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Put Away the Slaughtering Knives

Shmuel Herzfeld

Today marks the first day of the month of Av and thus the beginning a period now known as the Nine Days.  This refers to the nine days leading up to Tishah Be-Av, the Ninth of Av.  

Tishah Be-Av is traditionally the saddest day of the Jewish calendar.  Consequently, we do not only mourn on Tishah Be-Av, but we also mourn in a lesser way during the preceding nine days.

During the Nine Days it is a custom not to do one’s laundry, take hair cuts, wear new garments, listen to music, drink wine, and to go swimming recreationally. 
It is also a custom not to eat meat during this period. The Shulchan Aruch writes:  “Yesh nohagim she-lo lechol basar, some have the custom not to eat meat the week of Tishah Be-Av.”  

The Ashkenazic decisor, Rabbi Moshe Isserles adds: “Umatzneim mei-rosh chodesh ve-eilech hasakin shel shechitah she-ein shochatim ki im letzorech mitzvah, we must put away our slaughtering knife from the beginning of the month of Av, for we are not permitted to slaughter meat during this period unless it is for a mitzvah like tending to a sick person, or providing meat for Shabbat or a Bris.

Some suggest that the reason for prohibiting meat is because during this time we are mourning the destruction of the Temple.  In the Temple there were many sacrifices of meat and so now that those sacrifices have been abolished we remember the Temple’s destruction by not eating meat during this period.

The prohibitions of the Nine Days also come out of a general mood of mourning that we are trying to instill within ourselves and within our whole community.  We deny ourselves certain pleasures so that we may feel the spirit of the mood and that we may repent for our sins.  The climax of this period is on Tishah Be-Av when we refrain from food completely.  

But, of course, refraining from food is just a symbol.  The essence is not avoiding meat (although we are not allowed to eat meat) but to remind ourselves that this is a period of mourning and introspection.  

The Mishnah in Taanit reminds us of this.  When the Jewish people would fast in the time of the Mishnah, a preacher would try to inspire them by referring to the people who successfully repented in the city of Ninveh.  The preacher would declare, “Lo neemar be-anshei ninveh, vayar ha-Elokim at taanitam.  Elah vayar ha-elokim et maaseihem ki shavu midarkam harah.  It never says that God saw the fasting of the people of Ninveh.  Rather God saw their deeds, for they turned away from their wicked actions.  Do not tear your clothing but your hearts.”
The point of not eating meat during these Nine Days is not show God that we can take on an additional mitzvah but to move us to look within ourselves; to inspire introspection and mourning.  The absence of meat is a symbol of diminishing our joy; we are trying to limit ourselves so that we can better focus on the spiritual.

Unfortunately, this year during these Nine Days our meat has become a different type of symbol, not of mourning and spiritual devotion, but of ridicule, embarrassment, and hypocrisy.  Not of a sanctification of God’s name, but of a great Hillul Hashem, desecration of God’s name.
This week I had the wonderful opportunity to have lunch with a Federal judge at a kosher restaurant.  He said to me, “What does Kosher mean?”  

That is the question that our community is facing.  What does Kosher mean?  What does it mean when Agriprocessors, the largest kosher meat plant in the country is called Kosher and then we open up the New York Times and read an editorial about Agriprocessors (also known as Rubashkins) that begins with the word “The Jungle.”
The Times tells us: “A slaughterhouse in Postville, Iowa, develops an ugly reputation for abusing animals and workers. Reports of dirty, dangerous conditions at the Agriprocessors kosher meatpacking plant accumulate for years, told by workers, union organizers, immigrant advocates and government investigators….workers of Agriprocessors now tell of a host of abusive practices, of rampant injuries and of exhausted children as young as 13 wielding knives on the killing floor. A young man said in an affidavit that he started at 16, in 17-hour shifts, six days a week. “I was very sad, and I felt like I was a slave.”
In addition to the ethical violations and the problems with calling something Kosher when it is being sold and produced in an unethical manner, other published reports tell us about occurrences which might directly affect whether or not the meat coming out of this plant is literally kosher.
We need to be very careful here because most of our knowledge comes on the basis of press reports and thus at this point cannot be believed as absolute truth, but what I have read is concerning.
Here are some examples of things that concern me and might directly affect the kashrut:

KAJ, a well-respected independent rabbinic supervision, pulled out their supervision around a year ago leaving essentially only one rabbinic supervising operation in place.  Why did they do this?  And is it really a good practice to have only one Hashgacha on such an important and central operation?
There is a published report of an employee being physically abused by a rabbi on the floor of the plant.  If true, this might impact the reliability and judgment of the rabbi in charge of making sure the food is kosher. 
There is a published report of a meth lab being found on the premises.  Why was it there?  Who was using it?  Who was taking it? 
Two workers who oversaw the poultry and beef division were recently arrested for helping illegal immigrants falsify documents.  If they are willing to break the law for money, can we trust them in such an important position as it relates to kashrut?
I wrote a letter to our local vaad a few weeks ago calling for an independent, rabbinic investigation of Agriprocessors.  I have communicated this privately and publicly to board members of the OU and the Orthodox rabbinic group the, RCA.  
Unfortunately, the RCA and the OU’s public response have fallen way short of what is needed to be done and have done little to diminish the extent of the desecration of God’s name that is occurring.

The RCA issued a public statement to the media this week where they admitted that they are “concerned,” but said that are waiting for all the facts to be known first.
I wrote a letter to the head of RCA that at this point it is no longer enough to express “concern.”  The very name and reputation of kashrut is being sullied and God’s name is being desecrated.  Powerful proactive steps are needed immediately in order to restore the beauty and splendor of Torah and its commandments.

What is needed is for the OU and the RCA to appoint an independent commission – by this I mean a person of great stature (like when the OU appointed Richard Joel to oversee an internal investigation in the wake of a scandal a few years ago) who has not in the past been paid by the OU or the RCA.  Such a person could select a team of rabbinic experts who could spend an extended period of time at the plant and then make suggestions and recommendations.  
The RCA and OU are both encouraging us to sit back and wait for the results of a Federal investigation.  On some level, this might be prudent but on another level it is unacceptable.  

I received one email this week from a person who does not keep kosher yet.  I have been trying to work with this person and get him to keep kosher.  In response to these reports he wrote to me—I pray with all my heart that he wrote it in jest, “I will now increase my pork intake.”  Whether or not this person is serious, I believe that many people are right now feeling a high level of disgust in relation to this whole episode.  

I remember an old Hebrew Nationals commercial where they said, “We answer to a Higher Authority.”  We really do answer to a Higher Authority.  We need to make that clear and we need to make sure everyone understands that.  

We need to express shame and embarrassment about the reports coming out of Iowa and we need to actively work to change these matters. 

For the next nine days we will avoid meat.  We will hide our slaughtering knives and we will voluntarily limit our joyous activities.  

Perhaps this year our Jewish community should welcome the Nine Days as an opportunity to take a deep breath and think about the current state of our kosher meat industry.  We should think about what it means to literally keep Kosher and what the word Kosher has come to mean in American society.  Then we should ask ourselves if our behavior and our values need improvement.  If we truly think about these issues then, and only then, will we truly be keeping kosher.  
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