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In arguing that Judaism actually embraces the vegetarian principles, Richard H. Schwartz concludes that by becoming a vegetarian one becomes a better Jew as well. If it sounds a bit like a sort of syllogism, bear in mind that, after all, Schwartz is Professor Emeritus of Mathematics. 

This is the third edition of Dr. Schwartz's Judaism and Vegetarianism, first published in 1982. It seems that the author's vegetarian convictions only gained momentum during these past twenty years. He turned into a vegan (the strictest type of vegetarian, one who abstains from eating even eggs and dairy products). And he became even more aware of the perils induced by modern livestock farming, such as danger to human health, environmental damage, increased hunger in the world, and growing global warming. This revised edition includes an updated bibliography, information about new changes in the Jewish vegetarian world, expansion of the sections of questions and answers, and detailed discussions of topics related both to global warming and to healthy vegetarian diets. Schwartz points out vegetarianism as an important factor in saving the entire world (tikun olam), and his efforts calling for conversion into vegetarianism are loud and clear, and often repeated.

There are twelve chapters in the book in addition to the appendix, notes, bibliography, and index. It may be divided into three: First, the theoretical-ideological part, which examines the principles linking Judaism and vegetarianism (chapters 1-6, and 12). Second, the polemic portion, where, in the tradition of rabbinic responsa, Schwartz poses possible questions and gives them his answers (chapters 7 & 8). Third, the informative, and "how to" section, in which one will find short biographies of famous Jewish vegetarians, listings of Jewish vegetarian groups, and guidelines for a vegetarian way of life (chapters 9-11).

Though occupying only about half in size of the book, the first part is the most important and interesting one. Systematically, and backed by quotations from the Bible, the Talmud, and many other rabbinical sources, the author goes on revealing how vegetarian tenets figure in Judaism. He starts by mentioning the food eaten in the Garden of Eden, which contained only vegetables and fruit, as is obvious from God's words: "Behold I have given you every herb-yielding seed … and every tree that has seed-yielding fruit - to you it shall be for food." (Genesis 1: 29). God's permission to eat meat came only in the times of Noah after the flood, when humanity morally degenerated: 

"… every moving thing that lives shall be food for you…"(Genesis 9:3). Rabbi Abraham Issac Hakohen Kook, a strong supporter of vegetarianism in Judaism (albeit not a practicing vegetarian himself), regarded this permission as a temporary concession to man's weakness or "evil urge", a sort of "transitory tax". His vegetarian conception derives from the views of such great Jewish authorities as Rabbi Don Issac Abarbanel and Joseph Albo, whose vegetarian opinions remain nevertheless dissident voices in Judaism's mainstream. Rav Kook felt that God allowed the slaughter of animals for food lest, due to the low morality of human beings, their lust for meat would turn them into cannibals. Similar to this is Maimonides's explanation of the sacrifices as a concession to the primitive customs at the time, given in order to guard against the prevailing idolatry. Both concessions are to be taken as antidotes aimed to prevent a far greater wrongdoing. As a reminder that the permission to eat meat is but a necessary evil, and to keep alive the reverence for life, came the prohibition on blood "… for blood is the life…" (Deuteronomy 12:23), and the laws of kashrut.  All of which - according to a vegetarian viewpoint - will eventually lead people away from eating.

                      meat. In the future ideal Messianic times, maintains Rav Kook, people will return to the original vegetarian diet of the Garden of Eden. Man will crave meat no more, and even animals will stop eating each other, "And the wolf shall dwell with the lamb… And the lion shall eat straw like the ox…" (Isaiah 11:9). 

