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Lag b’Omer 5768

May 23, 2008 

Mr. Aaron Rubashkin

220 N West St

Postville, IA 52162 

Dear Mr. Rubashkin,

We write to you out of a deep sense of ahavat Torah and ahavat Yisrael, with both great respect and great concern.  

Your company produces 60 percent of the beef and 40 percent of the chicken provided to the kosher marketplace in America. You employ 968 factory employees and serve as a pillar of the food economy. Your generous philanthropy supports moral and significant causes and is a great source of pride for Israel and Jewish institutions around the world. You are an important and respected leader of the Jewish community.  

Therefore it is with great frustration and sadness that we write this letter. We are the kosher meat consumers of America. We are mothers and fathers raising our children in kosher homes. We are rabbis, teachers, and Jewish professionals who use your products in our work. We are Jews who care deeply about kashrut as well as about the treatment of the people and animals that enable us to truly live in kashrut. Since you control much of the kosher meat market in America, we rely on you to uphold the halakhic requirements, both ritual and ethical, of the food we eat. We believe you have failed, and we are deeply troubled. 

We are deeply troubled that it is alleged that you demonstrated a pattern of knowingly exploiting undocumented workers, paying them less than market wages and treating them poorly. 

We are deeply troubled that according to many experts, the wages you pay your workers are the lowest of any slaughterhouse in the nation.[1] 

We are deeply troubled that, despite years of public inquiry and concern over worker conditions at your plant, AgriProcessors was cited for 39 new health and safety violations in March 2008. It pains us to hear that examinations of Agriprocessor's OSHA logs reveal amputations, broken bones, eye injuries and hearing loss that occurred at your plant.[2] 

We are deeply troubled that animals have been abused in prohibition of the laws of tzaar baalei chaim, causing needless pain to animals [3] and may even raise questions of kashrut.  

We are deeply troubled that among the hundreds of workers who were arrested by federal officials on May 12, eighteen were children between ages 13 and 17.[4] 

We are deeply troubled to read reports of various criminal operations taking place at the Postville plant, including the account of a Jewish floor supervisor who severely abused a Guatemalan worker in the most reprehensible conditions, and allegations of sexual assault and verbal abuse.[5]

 On your website, you state as your values that “as a producer of kosher meat products, we approach our business in the context of a deep religious tradition.” Undoubtedly you agree that our shared deep religious tradition does not approve of these practices, and we therefore write this letter in the spirit of the mitzvah of hocheiach tochiach et amitecha, to give rebuke where it is needed so that a fellow Jew can make right what is wrong.

We ask the following:

1. Pay all of your workers at least the federal minimum wage.

2. Recommit your company to abide by all federal, state and local laws including those pertaining to worker safety, sexual harassment, physical abuse, rights of your employees to collective bargaining, and health and sanitation standards.

3. Treat those who work for you according to the standards that Torah and halakha places on protecting workers--standards which include the spirit of lifnim meshurat hadin, going beyond the bare minimum requirements of the law.

 In order to ensure that you meet these modest requests, we ask that you establish a department and staff with external transparency to a reputable, objective third party to deal exclusively with these three concerns. We ask that you maintain this office on an ongoing basis to ensure the basic ethical standards demanded by Torah, the U.S. government, and the American Jewish community.

Until these changes are made, we feel compelled to refrain from purchasing or consuming meat produced by your company, and will urge every establishment with which we do business to cease purchase of your meat. Effective June 15, 2008 we will stop patronizing any restaurant that sells your meat.  

Mr. Rubashkin, you have been a leader in the kosher meat industry, and we look forward to seeing you lead the way for all American meat processors, not only in the kashrut of your products, but in the yashrut of every aspect of your business.

      אודך בישר לבב בלמדי משפטי צדקך     
      I will give thanks to You with upright heart, when I study Your ordinances that are righteous.

