurants adhere to cholov Yisroel, a stricter standard for milk that requires watching it from the time it leaves the cow; more bakeries proclaim that they are pas Yisroel, that is, using “Jewish bread,” which means that observant Jews participate in the baking process, at the very least by turning on the oven.

Among liberal Jews, hostility to kosher food has eased up considerably, replaced by curiosity and even pride. Whereas their parents and grandparents viewed keeping kosher as part and parcel of an observant lifestyle that cut Jews off from society at large, increasing numbers of younger Jews, comfortable in their position in America, see it as a mark of Jewish identity, a declaration of membership in the tribe. It’s something that can be observed as the occasion demands rather than a permanent restriction on one’s dietary choices.

Jewish weddings and bar/bat mitzvahs are more often kosher today than in the past, even if those throwing the events are not observant. Making them kosher is a way to proclaim their Jewish character. Few national Jewish organizations serve non-kosher food at their official gatherings anymore, not because more participants keep kosher than a generation ago, but as a public statement of Jewish inclusiveness. The Reform movement, which declared Jewish dietary laws outdated 150 years ago, has slowly softened that stance. Increasing numbers of Reform synagogues maintain kosher kitchens, and in 2007 the Union for Reform Judaism, the organizational body of Reform congregations in North America, posted a Reform guide to kashrut on its website, something that would have been unthinkable a decade earlier.

A moving illustration of this new attitude occurred in January 2003, when Israeli astronaut Ilan Ramon brought only kosher food with him on the space shuttle Columbia. Although Ramon was a secular Jew who did not observe kashrut, he told the media before his ill-fated flight that in space he felt he was representing the entire Jewish world. Keeping kosher symbolized that connection.13

KOSHER FOOD is not food that is blessed by a rabbi. It is food that adheres to Jewish law. The vast body of rituals, regulations, and customs surrounding the preparation and consumption of food, collectively known as the practice of kashrut, is based on a handful of verses in the Torah, the five books of Moses that constitute Judaism’s central text. Those verses have been argued over by rabbis and scholars for more than two thousand years. Kashrut is a constantly evolving construct; the biblical verses remain unchanged, but the way they are understood and applied has altered over time, from country to country and, more recently, between the different Jewish denominations.

The word kosher comes from the Hebrew word kasher, meaning “fit” or “proper.” Kosher food is food that is appropriate for a Jew to eat. It is not intrinsically holier than other food, and its consumption is incumbent only upon Jews. Interestingly, the word kosher does not appear anywhere in the Torah. It is used several times in later biblical texts, but not in reference to food. In the book of Esther it is used to mean “appropriate,” similar to its most common usage today in the English-speaking world.

As the Torah tells it, Jews received the commandment to eat differently than other people in about 1200 BCE, after they left bondage in Egypt and became a separate nation with a homeland—Israel—and a constitution—the Ten Commandments.

Before then, according to the biblical story, everyone ate alike. In the Garden of Eden, Adam and Eve enjoyed a purely vegetarian diet, feasting upon the bounty of the earth and the fruit of the trees. They took their diet with them when they were expelled from Eden for eating from the Tree of Knowledge—a dietary transgression that changed the course of human history. It was only after the world was destroyed in a great flood that God permitted Noah and his descendants to eat meat, and then only grudgingly, in recognition of the human lust for flesh. But God specified in Genesis 9:4 that only the flesh of an animal was permitted, not the blood, which contained its soul.

Later in the Torah came the prohibition on eating an animal’s sciatic nerve, the part of Jacob’s upper thigh touched by the angel during their all-night wrestling match in Genesis 32:25–33. This story has significant financial consequences today for kosher butchers and shoppers, as only the front portion of cattle, sheep, and other mammals are considered kosher.14

The rest of the Torah’s pronouncements on dietary law date from the Israelites’ forty years of post-Exodus wandering in the desert prior to their settlement in Canaan, the Promised Land. The relevant verses are few in number and tersely written, leaving it up to future generations to figure out how to put them into practice.

