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Sermon: Kashrut and Mindfulness Eating

By Rabbi Abe Rabinovich, Ph.D.

My dear friends,

In Parshat Shemini, we encounter one of the Torah’s most detailed discussions of 
kashrut—the dietary laws that distinguish between what is permitted and what is 
forbidden to eat. At first glance, these laws can feel technical, even arbitrary: split 
hooves, chewing cud, fins and scales.

But the Torah is not a nutrition manual—it is a guide to living a holy life.

Right after listing these laws, the Torah tells us:

 ”וְהִתְקַדִּשְׁתֶּם וִהְייִתֶם קְדשִֹׁים כִּי קָדוֹשׁ אָניִ“
(Vayikra / Leviticus 11:44)

“You shall sanctify yourselves and be holy, for I am holy.”

The message is clear: what we eat is not just about the body—it is about the soul.

You are familiar with the saying “You are what you eat.” On the most basic level, 
food literally becomes us. Every cell in our body is built from what we consume. 
The Torah’s dietary system can be seen as a framework for discipline—training us 
to pause before we eat, to ask: Is this good for me? Is this appropriate?

But Judaism goes further.

Rabbi Moses ben Nachman, AKA Ramban (1194-1270), explains that the Torah 
forbids certain foods because they can coarsen the soul, writing that prohibited 
foods generate a kind of טמטום הלב—a dulling of the heart (see commentary to 
Vayikra 11).

Similarly, the Italian scholar Ovadia ben Jacob Sforno (1470-1549), suggests that 
kosher foods support spiritual clarity and refinement.
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Whether we understand this metaphorically or mystically, the message is powerful: 
what we consume influences our inner world and our spirituality.

There is a well-known Hasidic teaching, often attributed to the Rabbi Yisrael of 
Ruzhin (and shared in various forms by other masters), who noticed how 
meticulous his Hasidim were about kashrut.

He said to them:

“You are so careful about what goes into your mouth—why are you not just as 
careful about what comes out of your mouth?”

In that moment, he reframed kashrut entirely as being two directional — inward 
and outward.

the Torah itself already teaches this idea. In the Talmud, Chullin 89a, we are 
reminded of the power of speech, and elsewhere our sages warn about לשון הרע—
harmful speech—as spiritually destructive. Because What Comes Out Matters Too.

If food enters the body, speech reveals the soul.

Kashrut is not only about what we eat, but how we eat. —Mindfulness at the Table

The Baal Shem Tov taught that even eating can be an act of divine service when 
done with awareness and proper intention (כוונה).

Think about the rhythm of a mindful Jewish meal:

• We pause before eating to say a bracha: 
”בָּרוּךְ אַתָּה ה׳... שֶׁהַכּלֹ נִהְיהָ בִּדְבָרוֹ“

• We acknowledge the Source of our food
• We eat with awareness
• We conclude with gratitude

This transforms eating from a biological act into a spiritual practice.

Rabbi Shneur Zalman of Liadi, in the Tanya, explains that everything we take in—
physically and spiritually—either elevates us or pulls us downward.
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Kashrut becomes a model not just for food, but for all forms of intake—and 
output:

• What we watch
• What we listen to
• What we say

Because everything we take in—and everything we send out—shapes who we 
become.

Parshat Shemini invites us to elevate the everyday act of eating into something 
sacred.

Not by perfection, but by awareness. 
Not by restriction alone, but by intention.

Every bite—and every word—can be an opportunity:

• To nourish the body
• To elevate the soul
• To cultivate gratitude
• To practice self-control

Shemini teaches us a model for life much beyond just food; that holiness is not 
found only in the synagogue—it is found in the kitchen, at the table, and in our 
conversations.

When we take seriously both what enters our mouths and what leaves them, we 
fulfill the Torah’s call:

”.You shall be holy“ — ”וִהְייִתֶם קְדשִֹׁים“

Because in the end, we are shaped not only by what we consume—

But by what we choose to become.

May we merit to live a sacred life and to be able to elevate our intentions and 
actions to become holy. Amen!
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