An extensive chapter discusses the way one should treat animals according to Judaism. The prohibition to behave cruelly towards them (tsa'ar ba'alei chayim) though not listed explicitly is declared explicitly by Talmudic rabbis to be a biblical law. Because God is benevolent: "His tender mercies are over all His creatures" (Psalm 145:9), it is upon man, who was created in God's image, to imitate God's kindness in his conduct towards his fellow-creatures. This concern for the other - termed in Abraham Joshua Heschel's philosophy "transitive concern" as opposed to "reflexive concern", namely concern only for the self - illuminates the divine spark in man. Schwartz lists the numerous rules and regulations controlling the behavior of man towards animals. These include not causing pain, feeding the animal first, letting the animal rest on the Sabbath, and many more. In direct opposition stand out the described horrible conditions and cruel treatment of animals raised for food in the various factory farms.

Three chapters deal with the issues of hunger, ecology, and peace, revealing the part they play in Judaism. The author demonstrates Judaism's dictate to help the poor and "share … bread with the hungry" (Isaiah 58:6-7). He elaborates on being mindful of the ecology for "The earth is the Lord's" (Psalms 24:1), and one should not waste resources (bal tashchit). And he talks about the duty to "seek peace and pursue it" (Psalms 34:15). On the other hand, are presented the animal-centered diets and the livestock agriculture as aggravating the situation of hunger in the world, threatening peace, being both wasteful and harmful to the ecology, and contributing to global warming. In the light of all this, Dr. Schwartz regards "a shift to plant-based diets" as "a planetary imperative". 

                     The vegetarian diet is indeed at the heart of this book. Recognizing that self-interest is in most cases stronger than concern for the good of the world, the author leans heavily on the health benefits of a vegetarian diet. He also stresses that taking good care of one's health is in accordance with Judaism's mandate, which holds life sacred (pikuach nefesh). In the first edition of the book, Schwartz claimed that if proven that eating meat was harmful to your health, this in itself should be reason enough to give it up. In the present edition, armed with evidence of recent major health studies (among them the one by the famous Dean Ornish, M. D.), he believes he possesses such a proof. So sure is he of the health hazards implicit in eating meat, he neglects to mention that Maimonides, a physician as well as a philosopher, deemed eating meat as necessary for the human body (Guide of the Perplexed, 3:48). In other matters, there are in the book many citations from Maimonides. Apparently, Dr. Schwartz dismisses such an opinion as passe' (see page 114). Nevertheless, the question as to the effects of eating meat on the human organism has been controversial then and remains so today. A recent article in the magazine of the N.Y.Times ("What if It's All Been a Big Fat Lie?" July 7, 2002), challenges the government endorsed low-fat high carbohydrates diet, and takes another look at the much criticized diet of Dr. Robert Atkins, which authorizes the eating of meat, fat, and dairy products. All of this goes to show that diets come and diets go. Therefore, I find the quotation Schwartz brings from Isaac Bashevis Singer quite appropriate: "I am a vegetarian for health reasons - the health of the chicken."

The mention of one Nobel Prize Laureate - Isaac Bashevis Singer - brings me to another, that is, Shmual Yosef Agnon, and to an inaccuracy worthy of clarification. In the short biography of Agnon, the author says, "He was extremely devoted to vegetarianism" (p. 173). Agnon was indeed a vegetarian in ideology and spirit. In practice however, although he abstained from eating meat, he was "notorious" for eating fish, and because of this referred to himself as "half a vegetarian".

Richard Schwartz has given us a most important interesting and challenging book, sounding the pro-vegetarian dissident voices of great Jewish scholars from all ages, and shedding new light on humane aspects of Judaism. I wish he had also included a special chapter about vegetarianism per se. After all, vegetarianism has been a whole philosophy since ancient times (Pythagoras was called the father of vegetarianism). It has marked the way of life of various sects and groups in history, as well as characterized different utopias. Like in the Garden of Eden, in the mythological Golden Age of ancient Greece human beings were vegetarian and lived in full harmony with each other and with animals. (As expressed in some of the writings of Hesiod and Plato). After the fall from the Golden Age, vegetarianism was considered one of the ways to return to those earlier times that were both ethical and blissful. 

Although vegetarianism is not an imperative in Judaism, it is to be perceived as an ideal towards which one should strive. Those who practice it today may be looked upon - in the spirit of Rav Kook - as pioneers who expedite the coming of the Messiah.  
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