Several of the verses about dietary law deal with Passover, specifically the prohibition on eating leavened bread and the commandment to eat matzo in remembrance of the miraculous escape from Egyptian slavery.15 Others command Jews to observe a sabbatical year once they reach Israel, letting the land lie fallow every seventh growing season.16 One verse exhorts Jews to take challah, that is, set aside for the kohanim (priests) in the Temple a small portion of dough before baking bread,17 and another describes the ritual of the omer, the offering of the yearly grain harvest.18

But most Torah verses dealing with Jewish dietary practice concern restrictions on food consumption: which animals, birds, fish, and insects may and may not be eaten;19 how the permissible foods must be slaughtered and prepared;20 and that meat and milk must not be cooked together.21 It’s these laws that have caused the greatest headaches and generated the most rabbinic ink over the years.

In one sense, the Torah is clear about which creatures Jews may and may not eat, even if no reason is given for those distinctions. Kosher mammals must have split hooves and chew their cud. The camel chews its cud but does not have split hooves, and the pig has the right feet but does not chew its cud; neither is kosher. Kosher fish must have fins and scales, which means shellfish is not kosher. Kosher insects, for those who choose to consume them, must have jointed legs that enable them to hop, such as locusts and grasshoppers.

Birds are more difficult. The Torah does not explain what makes a bird kosher; it simply lists some birds that are kosher and others that are not, leaving it to later authorities to tease out general principles. Eagles, hawks, owls, kites, ravens, and falcons are named as prohibited species, leading many authorities to deduce a blanket prohibition on scavengers and birds of prey. But because the list is incomplete and scholars are not certain of the modern equivalent of some of the biblical names, the custom is to eat only those birds that one’s community has a tradition of eating. If your father and grandfather ate pigeon, so can you.

Determining which animals may and may not be eaten is just the first part of a larger, more complicated procedure of figuring out how to put these biblical commandments into everyday practice: How should Jews plant, grow, slaughter, prepare, serve, and eat their food? The Torah states that Jews should not consume the blood of an animal together with its flesh, but how is that to be avoided? What is the correct way to remove the sciatic nerve? Does the prohibition on cooking a kid in its mother’s milk apply only to goats or to cows and sheep as well? Should hot food be treated differently from cold food?

As the centuries passed, rabbis considered, refined, and expanded their answers to thousands of such questions. Scholarly opinions piled up, commentaries built on each other, and the regulations and restrictions of kashrut multiplied and became ever more complex.

The first compilation of Jewish laws, including those dealing with kashrut, was the Mishna, a second-century compendium of oral rabbinic discussions that had taken place over the two previous centuries. Three more centuries of rabbinic commentary on the Mishna were summarized and written down as the Gemara. Together the Mishna and Gemara make up the Talmud, the principal guide to Jewish law, or halacha.22 Within its pages, the Talmud contains detailed discussions of Jewish law and practice, much of it conducted in dialectical fashion as a series of questions and answers between leading rabbis. Both majority and minority opinions are set down, and later conclusions can contradict earlier ones.

In the sixteenth century, Rabbi Joseph Caro attempted to reconcile these debates in the Shulchan Aruch, or “Ordered Table.” His writings on kosher law are contained in Yoreh Deah, one of the four volumes of the Shulchan Aruch. It is still the main authority for questions of Jewish dietary law and practice, and is what Orthodox rabbinical candidates are quizzed on before receiving ordination. But it is not the only source; the discussion continues.

As the centuries passed, the tendency was for Jewish dietary practice to become stricter as later generations of rabbis built upon the opinions of their predecessors. For example, kosher law today forbids the mixing of meat and dairy. Yet the Torah never explicitly states the two should not mix, only that a baby goat may not be boiled in its mother’s milk. Literalists might look at that verse and argue that if an animal is not the offspring of the animal that provided the milk in which it is cooked, the resulting dish is kosher.

That reading was never given serious credence, but a related one was. In the late first or early second century CE, Rabbi Yossi the Galilean held that the prohibition should apply only to creatures that produce milk, that is, mammals. Birds don’t nurse their young, so it should be permitted for Jews to cook chicken in milk, as Rabbi Yossi did in his native Galilee. Rabbi Yossi argued the point with Rabbi Akiva in Mishna Chullin 113a, with Rabbi Akiva holding that the cooking of any bird in milk violated a rabbinic prohibition, if not a biblical one. Yossi lost the argument—Rabbi Akiva was a tough opponent—and Jews were forever cut off from chicken Parmesan.23

The Talmud noted that the warning against cooking a kid in its mother’s milk appears three times in the Torah. Each mention was taken to indicate a different prohibition: one against cooking meat and milk together, one against eating meat and milk that was cooked together, and one against deriving any benefit from their combination, such as selling a cheeseburger. Even these prohibitions require further interpretation. What does “eating them together” mean? Does it mean milk and meat should not be eaten in the same bite? Or can they not even be consumed during the same meal? And how long is a meal? Must one wait a minute, an hour, or longer after eating meat or dairy before consuming the other?