        תהלים קי"ט:ז  Psalms 119:7
Sincerely, 

Uri L’Tzedek 

Deutoronomy 24:15�
דברים פרק כד: טו�
�
Thou shalt not oppress a hired servant that is poor and needy, whether he be of thy brethren, or of thy strangers that are in thy land within thy gates.  In the same day thou shalt give him his hire, neither shall the sun go down upon it; for he is poor, and setteth his heart upon it: lest he cry against thee unto the Lord and it be sin in thee.�
לא-תעשק שכיר, עני ואביון, מאחיך, או מגרך אשר בארצך בשעריך.   ביומו תתן שכרו ולא-תבוא עליו השמש, כי עני הוא, ואליו, הוא נשא את-נפשו; ולא-יקרא עליך אל-ה’, והיה בך חטא�
�









Talmud Bavli, Bava Metzia, 112 a�
תלמוד בבלי מסכת בבא מציעא קיב א�
�
"His life depends on them (Deuteronomy 24:15)”   indicates that anyone who denies a hired laborer his wages, it is as though he takes his life from him.�
ואליו הוא נושא את נפשו כל הכובש שכר שכיר כאילו נוטל נפשו ממנו�
�









Vayikra 19:13


�
ויקרא פרק יט:יג 


�
�
You shall not defraud your neighbor, nor rob him; the wages of he who is hired shall not remain with you all night until the morning.�
לֹא תַעֲשֹׁק אֶת רֵעֲךָ וְלֹא תִגְזֹל לֹא תָלִין פְּעֻלַּת שָׂכִיר אִתְּךָ עַד בֹּקֶר�
�









Sefer HaYirah, Rabbeinu Yonah


�
ספר היראה: רבינו יונה�
�
Be careful not to afflict any living creature, whether animal or bird, and all the more so, one should not afflict a person who is created in the image of the Divine.  If you want to hire laborers and you find that they are poor, they should be [regarded as] poor members of your household, and do not degrade them, for you were commanded to have a respectful manner with them and to pay their wages.�
השמר מלצער בע"ח הן בהמה הן עוף, וכ"ש שלא לצער אדם שהוא עשוי בצלם המקום. אם אתה רוצה לשכור פועלים ומצאת עניים יהיו עניים בני ביתך, ואך אל תבזה אותם, אך דרך כבוד תצוה להם, ותשלם שכרם משלם…  �
�









Vayikra 19:33


�
ויקרא פרק יט:לג-ד 


�
�
And if a stranger sojourn with thee in your land, ye shall not do him wrong. The stranger that sojourneth with you shall be unto you as the home-born among you, and thou shalt love him as thyself; for ye were strangers in the land of Egypt:�
וְכִי-יָגוּר אִתְּךָ גֵּר, בְּאַרְצְכֶם--לֹא תוֹנוּ, אֹתוֹ. כְּאֶזְרָח מִכֶּם יִהְיֶה לָכֶם הַגֵּר הַגָּר אִתְּכֶם, וְאָהַבְתָּ לוֹ כָּמוֹךָ--כִּי-גֵרִים הֱיִיתֶם, בְּאֶרֶץ מִצְרָיִם: �
�









Sefer Ha-Chinuch - Mitzvah 432: Loving the Stranger�
ספר החינוך מצוה תלא: מצות אהבת הגרים


�
�
"It is for us to learn from this precious commandment to take pity on any man who is in a town or city that is not his native ground and site of the family of his fathers.  Let us not maltreat him in any way, finding him alone, with those who would aid him quite far from him, as we see that the Torah adjures us to have compassion on anyone who needs help.  With these qualities we will merit to be treated with compassion by the Eternal Lord, Be He blessed, and the blessings of heaven will rest on our heads.





And the reason for this commandment is, “Because you were strangers in the land of Egypt,” reminding us that we already experienced the great burden that is on every person who finds himself among strangers in a foreign land, and we remember the great worry and heartache that comes along with this. We have been lifted out of this affliction by God in His mercy, when he took us from Egypt, and thus our loving-kindness should be inspired on every person that is in this situation.�
ויש לנו ללמוד מן המצוה היקרה הזאת לרחם על אדם שהוא בעיר שאינה ארץ מולדתו ומקום משפחת אבותיו, ולא נעביר עליו הדרך במצאנו אותו יחידי ורחקו מעליו עוזריו, כמו שאנו רואים שהתורה תזהירנו לרחם על כל מי שצריך עזר, ועם המדות הללו נזכה להיות מרוחמים מהשם יתברך, וברכות שמים ינוחו על ראשנו. והכתוב רמז טעם הציווי באמרו כי גרים הייתם בארץ מצרים, הזכיר לנו שכבר נכוינו בצער הגדול ההוא שיש לכל איש הרואה את עצמו בתוך אנשים זרים ובארץ נכריה, ובזכרנו גודל דאגת הלב שיש בדבר וכי כבר עבר עלינו והשם בחסדיו הוציאנו משם, יכמרו רחמינו על כל אדם שהוא כן.


