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The first-ever Samaritan Cookbook takes you on an 
adventure into this little-known world of Israelite 
food and drink. We journey to both halves of  the 
community in Holon, outside Tel Aviv, and Kiryat 
Luza, on Mount Gerizim near Nablus. Most people 
have heard the Parable of the Good Samaritan, but 
few realize that the community is once again going 
strong today, much less tasted or prepared any of 
their cuisine. Despite almost fading from the history 
books, the Samaritan way of life has survived 3,000 
years in the Holy Land. From hummus and avocado 
sesame dip to lamb meatballs with pine nuts and 
chicken with za'atar, Samaritan cuisine is a unique 
blend of Mediterranean traditions, reflecting the 
flavors and spices of contemporary Arabic and 
ancient Levantine neighbors. 
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For more information, visit our website, SamaritanCookbook.com, or find Samaritan Cookbook on 
Facebook, Instagram, Twitter and YouTube 
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Benyamim Tsedaka is an elder of his people and head of the Israelite Samaritan Information Center. He 
has published more than 120 books and over 2,000 articles on Samaritan life. 

He was born in 1944 in Nablus, and since 1966, he has hosted tourists and educational groups visiting 
Samaritan sites in Holon and Mt. Gerizim. He completed studies in the History of the People of Israel, and 
Bible Studies, at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem. Since 1969, he has been chief editor of newspaper A.B 
The Samaritan News. 

Beginning in 1980, he served as choir director for the Israelite 
Samaritan Music Ensemble and chairman of the Samaritan 
basketball team. 

He runs the A.B Institute of Samaritan Studies and teaches globally 
about Samaritans in Hebrew, Arabic, and English. In 1985, he 
founded the Society of Samaritan Studies. He runs the Samaritan 
Medal Committee for Peace and Humanitarian Achievements. 
Tsedaka has published the Israelite Samaritan version of the Torah 
with side-by-side translations of the Samaritan and Jewish 
Pentateuch. 

Ben Piven has spent over a decade as a journalist for Al Jazeera and other outlets. With extensive experience 
in the languages and societies of the Middle East, the Baltimore native was a Fulbright Scholar in cultural 
geography. He studied digital media at Columbia University School of Journalism. 

Avishay Zelmanovich is a scholar of Middle Eastern cultures and Jewish history. Being fluent in Hebrew 
and English helped him translate the complexities of the original cookbook. Born in Kibbutz Na’an but 
raised in New York, he has bridged the American and Israeli cultural landscapes. 

In 2007, the Samaritan Cookbook editors met Benyamim “Benny” Tsedaka at his home in Holon and then 
attended the Passover celebration for the Samaritan community in Kiryat Luza atop Mt. Gerizim.  

For Piven, interest in Samaritan history turned from an initial newspaper assignment to a long-term passion 
when he and Avishay began to rendezvous with Benny during the Samaritan lecturer’s annual U.S. trips. 

 

 

  



 

What is the Samaritan Cookbook? 

The Samaritan Cookbook reaches into the kitchens and dining rooms of the Samaritan people, descendants of 
the northern Kingdom of Israel. They have enjoyed 3,000 continuous years of tasty Holy Land cuisine. 
Samaritans, as inheritors of Hebrew and Israelite culture, are closely related to Jews. They are the “other 
Israel,” whose descendants come from the tribes of Ephraim, Menashe, and Levi. With roots in Samaria – 
rather than Judea, the home of the Jews – they have unique traditions. The Samaritans have survived huge 
challenges from biblical times up until the present. Our book covers their history and documents their food. 

Who created the project? 

The team behind the Samaritan Cookbook is New York-based. Editors Ben Piven and Avishay Zelmanovich 
envisioned this effort as a contemporary version adapted from the original 2011 cookbook put together by 
Holon, Israel-based author Benyamim Tsedaka, a Samaritan jack-of-all-trades who serves as their chief 
academician. The community itself is split between that southern suburb of Tel Aviv, and the town of Kiryat 
Luza, just outside the Palestinian city of Nablus on the slopes of sacred Mt. Gerizim in the West Bank. 

How would you describe Samaritan food? 

Samaritan cuisine is Levantine — the same as what is eaten by Lebanese, Israeli, Palestinian and many other 
peoples. It relies on natural ingredients. Fresh foods and vegetables from the fields and the garden: chicken, 
turkey, sheep, cattle, kosher fish, baked goods, dairy and cheese dishes. All of these come from the market, 
never frozen, but directly from the hands of the butcher and farmer to the kitchen, and from there to the 
table. By the way, Scripture teaches the Israelite Samaritans not to eat any combination of milk and meat. 
This is based on Exodus 23:19, which prohibits the cooking of a young goat in the milk of its mother. 

What are some typical Samaritan spices or flavors? 