In the absence of a Jewish pope who could decide with global authority, various customs arose in different Jewish communities. Most Orthodox Jews today wait six hours after eating meat before they will consume dairy, but German Jews wait three hours, and Dutch Jews just one hour. Conservative Jews who keep kosher usually wait three hours, but some wait six.

Those are the rules if one eats meat before milk. After a dairy meal, observant Jews have only to rinse out their mouths before consuming meat, on the grounds that milk products do not linger as long in the mouth as meat does. But if the dairy meal includes hard cheese that has been aged for at least six months, it must be treated like meat, and the wait time is six hours—or three, or one, depending on one’s country of origin or denominational affiliation.

Once it was decided that meat and dairy products should not be consumed together, the rabbis looked for ways to ensure that they remained as far apart as possible. Perhaps one should keep completely separate sets of pots, pans, dishes, and utensils for meat and dairy. And to avoid inadvertent mistakes, it might be best to keep those items in different parts of the kitchen, even wash them in separate sinks. By the modern era, an observant Jew would never use a dairy plate for a meat meal, or vice versa, even if it had been carefully washed. And dishes used for pareve food, food that is neither meat nor dairy, had to be kept separate from the other two categories. Such added stringencies, called “fences around the Torah,” were developed over hundreds of years and eventually assumed the same force of law as the rules they were set up to protect.

Technological advances further complicated the picture, introducing assembly lines and chemical additives into an ancient legal scheme designed for human labor and biologically based foodstuffs. Today it is possible to eat an entirely kosher “cheeseburger,” with the burger, the cheese, or both made from soy products. Does that contravene the spirit of milk-dairy separation, or is the dish kosher because no actual dairy is mixing with actual meat? (It’s kosher.)

The invention of the airplane made it difficult to count the hours between meat and dairy meals. Should the observant Jew go by what time it is on the ground, or the number of hours passed in flight? (The latter.) Space travel added an entirely new dimension—what time is it when one is orbiting the earth? NASA was forced to call in rabbinic authorities to decide the question for Jewish astronauts.

To outsiders this attention to such minute details of food preparation and consumption might seem obsessive, even silly. But to Torah-observant Jews it can mean the difference between profaning their bodies and making them into holy vessels, the ostensible aim of kashrut. “A person is what he eats,” explains Rabbi Chaim Fogelman, communications director for the OK Kosher Certification, giving a mystical, hassidic twist to the biology of digestion. “Once you eat something that is not kosher, it goes into your body and is with you forever. That’s why people are very, very particular about kosher. Just like a fat cell, once it appears in the body, it can shrink but it never disappears.”

MULTINATIONAL CORPORATIONS don’t make kosher food to help Jews turn their bodies into holy vessels. They do it to make money. The Orthodox Union reports that in forty-five years, fewer than a dozen companies dropped their kosher supervision because it didn’t help sales.24 Kosher food shoppers spend an average of $1,000 more every year than ordinary consumers, making them a lucrative market to capture.25

That is why Jelly Belly sought national kosher certification in 2008. “It would open new doors to trade we hadn’t had, not just from Jewish customers, but vegans and others who look for a kosher symbol,” says Bob Simpson, president and COO of the Fairfield, California–based candy manufacturer.26

Simpson declines to say how much it cost Jelly Belly to make the switch from a less rigorous kosher agency to the Orthodox Union. Just getting rid of all the non-kosher food starch in its plant and warehouse cost $650,000, and was only a portion of the total expense. But less than a year later, he said the company was seeing a return on its investment. “Now that we can sell to national kosher distributors, they have been inundated with requests from kosher retailers. Our product is flying off the shelf.”

Many smaller food manufacturers also ante up for kosher certification, believing it will help their bottom line. Valerie Bono, vice president of sales and marketing for Golden Cannoli, a company in Somerville, Massachusetts, that makes cannoli dough and prepackaged shells, said their products have been kosher since her father and his partner, neither of them Jewish, founded the business in 1978. “At least sixty percent of our business is because we’re kosher. It’s definitely a selling point,” she says. “Whether people are Jewish or not, they think of it as a better product.”