 �
�









Deuteronomy 25: 13-16�
דורים פרק כה: יג טז








�
�
14 Thou shalt not have in thy bag diverse weights, a great and a small. Thou shalt not have in thy house diverse measures, a great and a small. 15 A perfect and just weight shalt thou have; a perfect and just measure shalt thou have; that thy days may be long upon the land which the LORD thy God giveth thee. 16 For all that do such things, even all that do unrighteously, are an abomination unto the LORD thy God.�
לֹא יִהְיֶה לְךָ בְּכִיסְךָ אֶבֶן וָאָבֶן גְּדוֹלָה וּקְטַנָּה: לֹא יִהְיֶה לְךָ בְּבֵיתְךָ אֵיפָה וְאֵיפָה גְּדוֹלָה וּקְטַנָּה: אֶבֶן שְׁלֵמָה וָצֶדֶק יִהְיֶה לָּךְ אֵיפָה שְׁלֵמָה וָצֶדֶק יִהְיֶה לָּךְ לְמַעַן יַאֲרִיכוּ יָמֶיךָ עַל הָאֲדָמָה אֲשֶׁר יְקֹוָק אֱלֹהֶיךָ נֹתֵן לָךְ: כִּי תוֹעֲבַת יְקֹוָק אֱלֹהֶיךָ כָּל עֹשֵׂה אֵלֶּה כֹּל עֹשֵׂה עָוֶל�
�









Deuteronomy 7: 26�
דברים ז', כ"ו:�
�
You must not bring an abhorrent thing into your house, or you will be proscribed (Herem) like it; You must reject it as abominable and abhorrent, or it is proscribed.�
"ולא תביא תועבה  אל ביתך והיית חרם כמוהו שקץ תשקצנו ותעב תתעבנו כי חרם הוא." �
�









Sefer HaChinuch, Mitzvah 429


Not to Gain Pleasure from Approaching Idol Worship


�
ספר החינוך, מצוה תכט








�
�
For we should not attach any item of Idol Worship to our money or property, in order to gain pleasure from it, and for this reason, the Torah says "You must not bring an abhorrent thing into your house." And one reason for this commandment is to distance every element of detested idol worship...


And within the commandment is that one should not attach to his own money, which God graced him with, the money of another which was gained through theft, violence or exploitation, or from any disgusting element, because all of these are included in the elements of idol worship. For man's heart is inclined towards evil, which desires [items paid for by any means] and brings it into the home; and this inclination towards evil is called idol worship... And about monies such as these, that we have discussed, and about the elements of idol worship, on all these it is written "you will be proscribed (Herem) like it," meaning that any thing which is attached to it is proscribed, and God's blessing is absent from it, and it is lost and destroyed, as the Rabbis say, "The inclusion of even one perutah [a very small amount] of money gained by extorting interest will destroy large treasuries of money.�
שלא נדביק שום דבר מעבודה זרה עם ממוננו וברשותנו ליהנות בו, ועל זה נאמר [דברים ז', כ"ו], ולא תביא תועבה אל ביתך וגו'. משרשי המצוה כדי להרחיק כל ענין עבודה זרה הנמאסת. ומן הנכלל במצוה זו, שלא ידביק האדם אל ממונו שחננו האל בצדק ממון אחר שהוא של גזל או חמס, או מרבית או מכל דבר מכוער, שכל זה בכלל משמשי עבודה זרה הוא, שיצר לב האדם רע חומד אותו ומביאו אל הבית, והיצר הרע נקרא בשם עבודה זרה...ובממונות כאלו שזכרנו ובמשמשי עבודח זרה – על כולן נאמר "והיית חרם כמוהו", כלומר: שכל הנדבק עמו הוא חרם, שאין ברכת האל מצויה בו, ואבד וכלה, וכענין שיאמרו זכרונם לברכה שפרוטה של רבית מכלה כמה אוצרות של ממון, שבא זה ומאבד את זה.�
�









Nedarim 22b�
נדרים כב ב�
�
When ‘Ulla went up to Palestine, he was joined by two inhabitants of Hozai, one of whom arose and slew the other. The murderer asked of ‘Ulla: ‘Did I do well?’ ‘Yes,’ he replied; ‘moreover, cut his throat clean across.’ When he came before R. Johanan, he asked him, ‘Maybe, God forbid, I have strengthened the hands of transgressors?’ He replied, ‘You have saved your life.’ 


