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Introduction to 
Bishul Akum 

The prohibition 
According to Biblical law, food that is 

completely kosher and cooked by a non-
Jew is permitted. However, our Sages 
decreed that such food, even when cooked 
in kosher utensils, is prohibited for con-
sumption. This prohibition is known as 
bishul akum. In the coming weeks we 
will discuss the parameters of this rab-
binic prohibition, including the reasons 
behind the decree, when it applies, and 
the practical halacha for modern indus-
trial kashrut.

Food is a very connecting element in 
every society. That is the basis behind the 
decree of bishul akum. Our Sages were very 
concerned about close relationships with 
non-Jews since intermarriage is a very 
severe transgression. The prohibition effec-
tively limits Jews and gentiles dining with 
each other, although there is no specific 
prohibition against dining with a non-Jew 
per se. (See Rashi on Avodah Zara 31:b.) 
Forbidding the non-Jew’s cooking would 
be enough to create an emotional distance 
such that families wouldn’t marry into 
each other. 

Rabbeinu Tam (Tosfot Avodah Zara 38:a) 
and Rambam (Ma’achalot Asurot 17:9) 

maintain that the decree is based on this 
issue of closeness to non-Jews that could 
lead to intermarriage; this is the opinion of 
most early authorities. However, Rashi and 
others attribute a different reasoning to the 
prohibition of bishul akum, which is that 
non-Jews might mix non-kosher ingredi-
ents into the kosher food. In future articles 
we will discuss whether the parameters of 
bishul akum are based on both of these rea-
sons or just one. However, it is clear from 
numerous sources that the danger of inter-
marriage is the main reason behind the 
prohibition (See Torat Habayit 3:7).

The decree is binding regardless of the 
reason 

Since the transgression of intermar-
riage was the primary concern behind our 
Sages’ decree, their goal was to powerfully 
discourage the possibility of developing 
emotional connections to non-Jews that 
could lead to intermarriage either in 
that generation or the next. Accordingly, 
early authorities discuss whether the 
prohibition of bishul akum still applies 
even in situations where intermarriage 
is not technically possible. For example, 
Rashba, in his responsa (1:248), examines 
the case of food cooked by a priest. Being 
that Catholic priests do not marry nor do 
they have children with whom to inter-
marry, is it permitted to eat food cooked 
by a priest even though the reason for 
bishul akum seemingly does not apply to 
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him? Rashba answers that we have a rule 
regarding rabbinic decrees:  even when 
the reason does not apply, the prohibition 
still stands. This is a necessary element 
in every rabbinic prohibition. Otherwise, 
Rashba explains, people could rationalize 
and find reasons why any decree should 
not apply in their particular situation. 
Accordingly, Rashba concludes that even 
food cooked by a Catholic priest has the 
prohibition of bishul akum. A similar 
ruling is made by Ramban (Avodah Zara 
35:a) regarding non-Jewish royalty who, 
because of their stature, are prohibited 
from marrying Jews. He maintains that 
the fact that the non-Jews are royalty is 
irrelevant, and that the decree of bishul 
akum stands regardless of the reason 
behind it. Taz (YD 112:1) , Shach (YD 
112:4) and Pri Megadim (YD 112:1) cite 
these rulings as axioms of the laws of 
bishul akum.

Other examples
Later authorities discuss similar cases 

where the logic behind bishul akum may 
not apply. Responsa Shevet Kehati (6:273) 
rules that even food cooked by a non-Jew-
ish child is considered bishul akum, despite 
the fact that the chances of marriage seem 
remote. The same is true for food cooked 
in a faraway country where Jews cannot 
travel -- bishul akum still applies.      

In summary:
Our Sages prohibited food cooked by 

gentiles, even if the ingredients and uten-
sils are kosher.

The reason cited by most authorities is 
the risk of intermarriage.

Even in cases with virtually no risk of 
intermarriage, the food is still prohibited, 
including non-Jewish royalty, priests, 
young children, and non-Jews from distant 
lands. 
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Old Katamon: 4-room apartment in a small and quiet street, 101 
sqm, renovated, very bright and airy, master bedroom, Safe room 
(mamad), sukkah balcony, view, elevator, 3,400,000 NIS 

Old Katamon: 4-room apartment, 90 sqm, well split, bright, airy, 
sukkah balcony facing a magnificent panoramic view, 3 exp. Shabbat 
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RASCO: new 4 room apartment, 95m, master suite, 
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terrace, great panoramic view, underfloor heating, Shabat 
elevator, 2 parking, + rental unit, 8,900,000 NIS
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renovated, master suite, air conditioners, balcony,  
2nd floor, elevator - fully accessible, storage, 8,000 NIS
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Imported 
Kosher Food
Imports of kosher food to the Israeli market 

have increased greatly over the past twenty 
years. Studies show that over fifty percent of 
food sold in Israeli supermarkets is imported, 
and that number continues to climb each year.