Not every company finds going kosher worthwhile. Joseph Farms, a dairy operation in Atwater, California, made kosher cheese for two years before dropping the certification in early 2008. “It was too expensive for us, and we weren’t seeing the money from it,” says general manager Carl Morris. Kosher cheese production requires a kosher supervisor on the premises the entire time cheese is being made, and the company wasn’t making enough profit to warrant that extra salary. But since Joseph Farms dropped its certification, Jewish customers have been writing and calling, asking for it back. One Orthodox congregation in Oakland, California, flooded the company with e-mails, and their rabbi called Morris personally to ask if he would consider doing even one kosher run a week.

Unfortunately, Morris says that’s not possible. The plant operates seven days a week and cannot afford to shut down for twenty-four hours to kasher all its equipment, the minimum time required for the process. Plus, he doesn’t have the storage space to separate the kosher from the non-kosher cheese. Morris sighs. “I feel for them, and I’d love to help them out, but it’s just too expensive.”

Changing certification can bring down the wrath of the kosher consumer, and can prove to be just as costly as dropping it altogether. In 2002, rumors began flying that Stella D’Oro, which since 1958 had been kosher and pareve, was about to start using dairy ingredients in its cookies. Kraft Foods, which took over the company in 2000, wanted to use a cheaper chocolate that contained milk.

The outcry was immediate. One of the few widely available brands of kosher cookies made without milk or butter, Stella D’Oro had been a fixture on Orthodox tables for two generations because its cookies could be eaten for dessert after a meat meal. Without pareve status, they were less useful. Boxes of Stella D’Oro cookies, stamped with the new “dairy” labels in anticipation of the proposed changeover, lay unopened for months in kosher grocery stores from Monsey, New York, to Lakewood, New Jersey. In January 2003, Kraft scrapped its plans to change the recipe.27

Something similar happened to Duncan Hines when the company switched many of its pareve cake mixes to dairy in 2005. Sales dropped off precipitously, and other manufacturers seized the opportunity to launch their own pareve cake mixes to fill the gap. In September 2006, Duncan Hines reversed its decision after CEO Jeff Ansell said he’d received an earful from customers. Twelve of the eighteen kosher cake mixes that had gone dairy the previous year, representing 80 percent of company sales, returned to pareve status.28

Both companies bowed to the power of the Orthodox market, says Elie Rosenfeld, CEO of Joseph Jacobs Advertising, a marketing firm that targets the Jewish consumer. Rosenfeld believes that although kosher-keeping Jews are no longer the majority of people who buy kosher food, they are still the industry’s driving force. They shop for Shabbat on Thursday evening and Friday morning, producing a predictable end-of-week sales bump, and they buy high-priced kosher products like meat, wine, and prepared foods. Supermarkets want to keep them coming into the stores, and food manufacturers want them buying new products.

And they are not shy about expressing their opinions. “Jews are vocal,” Rosenfeld points out. “When a company like Duncan Hines gets a thousand phone calls, they ‘get’ it.”

There may be just a million or so American Jews who keep kosher,29 but they are concentrated in five key markets: New York, Los Angeles, Miami, Chicago, and Philadelphia–New Jersey. That makes it worthwhile for supermarkets and discount chains in those regions to carry lots of kosher-certified products. From the food manufacturers’ point of view, the tens of thousands of dollars paid out in annual fees for kosher supervision is more than outweighed by the loss of business they would suffer if stores stopped carrying their products. That is particularly true of the larger food companies, for whom kosher certification is an easily absorbed operating expense.

The observant Jewish community—what the industry refers to as the traditional kosher market—is changing, and that, too, affects how and where kosher food is sold. The kosher consumer is growing younger and wealthier; one survey found the largest group of Jews who keep kosher are between the ages of eighteen and thirty-five. They travel more than their parents, and they expect to find kosher food on the planes they take, the stores they shop in, and the hotels where they stay.

The tourist industry has been quick to cash in. The year-round kosher hotels that once dotted the Catskills and held sway along Miami Beach have been replaced by mainstream hotels that “go kosher” for Passover and other Jewish holidays. All-kosher vacation packages are available at the fanciest properties, and they cost a pretty penny. In 2009, the Fairmont Scottsdale Princess in Arizona offered a weeklong Passover stay starting at $3,900 per person. Passover week at the Fairmont Mayakoba on Mexico’s Riviera Maya started at $4,000 per person.

