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We practice and teach what we do in Neve Shalom because we think the Almighty commands us. But how does 
that happen exactly? What does that mean? This is what I think, based on my own belief. 

“God; Cheeseburgers; and Love” 
2003/5764 
Rabbi Gerald L. Zelizer 

 I want to begin my words today by raising a question with you. Does God care if you eat a 

cheeseburger? Your doctor may care. Your arteries may care. I hope you care. But does God care? 

 The larger question is, Was it God who said don’t eat shellfish, don’t eat pork, don’t eat milk after meat 

without waiting a lapse of some hours? Was it God who said you better have four sets of dishes – milk, meat, 

and a replica for Pesach? Was it God who said, the Orchid Restaurant is okay; but Jack Cooper’s is not okay – 

no matter how many Jews eat there; Mei Ling Chinese in Metuchen is the most not okay – no matter how many 

Jews eat there. 

 Clearly what we are discussing is even larger than the subject of God. And a very practical question. 

Why be Jewish? Who said so? Why observe Halachah? Does God command you to do it? Are you rewarded if 

you do and punished if you don’t?  

 An experience I had many years ago with a woman in process of converting to Judaism and her Jewish 

fiance seared itself in my memory. (Ironically, my experience preceded a fictional episode on a popular TV 

program this past summer.) A woman, from an upper class Episcopal family, fell in love with a local young 

Jewish man. The “M” word eventually came up. He would not marry her unless she converted. He had 

promised his father, on his deathbed, that he would marry a Jew. In addition, he lost many relatives in the 

Shoah. In the meantime, though, he surprised her by ordering a cheeseburger at lunch in a restaurant! When 

they met with me in my study, she confronted him. “You will have to do better than that! Guilt and nostalgia are 

not adequate reasons for you insisting that I convert, and neither is a cheeseburger.” she said, rather angrily, 

“Why should I convert? Why be Jewish? Who said so? Didn’t God tell you not to eat bacon and eggs? Why 

observe halachah?” 
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 If you were listening to the answer of an Orthodox rabbi today the answer would be simple. Absolutely. 

God said the whole Torah. God commands you not to eat a cheeseburger. Not even a kosher one. God will 

reward you if you don’t. God will punish you if you do. If you were listening to a Reform rabbi today the 

answer would also be simple and clear. God did not forbid you to eat a cheeseburger. Maybe God told you to 

love your neighbors as yourself, but that’s all. Humans said all the rest, including not to eat a cheeseburger.  

 But you are listening today to a Conservative rabbi, a second generation one at that. So let me give you 

my answer. Yes and no. It is God who tells you not to eat that cheeseburger, but not because God said so. 

Confusing? Well let me explain with an analogy. I am giving this sermon. You are going to go home to lunch 

with your family. I hope it won’t be a cheeseburger! Table talk among many laypeople Rosh Hashanah is, as I 

am told, “What did the rabbi speak about today?” What I actually say this morning, is not what many of you 

will report that I said. It will rather be your impression, your hearing of what I say. It’s sort of like 

impressionistic art. The table, the chair, the tree, is portrayed on the canvas, but not as it may appear physically. 

It is portrayed as it appears in the mind of the artist. That impression becomes part of the reality. So some will 

say: “The Rabbi spoke about God.” “The Rabbi did not speak about God.”  “The Rabbi spoke about 

cheeseburgers.” “The Rabbi spoke about lunch!” 

That analogy is how it worked long ago at Mt. Sinai. God was literally and majestically present at Mt. 

Sinai to meet the Jewish people. God’s presence was so overwhelming that our ancestors - the Torah says six 

million of them, responded to God’s presence by writing down in the Torah in words their impression, their 

reaction to that summit with God. They continued to react and respond to God’s reality as they recorded their 

impressions through the generations. So that the Torah that we have is a sacred response of the Jewish people to 

God’s actual presence and mysterious presence at Mt. Sinai. But it is not the verbatim word of God. 

Listen to how an outstanding thinker of the 20th century, Rabbi Abraham Heschel, explains it: 
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 “The surest way of misunderstanding revelation is to take it literally, to imagine that God spoke to the 

prophet on a long distance telephone. Yet most of us succumb to such fancy, forgetting that the cardinal sin in 

thinking about ultimate issues is literal-mindedness. 

Judaism has its ground in the divine-human encounter, which is ordinarily called “revelation.” This 

encounter occurred between the divine and the people of Israel. a real and living God was revealed at Sinai. As 

a result of that meeting our Torah tells us not to eat a cheeseburger. As a result of that encounter, the Torah then 

tells us to fulfill the mitzvot between us and God, the Jewish people, and the rest of humanity. 


