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#RecipeForRights

 It is easy to forget that two decades ago, food banks were rare and now, sadly, although they perform a very
valuable role, they are regarded as national necessities. 

Rabbi Jonathan Sacks once observed that a healthy society requires three elements: community, the state, and
the market. We in the Jewish community are traditionally very generous. 

Jews like other religious communities tend to prioritise issues, which are within our experience. We understand
what it is to be a refugee, and we understand the importance of the right to religious freedom, but there are other
issues which traditionally we have not focused on as much. Perhaps some of us forget what it is to be hungry
simply because we cannot afford to buy basic food.  It is terrifying to wake at three in the morning, the hour of
the wolf, and wonder how we will pay this week’s rent and afford to eat. It is easy to overlook how going hungry
saps our energy reducing our ability to contribute to society.

There are now approximately 2,600 food banks in the United Kingdom, and they represent extraordinary
generosity in terms of volunteering hours and in food contributions. But our goal as the Jewish community ought
to be sufficient food for everyone, so that no child or adult goes to bed hungry. To do this we need all the
wonderful strands of the Jewish community to work together in a Jewish partnership of compassion with two
goals.

Firstly, we need to call for all the political parties to legislate for a right to food, as they have done in a growing
number of countries. 

Secondly, we cannot wait until a right to food is enacted. We are fortunate to live in one of the world’s wealthy
countries, but we need to expand our Jewish community food initiatives. 

Our Jewish festivals are replete with food and generosity. At Pesach we set a place for the stranger – not only
because it is a stranger, but because a stranger passing outside is often hungry. Now, seven weeks later, we will
be celebrating Shavuot, when we received the Torah.

Shavuot traditionally took communal effort. It is a celebration of the first fruit, and Jews would take these first
fruit to Jerusalem as an offering; a hard journey for many, sometimes taken on foot or by donkey. Now for those
of us with sufficient or even plenty, it is arguable that something different is required of us. 

One of the most beautiful principles of Judaism is tzedakah, meaning righteousness and justice. We also use
tzedakah to mean charity, because it is both just to give and to receive. Tzedakah sometimes means we need to
step outside of our comfort zone. A consequence of this is that we, as a united community, need to call for a right
to food. 

Traditionally, some of us are unaccustomed to calling for a right to food even though we know the value of laws.  
Judaism is replete with laws about sharing our and society’s wealth. There is pe’ah, the duty to leave the corners
of fields unharvested, so that they can be gathered, not just by the stranger, but also by the poor. We also follow
shemitah, the cancellation of debts every seven years. 

To celebrate Shavuot, we in a communal united Jewish voice need to call for the enactment of a sustainable right
to food. It would mean that all political parties when in government would have to ensure that everyone has
access to nutritious affordable food. It would also mean that our food banks would become a relic of history.
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