Kosher cruises joined the market in the 1990s and can cost twice as much as non-kosher trips. In early 2009, a seven-night Alaska cruise with Kosherica, the country’s largest kosher cruise company, started at $1,957, versus $1,025 for a similar non-kosher cruise.

In 2008, nearly a dozen major hotels opened kosher kitchens, including the Radisson at Los Angeles International Airport, a Doubletree in Chicago, a Hyatt in Chicago, and the Tampa Airport Marriott. The Holiday Inn International Drive Resort in Orlando opened a dedicated kosher kitchen that October, in time for Sukkot. Leased to an outside vendor, it has separate areas for preparing meat, dairy, and pareve dishes. Catering director Kathleen Hawthorne said the idea is to allow observant guests to dine in the hotel’s restaurant, just like any other traveler, and order a kosher meal off the regular menu. “The meals are frozen and double-wrapped. We just take them out of the freezer, pop them in the microwave, and serve them with kosher silverware that is also wrapped in Saran wrap.”

Kosher food at sports events, once a rarity, is growing more common. New York’s Shea and Yankee stadiums opened kosher food stands in 1998 after pressure from local officials and the New York Board of Rabbis, and when the Mets and the Yankees debuted new stadiums in 2009, kosher baseball fans were pleased to see not one but four glatt kosher food courts at both Citi Field and Yankee Stadium. Baltimore’s Oriole Park at Camden Yards has been serving up kosher fare since 1993. A kosher hot dog cart appeared at Philadelphia’s Lincoln Financial Field in summer 2004, and in 2006, kosher hot dogs, Italian sausage, peanuts, pretzels, and soft drinks became available at RFK Stadium in Washington, D.C. Progressive Field, home of the Cleveland Indians, opened a kosher hot dog stand in 2007, and in April 2008, a Boston Herald reporter gushed over the new kosher vending machine at Fenway Park.

The minor leagues are also getting into the act. In August 2007, MerchantsAuto.com Stadium in Manchester, New Hampshire, home of the Fisher Cats, served kosher hot dogs, hamburgers, and falafel at its first Jewish Pride Night. The event was put together by Chabad Rabbi Levi Krinsky after he and his family were stopped by security when they tried to bring matzo sandwiches into the ballpark during Passover two years earlier. Stadium policy bans outside food, but the guard allowed the Krinskys through once they explained they would be unable to eat any of the food for sale inside the arena.

During the game, the catering manager approached Krinsky and asked how he might better accommodate the team’s Orthodox fans. A night of kosher food and baseball was the happy result.

Observant Jews on the go no longer have to brown-bag their meals. In 2006, Kosher Vending Industries launched its Hot Nosh kosher vending machines that dispense hot dogs, knishes, pizzas, and other snacks from separate meat, dairy, and pareve machines. By 2008, more than one hundred of these machines served airports, hospitals, schools, stadiums, and shopping malls in the Northeast corridor, including JFK’s international terminal, NYU Langone Medical Center, the University of Maryland, and the zoos in Brooklyn and Queens.

This growing availability of kosher food is a by-product of American Jews’ growing confidence in their position in society. Orthodox Jews had always gone to ball games; they simply accepted that they had to pack their own meals or go hungry. But as the kosher food industry grew and more mainstream food products became kosher certified, Jewish sports fans began clamoring for equal treatment. One New York Jets fan, an observant Jewish accountant who held season tickets to Giants Stadium, told a reporter that he used to eat at home before every game. When the stadium opened its kosher food stand in 2006, it made a big difference to him. “It makes me feel like I’m a real fan,” he said. “I can buy a hot dog like everyone else.”30

American Jews have always tried to balance their desire to be fully American with an equally strong desire to preserve their Jewish identity. That balancing act becomes much more difficult when one is committed to following a kosher diet. Nothing says Fourth of July like a backyard beer-and-wiener roast, yet observant Jews sometimes find themselves on the other side of the fence.

That’s why Orthodox families visiting Israel get such a kick out of the kosher McDonald’s and KFC outlets in that country. They can order the most normal, all-American food—a hamburger and a (pareve) milk shake, a bucket of the Colonel’s Original Recipe or Extra Crispy fried chicken—and still be Jewish. That’s why kosher pizza parlors are so popular in America, and why more and more Subway and Dunkin’ Donuts franchises are going kosher. “The kosher consumer is no longer Grandma Sadie with her shopping cart; it’s a young shopper with a Lexus parked outside,” says Menachem Lubinsky. “They want to have every popular food product be kosher.”