�
עולא במיסקיה לארעא דישראל איתלוו ליה תרין בני חוזאי בהדיה קם חד שחטיה לחבריה אמר ליה לעולא יאות עבדי אמר ליה אין ופרע ליה בית השחיטה כי אתא לקמיה דר' יוחנן א"ל דלמא חס ושלום אחזיקי ידי עוברי עבירה א"ל נפשך הצלת קא תמה רבי יוחנן מכדי כתיב ונתן ה' לך שם לב רגז בבבל כתיב א"ל ההוא שעתא


�
�









Kiddushin 56 b�
קידושין נו ב�
�
It is not the mouse who steals, but the hole steals! Yet but for the mouse, what harm is done by the hole! — It is seems rather that where the transgression lies, there we impose a penalty.�
לאו עכברא גנב אלא חורא גנב ואי לא עכברא חורא מאי קעביד מסתברא כל היכא דאיכא איסורא התם קנסינן:�
�









Talmud Bavli, Shabbat 54: b�
מסכת שבת נד: ב�
�
Rav, R. Hanina, R. Jonathan, and R. Habiba [in the whole Section of Festivals, where the four names stand together, R. Jonathan must be read instead of R. Johanan] all said: He who has the power to protest against wrong in his house and does not do so, is responsible for (the transgressions of) every one in his house. In the city (where his protest would be recognized), he is responsible for the transgressions of every one of the inhabitants of the city; and if he is such a great man that his word would be respected in the whole world, he is punished for (transgressions of all) mankind.�
רב ורבי חנינא ור' יוחנן ורב חביבא מתנו בכוליה דסדר מועד כל כי האי זוגא חלופי רבי יוחנן ומעייל רבי יונתן כל מי שאפשר למחות לאנשי ביתו ולא מיחה נתפס על אנשי ביתו באנשי עירו נתפס על אנשי עירו בכל העולם כולו נתפס על כל העולם כולו


�
�









3 Jerusalem Talmud Sanhedrin 4:22 


�
תלמוד ירושלמי מסכת סנהדרין פרק ד דף כב טור א /מ"ט 


�
�
 For this reason, the first human being was created alone to teach that all who destroy a single life are as though they destroyed an entire universe, and those who save a single life are as if they had saved an entire universe. Furthermore [the first human was created alone] for the sake of peace among people, so that no one could say to another, “My ancestor was greater than yours” . . . 








 


 [Yet another reason] was to proclaim the greatness of the Holy One, blessed be God, for when a human being strikes many coins from one mold, they all resemble one another, but the supreme Sovereign of sovereigns, the Holy One, blessed be God, fashioned every person in the stamp of the first human, and yet not one of them resembles another. For this reason, every human being is obligated to say, “For my sake, the world was created.” �
 לפיכך נברא אדם יחידי בעולם ללמד שכל המאבד נפש אחת מעלין עליו כאילו איבד עולם מלא וכל המקיים נפש אחת כאילו קיים עולם מלא ומפני שלום הבריות שלא יאמר אדם לחבירו אבא גדול מאביך...





(יג') להגיד גדולתו של מלך מלכי המלכי' ברוך הוא שאדם טובע כמה מטביעו' בחותם אחד וכולן דומי' זה לזה ומלך מלכי המלכי' הקב"ה טבע את כל אד' בחותמו של אדם הראשון ואין א' מהן דומה לחבירו לפיכך כל אחד ואחד חייב לומ' בשבילי נברא העולם.�
�









Kedushat Levi on Parashat Noach�
קדושת לבי על פרשת נח�
�
The verse which states “Take for yourself from all that is edible” is said in the language that implies one who feeds others.  This is explained in the Midrash which states “The woman that was given to me gave me (fruit) from the tree (and I eat)” The past tense, I ate was not used in the verse.  The Midrash teaches a general rule that through eating, a Jew eats in the manner of fixing the flaw of Adam HaRishon that was made through his eating.  This fixing is done by way of the mitzvot that Jews do when eating, which are blessing said of one’s food and other blessings said in regards to food before consumption.  Therefore, the reason why the verse says “I eat” and not “I ate” implies that an element of Adam’s original eating continues to this day.  Thus through the consciousness of our eating, we can repair that which was flawed before.�
יאמר קח לך מכל מאכל כי לשון מאכל היינו שהוא מאכיל את אחרים. ובו יבואר מהמדרש: האשה שנתתי עמדי היא נתנה לי מן העץ ואכל, אכלתי לא נאמר. המדרש הכלל כי באכילה מישראל אוכל מתקן הפגם של אדם הראשון שפגם באכילה דהיינו ע"י המצות שישראל עושים באכילה הן בברכה על האכילה, הן בשאר מצוות שישראל עושים בהמאכל קודם האכילה. ובכל מאכל יש מצות מתקן הפגם של אדם הראשון. ובזה מבואר ואוכל, אכלתי לא נאמר אלא אכלתי ואוכל עוד. כלומר בזה שאוכל עוד ע"י מצות יתוקן מה שפגמתי...  


 �
�









Glatt Kosher — Glatt Yoshor - Rav Yosef Breuer, Z”L. Published 1949.





The conscientious and minute observance of the laws of Kashruth belong to the sacred obligations to which we are to live up if our Jewish houses are to rise in purity before God and His Torah. Supplying our families with totally reliable foods is one of the major tasks a Kehilla has to fulfill.We may note with satisfaction that the supervision of our meat products from the time of Shechita until they reach the customer meets all the requirements of total Kashruth. This enables our Rabbinate to assume full personal responsibility for the reliability of our Kashruth.The concept “Glatt Kosher” refers to certain situations when an animal is rejected because of an existing “Sha’aloh” generally involving the lung — even if the halachic decision would be favorable. Just as all ethical strivings should extend beyond the prescribed boundaries — “lif’nim mi’shuras haDin” — so the practice should be adopted to declare only such meat as kosher that has not been involved in any kind of “Sha’aloh” (comp. Chulin 37b). Such practice would indeed deserve the title of “Glatt Kosher.”





A further comment: “Kosher” is intimately related to “Yoshor.” God’s Torah not only demands the observance of Kashruth and the sanctification of our physical enjoyment; it also insists on the sanctification of our social relationships. This requires the strict application of the tenets of justice and righteousness which avoid even the slightest trace of dishonesty in our business dealings and personal life.





God’s Torah not only demands of us to love our neighbor in that we concern ourselves with his welfare and property, but it insists further on a conduct of uncompromising straightness (”Yoshor”) which is inspired not only by the letter of the law but is guided by the ethical principle of honesty which, then, would deserve the honorable title of “Yeshurun.”











My stance on Agriprocessors - Rabbi Shlomo Riskin





Sir, - Rabbi David Eliezrie wrote a far-reaching article about the controversy concerning Agriprocessors, the Iowa-based leader in kosher meat production. Since my name - or at least my former name (I am falsely identified as Rabbi Steven Riskin, whereas 25 years ago I officially changed my name to Shlomo Riskin) - was mentioned, it behooves me to explain my involvement and present stance re Agriprocessors ("A new front opens on the Jewish culture wars," July 10) .





Uri Zedek is a burgeoning Orthodox social action group paralleling Maagalei Zedek in Israel. It insists that kashrut and yashrut, ritual concern and ethical sensitivity, go hand in hand. I am proud to say that one of the group's leaders, Shmuly Yanklowitz, is a beloved student of mine; and in the classes that I give on Yoreh Deah to our Ohr Torah Stone rabbinical students I constantly stress the biblical emphasis on compassion as a major source for the laws of kashrut ("Thou shalt not seethe a kid in its mother's milk," "For the soul is the blood of the animal," etc.), as well as the teachings of Rav Kook in his Sefer Hazon regarding the moral ambiguity in eating meat...








Jerusalem Post interview with R. Haskel Lookstein and Rabbi Yitz Greenberg, May 3 2008 





In 1971 you were the only Orthodox rabbis to declare that non-union lettuce and grapes should be regarded as non-kosher and you urged Jews to boycott them. What is the basis in Judaism for that position?





Greenberg: We were both students of the Rav, Rabbi Joseph Soloveitchik. From him we learned the idea that Halacha is not just a list of ritual dos and don'ts, but a comprehensive worldview that applies to everything that happens around us. The Torah prohibits the exploitation of workers - so why shouldn't that apply to migrant farm workers picking lettuce or grapes? They were being mistreated, so it was natural for us to apply the principle of non-exploitation to their situation, too. It seemed obvious. 
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