The Chief Rabbinate of Israel certifies thou-
sands of facilities around Israel and uses sub-
stantial manpower to provide this service. The 
Rabbinate never intended to certify products 
and facilities outside of Israel, as its purpose 
is to certify kosher food for the local Israeli 
market. 

The term “B’ishur HaRabbanute Harashit” 
(authorized by the Chief Rabbinate of Israel) 
appears on every kosher imported product 
that passes through the Rabbinate system. As 
opposed to the certification of local products, 
the Rabbinate has neither the manpower nor 
the finances to check and certify factories 
worldwide. This being the case, a number of 
years ago (when the import market was much 
smaller than it is now), the Rabbinate decided 
it would permit kosher products with foreign 
certifications to be imported, as long as the 
standards of the imported products more or 
less coincided with the standards of the Chief 
Rabbinate. The Rabbinate has no system to 
confirm the standards of foreign hechsherim 
and relies on written testimony only. 

Unfortunately, there are many irregularities 

in the realm of kashrut supervision, par-
ticularly when huge numbers of products 
are being manufactured abroad and then 
imported to Israel.  Some kashrut agencies 
are making use of extreme leniencies, based 
on minority opinions that have been rejected 
by virtually all poskim over the generations.  
We are not referring merely to issues of, for 
example, Chalav Stam or Chadash. There have 
been documented cases of lenient kashrut 
organizations granting certification by phone/
fax, without kashering any equipment or even 
showing up in person to supervise. In addi-
tion, there were cases in which ingredients 
were not checked properly and no regular vis-
its took place. In other cases, specific products 
were labeled “Chalav Yisrael” or “Kosher for 
Passover” when in fact the halachic standards 
of these categories were not met in the facto-
ries. One should note, however, that even if 
bediavad (ex post facto) these products might 
not “treif” one’s dishes, one should choose to 
avoid relying on weak, flimsy leniencies.

Unreliable hechsherim are particularly 
widespread in the house brands of Israeli 
supermarkets as well as with large Israeli food 
companies marketing imported items under 
their own labels. Unfortunately, consumers 
mistakenly assume that B’ishur HaRabbanute 
Harashit on the label signifies that the Rab-
banut has properly checked the product and 
approves its supervision. 

The OU Israeli office has made great strides 
in the last few years regarding imported prod-
ucts. We have built a strong connection with 
the import division of the Chief Rabbinate, 
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and importers have taken interest in OU 
products. 

For the consumer’s part, when choosing 
imported products, one should always con-
firm that there is a reliable certification (a 
hechsher that you would trust if you were 
living overseas). This policy is familiar to 
kosher consumers living abroad, but less so 
in Israel. Upon seeing an unfamiliar hechsher, 
one should ask a rabbi who is knowledgeable 
in modern kashrut (and preferably involved 
with kashrut certification overseas). 

If stores and importers were to realize that 
reliable and genuine kashrut is a priority for 
so many consumers, they would be more 
inclined to change their policies. We must 
strive as kosher consumers to demand prod-
ucts with reliable certification, both in Israel 
and around the world, and to reject products 
of questionable status. When we do this, we 
gain merit not only for our own good deeds, 
but in addition, we are doing a true chesed 
(helpful deed) for the kosher consumer in 
Israel. By improving the kashrut standards of 
imported foods, we help those in Israeli soci-
ety who truly want to keep kosher.

It is important to note that imported OU 
products approved by the Chief Rabbinate 
hold up to the highest standards of kosher 
protocol including Yoshon, Afiat Yisrael (when 
applicable), Bishul Yisrael (when applicable) 
and Chalav Yisrael. Although OU Kosher world-
wide is not stringent in these areas based on 
numerous halachic considerations, we accept 
the standards the Chief Rabbinate has decided 
to apply and has conformed to them. For any 
questions or inquiries on OU products sold 
in Israel feel to contact the Gustave and Carol 
Jacobs Center for Kashrut Education. 
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