In the 1930s, Coca-Cola was the most popular soft drink in America. For immigrant Jews eager to fit in to American society, the pull was irresistible. “Coca-Cola was the American drink, and American Jews needed to drink it,” explains Rabbi Adam Mintz, visiting professor of Jewish history at Queens College in New York.31

The problem was no one knew what was in it—the recipe was a closely guarded trade secret. In 1935, Rabbi Tobias Geffen of Congregation Shearith Israel in Atlanta, where Coca-Cola headquarters was located, began receiving letters from Orthodox colleagues around the country, telling him their people were drinking Coke and begging him to find out if the ingredients were kosher. Geffen met with company executives, and they gave him a list of the ingredients in the soft drink—but not their percentages—on condition that he keep the information strictly to himself.

Geffen found two ingredients that were problematic under kosher law: glycerin made from non-kosher beef tallow, and traces of grain alcohol, which cannot be consumed during Passover because grain-based products must be produced in a special way for Passover use. Company executives were so persuaded of the need to satisfy the very small market of kosher-keeping Jews that they agreed to replace those ingredients, an amazing step for a major food manufacturer to take at the time.

Geffen wrote back to his colleagues giving Coca-Cola his stamp of approval. Keeping his promise not to reveal the drink’s actual recipe, he referred to its two non-kosher ingredients by the biblical names given to two of the eleven spices used in the daily incense offering in Jerusalem, whose identities were lost when the Temple was destroyed in 70 CE. He knew the rabbis would get his meaning: best to hold off drinking Coke until those ingredients are replaced.32

We don’t know how much Coca-Cola spent going kosher in 1935, but it was definitely a lot less than Nabisco spent sixty years later making Oreo cookies kosher. And kosher-keeping Jews were just as tickled.

Oreos had always been forbidden in Orthodox homes because they were made with lard. Joe Regenstein, a food science professor and kosher industry expert at Cornell University, says every Jewish child in his hometown of Newark, New Jersey, “knew” the nearby Nabisco plant “was a lard house,” that the cookies it made were filled with forbidden pork fat. Kosher substitutes like Hydrox cookies, produced since 1908 by Sunshine Biscuits, didn’t have the same taste, crunch, or cachet.

Years later, as a faculty member at Cornell, Regenstein found himself serving on a university advisory council with a vice president from Nabisco. Jokingly, he asked the man what it would cost for the company to go kosher. Six months later, the executive came back with a figure: $8 million, too much to consider.

By the 1990s, however, the project was no longer unthinkable. Saturated fats were on the outs, food manufacturers were replacing them with trans fats (considered healthier at the time), and Nabisco, too, replaced the lard in its food products with vegetable oil. That removed the most difficult obstacle in the way of the company’s going kosher, but the complete process took years.

First they had to change suppliers, so that all the ingredients used to make the cookies were kosher. Then they had to kasher the equipment in every Nabisco factory, which meant rabbis crawling inside three-hundred-square-foot baking ovens and burning them out with blowtorches, the standard technique for making ovens kosher. But huge rubber conveyor belts ran through those ovens, and they could not withstand such intense heat. The plants could shut down production while the kashering took place, but that meant significant lost revenue all at one time. Nabisco decided it would be less expensive to work piecemeal, waiting until each belt broke or wore out of its own accord, and sending the rabbis in with their blowtorches when that line had to be taken down anyway to replace the belt.

Nabisco had about ten cookie factories, Regenstein estimates, with about ten belts per plant. Only when all the belts, about one hundred total, had been replaced could the company receive kosher certification. It was, Regenstein believes, “the most complex conversion of a plant that wasn’t kosher into a kosher plant that was ever done.”

In October 1997, the process was completed, and soon afterward, kosher Oreos hit the shelves. “The news came racing across the Internet with apocalyptic urgency,” wrote Rabbi Joshua Hammerman of Temple Beth El in Stamford, Connecticut, in a New York Times Magazine article. Better even than a Jewish president was this incontrovertible proof that, as he put it, “Jews have finally made it. After eighty-five years in the Gentile larder, Oreos have gone kosher.”33

Food writer Jeffrey Yoskowitz was in sixth grade at the Solomon Schechter Jewish day school in West Orange, New Jersey. He recalls his teacher bringing in a box of the newly permissible cookies to celebrate with the class. Regenstein received a complimentary package from Nabisco containing samples of the new products. He passed them out to Orthodox students and faculty in the university’s kosher dining hall, “so they should see what a real cookie tastes like.”