One is anise — similar to fennel and licorice, it is commonly found in Southwest Asia. From food and drink 
to candies, the sweet flavor is characteristic of the region. In tea, anise helps with digestion. Anise is used to 
make arak, a liquor similar to raki, ouzo, sambuca, pastis, and aguardiente. Another is za’atar. Unique to the 
Levant, this refers to a spice mixture whose prized main ingredient is alternatively called Biblical hyssop and 
Lebanese/Syrian oregano. Also related to thyme and basil, the herb blend generally includes sesame seeds, 
sumac, salt, and marjoram. Za’atar is often served with pita and olive oil, in addition to baked goods, salads, 
meats — and in tea. You can find za’atar at your favorite spice seller, or even make your own at home after 
mastering the right proportions! 
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How do the Samaritans communicate with each other? 

The Samaritan alphabet is used for sacred purposes – mostly to write religious text in Samaritan Hebrew, 
including the Torah. In this book about food, we feature six especially meaningful and relevant Bible verses 
written in this script. These ancient letters are a variant of what modern scholars call the Old or Paleo-
Hebrew alphabet, derived from proto-Canaanite and similar to Phoenician, that the Judeans also used prior 
to taking on the Imperial Aramaic script during the sixth century BCE. Samaritans in Nablus speak 
Palestinian Arabic, and the community in Holon speaks modern Hebrew. Arabic has 28 letters, while the 
Hebrew alphabets have just 22 letters. Four letters in the Samaritan alphabet diverged from the earlier Semitic 
sounds: baa (vav / waw); iy (he / heh); it (Het / Hah); and in (ayin / ain). 

Why did you select specific Bible verses? 

We use a number of unique verses throughout the cookbook that deal with food and holidays. Here are two 
of our most beautiful: A LAND OF WHEAT, AND BARLEY, AND GRAPEVINES, AND FIG TREES, 
AND POMEGRANATES; A LAND OF OLIVE OIL AND HONEY. That is known as the Seven Species 
and is from the Samaritan version of DEUTERONOMY 8:8 Here’s another: BY EVENING YOU SHALL 
EAT MEAT, AND IN THE MORNING YOU SHALL HAVE YOUR FILL OF BREAD, AND YOU 
WILL KNOW THAT I AM THE LORD YOUR GOD. This one is from EXODUS 16:12. We cite several 
other really profound quotes from Samaritan scripture. 

What does the Samaritan community do for Sukkot? 

The biblical holiday of Sukkot, Hebrew for “booths” or “tabernacles,” is festive and colorful. In the 
Samaritan tradition, a sukkah is constructed inside the home and symbolizes dwelling in the wilderness and 
cherishing the fruits of the heavens. It is even reminiscent of the Garden of Eden. The fruits are suspended 
from the sukkah frame and can weigh up to 800 pounds. They are arranged impeccably in amazing geometric 
designs – elliptical, circular, and square. From grapefruits, lemons, and quinces to apples, peaches, and 
peppers, the decorative elements are sometimes complemented by colored paper and electric lights. 
Samaritan high priests decided many centuries ago to move the sukkot indoors, as the structures were calling 
attention to the community during times of persecution. Nowadays built in Samaritan living rooms, people 
do not sit directly underneath the fruit due to the dangers of falling pomelos and eggplants! 

Do Samaritans observe the holiday of Passover? 

Yes. On the 14th day of the first month, each year the Samaritans begin the Passover pilgrimage – known in 
Hebrew as Pesah – by gathering in Kiryat Luza’s main square. The High Priest is accompanied by other 
distinguished members of the community and important guests from the outside. Older Samaritans wear 
prayer attire, while the younger ones don white garments in memory of those who made the biblical exodus 
from Egypt. The festival is a celebration of rebirth and renewal for the ancient Israelites who escaped 
bondage. First, the High Priest recites the sacrificial prayer and announces the ritual slaughter of several 
dozen sheep (67 in 2020) brought to the altar. Then, the experienced butchers step in. 



What is your favorite Samaritan dish? 

One of the cookbook’s appetizers is like guacamole with a Middle Eastern twist, and goes well while you’re 
waiting for the rest of the food. To make our Avocado & Sesame Dip, thoroughly mash the avocado with a 
fork, then add all the other ingredients. Move the dip onto a plate and garnish with the olives and tomato. If 
you want to add more decoration, use some chopped coriander or mint leaves. My colleagues love the 
Samaritan falafel and hummus, of course, as well as the lamb meatballs with pine nuts and kunafeh for 
dessert. Some of the more niche recipes include the spiced thistle appetizer and the cauliflower with rice 
vegetarian entree, also known as maqlouba. 

Where did the recipes originate? 