It wasn’t just Oreos. All of Nabisco’s products were now kosher, including Fig Newtons, Ritz Bits, Chips Ahoy!, and Honey Maid graham crackers. The excitement was almost too much to bear. “Let’s delight in our de-larded Nabisco factories the way the Maccabees reveled after removing swine from the Temple,” Hammerman exulted.

The story ended happily for Nabisco. Although the company does not make its finances public, Regenstein says it’s clear they are making money, even though it cost them a lot to go kosher. Each of the one hundred belts they replaced cost $150,000 in 1990s dollars, plus they pay yearly certification fees.

The story also ended happily for America’s kosher-keeping community, which now had one more popular food product that it was allowed to eat.

But the breakthrough contained a touch of the bittersweet. As Hammerman sat in his kitchen late one night in January 1998, contemplating the kosher Oreo he was about to enjoy, he thought about how kashrut had always set Jews apart from the nations around them. Every time Jews resist the temptation to indulge in a pepperoni pizza or a cheeseburger, they reaffirm their uniqueness. Is eating Oreos a step toward assimilation? What would happen to the Jewish people if they ate like everyone else?

“I shudder,” he wrote. “Can we survive this?”34


2.
Eating Their Way into Heaven
The Who, What, and Why of Keeping Kosher

THE WHITE VAN with “888-Go-Kosher” emblazoned on both sides pulls up in front of a newly renovated home on Staten Island, New York. Rabbi Sholtiel Lebovic and his assistant, a young Israeli rabbinical student, leap out and start unloading their supplies: steel wool, paper towels, bricks, aluminum-foil roasting pans, bottles of ammonia, and kitchen cleansers. Finally, a large blowtorch attached to a heavy propane tank emerges, which Lebovic hauls up the front steps, puffing with the effort.

Lebovic is here to kasher the kitchen of Arkady and Marina Sandler, a young couple who have been moving toward greater Jewish observance. As founder and director of Go Kosher, a traveling outfit based in Crown Heights, Brooklyn, Lebovic drives up and down New York, New Jersey, and Connecticut kashering kitchens in private homes, schools, hotels, summer camps, and nursing homes. He is a Lubavitcher, a member of the hassidic movement noted for its outreach to largely nonobservant Jews. Over the past eighteen years, Lebovic has helped make ten thousand kitchens kosher, either doing the job himself or advising people by phone.

Some of his clients are longtime Orthodox Jews who have moved to a new home and want help making their kitchens kosher. These are usually in-and-out jobs, as both parties know what to expect. But 60 to 70 percent of his customers are, like the Sandlers, newly observant Jews who have never kept a kosher home. They are often tentative, afraid of doing the wrong thing or asking the wrong questions. Those are the people Lebovic enjoys helping most. He spends time with them, discussing their motivation, giving them practical tips, and letting them know he’ll be there for them.

“That’s our mission statement, helping people go kosher from zero,” he says. “When you come into someone’s house, it’s not just the technical aspects of kashering what can be kashered. You have to work with them so they understand what it’s all about, what it entails, what it means on a practical as well as spiritual level.”

Keeping kosher requires more than knowing which birds, fish, and animals may and may not be eaten. It’s a complete lifestyle with precise details of food preparation and consumption. Not only must all food be kosher, so must the dishes on which it is served, the utensils with which it is eaten, the pots and pans in which it is cooked, the knives with which it is chopped, and the kitchen countertops and appliances used in its preparation. Once something has been kashered, it remains kosher unless it comes into contact with any non-kosher food or with mixed meat and dairy products. In such cases, it is usually sufficient to re-kasher the plate, pot, or countertop where the offense occurred.

In the Sandler kitchen, twenty-nine-year-old Marina is kneeling in front of plastic bags filled with her old Tupperware and cooking utensils. Boxes holding small appliances, glasses, and dishes sit off to the side. She looks a bit overwhelmed.

“Can I keep this?” she asks, showing Lebovic a yellow ceramic mixing bowl. Some kitchen items can be made kosher, and some cannot. Glass- and metalware can be dipped in boiling water to make them kosher, but porous materials such as ceramic, rubber, and wood might harbor bits of non-kosher food material in their crevices and so must be discarded. China is problematic: Ideally it should be replaced, but most people are loath to throw away family heirlooms. In such cases, many rabbis counsel not using the pieces for twelve months and then dipping them in boiling water. Knives that have been used to cut non-kosher food need to be scrubbed with an abrasive material and then plunged into a pot of boiling water. Some people bury dishes or utensils in the earth before kashering as a symbolic removal of any lingering food particles, a tradition without basis in Jewish law but one that persists nonetheless.

There will be no burying of dishes in the Sandler home. Is the mixing bowl part of a set? Lebovic asks. It is, Marina replies. Usually he tells people to replace such items, but he doesn’t want to cause the couple undue financial hardship, so he takes a fallback position, offering a less strict interpretation of what needs to be done.

“I have to be a psychologist,” he explains. “Sometimes people are very attached to certain items, and we have to figure out a way that won’t prevent them from kashering their kitchens. I feel it’s part of my job to be lenient, so in the big picture they stay on the horse, keep kosher, and are happy with it.”

Getting more Jews to keep kosher is his priority. Before he scares off newbies, he tries to figure out their limits. For example, the easy method of making a dishwasher kosher is to run it through three complete wash cycles, but a stricter approach would be to leave the machine unused for a year. Lebovic doubts the Sandlers will go that far, and that’s fine. He doesn’t expect they will host many ultra-Orthodox friends, the only people who would be concerned about the kosher status of their dishwasher. Playing rabbinic opinions against each other is a useful and accepted way of negotiating such situations. “For people who are just turning kosher, they can run the three cycles,” he says. “If they can raise the hot water to a higher temperature, all the better. If some hot bricks can be put inside, to bring the temperature up somewhat, even better.”

Kashering a kitchen is a lot of work, so Lebovic brings one, two, even three helpers with him, depending on the job. There’s scrubbing, boiling, burning, lifting, and carrying to do. All new dishes and utensils have to be toyveled, or dipped in a mikveh, a ritual bath, for spiritual purification. If he’s doing that for a client, it means carefully packing up all the plates and glasses, hauling them to the mikveh, dipping them in the water, and getting them back to their owners without breaking anything. The Sandlers have decided to do their own dish dipping, so one assistant was enough for today.

While that assistant fills the aluminum roasting pans with water and sets them to boiling on the stove for dipping the silverware and pouring over the granite counters, Lebovic explains to Marina how to use her microwave for both meat and dairy. According to standard kosher opinion, an oven retains the character of whatever was cooked in it most recently; the steam rising from that dish becomes trapped in the enclosed space and “infects” the next dish cooked. In kosher households with just one microwave oven, it is the usual practice to double-cover all meat or dairy dishes as they are cooking, to prevent this cross-contamination. Like many fervently Orthodox Jews, Lebovic has two microwaves, one for meat and one for dairy. That level of strictness isn’t necessary here, so he counsels Marina to heat her meals in tightly covered containers.

The Sandlers have done a lot of prep work in advance of Lebovic’s visit. They have marked their utensil drawers and countertops with stickers saying “meat,” “dairy,” or “pareve” to help them remember to keep everything separate. If, for example, a dairy knife is used to cut meat, it becomes treyf, or non-kosher, and has to be kashered—not something one wants to go through on a regular basis.

It’s a lot to remember, and Marina, although enthusiastic about the project, is worried. “I’m mostly nervous about the shopping, knowing what to buy,” she says. “And when it’s Shabbat and my kids want something to eat, how will I manage? It’s complicated. You can spend three hours cooking and then make one mistake and have to throw it away.”

When nonobservant Jews decide to become “more religious,” the defining moment of their new lifestyle often comes when they kasher their kitchen. From that point on, they are reminded of their Judaism at every meal. For many families, like the Sandlers, going kosher is a happy process, the culmination of a spiritual journey. But in some families, one spouse may be more interested in taking on greater ritual observance than the other, leading to all sorts of conflict. It’s bad enough when both are Jewish; if one is not, additional factors come into play.

A professional couple in Greenwich, Connecticut, is going through just that turmoil. Speaking anonymously, as they are well known in their community, the wife, who is Jewish, says that she has been moving toward greater observance for a number of years. When the couple moved to a new house two years ago, she wanted to kasher the kitchen but decided not to in the name of shalom bayit, the Jewish commandment to keep peace in the home. “My husband isn’t Jewish, and he was worried he’d do something wrong in the kitchen
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