The manuscript of the original Hebrew version of this book was written by two sisters; the author’s late 
mother, Batia bat Yefet Tsedaka, and aunt, Zippora Sassoni Tsedaka — both career educators who also 
raised glorious families. We have edited and arranged the recipes in order to more easily impart upon the 
world these special Samaritan dishes. The original was presented to the members of the Samaritan 
community on the first anniversary of Batia’s passing during Passover 2011. The goal then – and now – is 
for the book to be used in every Samaritan household and far beyond. The Samaritan Cookbook is dedicated 
to ensuring the progressive status of all Samaritan women, including the 23 Samaritan women who 
contributed their best-tasting recipes and who enthuse the palate with their wonderful cooking. 

 

  



The Samaritan Cookbook is a culinary odyssey from the ancient Middle East to the modern Levant. We are 
building an edible cultural bridge uniting diverse traditions. Featuring Samaritan history as a unique 
phenomenon at the intersection of the Israeli and Palestinian experiences, as well as the Hebrew and Arabic 
spheres, we celebrate the common foods eaten by many peoples. This book will appeal to five main groups: 
Mediterranean food lovers who want good, healthy cuisine; coexistence supporters interested in bringing 
Middle Eastern communities together; Jewish people fascinated by a distinct Israelite heritage; Christians 
hoping to connect with a biblical legacy; and scholars studying this one-of-a-kind ethnolinguistic sect. 

The delicious dishes described here are grouped into starters, mains, desserts, and more. Each recipe includes 
directions, commentary, and beautiful photography that offers us access to the world of the Samaritans. We 
explain broader cultural references and honor the legacy of the Samaritan cooks who originally put the 
instructions on paper. We also present the beauty of holiday celebrations – Sukkot and Passover, important 
festivals from the Five Books of Moses – and give contextual descriptions about their special meaning. The 
style of the Samaritan Cookbook fuses old and new, giving a modern feel to 3,000-year-old motifs. 

Enter a world where parchment and lamb sacrifice take on new meaning in the 21st century. We aspire to 
help teach new cooking techniques, explore uncharted gastronomic terrain, and give curious fans an 
appreciation of largely unknown Samaritan culinary richness and depth. 

There are many different expressions of a people’s culture: their history, poetry, literature, tradition and 
heritage. In addition to all of those, there is one that we must include, and that is a people’s food culture. 
The uniqueness of a people within the world community can be measured by the way they bequeath their 
special tastes onto the wider world. 

We Israelite Samaritans have a unique experience through a long, tumultuous past spanning thousands of 
years. We still carry out the same annual festivals, as well as visits to holy places during days of happiness 
and days of mourning. Our days of flourishing and good fortune, as well as days of withering, all in the Land 
of Israel, give us continued hope that we will last forever. 

One of the most important parts of Samaritan identity is our special cuisine delivered by our ancient 
forefathers - from the days when the menu and ingredients were quite sparse, to the days that it became 
enriched with hundreds of different kinds of spices and dishes. From this extensive kitchen, we have selected 
a few dozen of the best dishes, all of them an expression of over 3,000 years of Israelite history. These dishes 
are influenced by this narrow strip of land in the Levant that connects the cultures of Africa, Asia, and 
Europe - with a special Samaritan touch. 

The wonders and aromas of the Samaritan kitchen arise from the pages of this cookbook. Some of the dishes 
are Israelite, others are uniquely Samaritan, and a portion are imported dishes from other food cultures. The 
tastes crystallized to make all those who eat them lick their fingers at the end of each meal. 

There are readers who will note that some of the dishes that grace these pages can also be tasted in the 
Palestinian kitchen. That culinary tradition developed from the same roots as the ancient Israelite kitchen. 
The commonalities that exist between the two can be expressed in two words: very tasty! 

An Excerpt from Samaritan Cookbook: A Culinary Odyssey from the Ancient Israelites to the 
Modern Mediterranean 



“Benyamim Tsedaka’s Samaritan Cookbook is a love letter to his people and his culture. Illustrated with 
gorgeous photographs and filled with Samaritan recipes preserved within the author’s family, this volume is 
a true tour de force that successfully invites readers into the Samaritan world and makes them feel like 
honored and welcome guests.” 

—Martin S. Cohen, Rabbi, Shelter Rock Jewish Center, Roslyn, New York 

“Being raised in the Amish culture I understand the importance of a cultural cookbook. Every Amish 
Mennonite home had a copy of the ‘Mennonite Cookbook.’ The Samaritan Cookbook is not just a book of 
recipes but a touchstone that reaches back centuries to the way things were prepared in biblical times. The 
addition of the touching photographs, descriptions of traditions, and historical facts makes this an excellent 
and tasty reference to the beautiful and ancient land of the Samaritan people.” 

—Anne Beiler, founder of Auntie Anne’s Pretzels 

 

 

Praise for Samaritan Cookbook: A Culinary Odyssey from the Ancient Israelites to the Modern 
Mediterranean 
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