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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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Eating Out in 
Israel – Part 3
When addressing the issue of certify-

ing food-service establishments in Israel, 
the obstacles are significant. Israel has an 
enormous number of restaurants, caterers, 
cafés, hotels, event halls, and other food-ser-
vice establishments. In some cases, these 
establishments are very small and isolated, 
making them difficult and costly to certify 
properly. In other cases, establishments can 
be extremely large, with multiple kitchens, 
preparation areas, storage facilities, and hun-
dreds of employees. These larger operations 
present an entirely different set of challenges 
for a kosher certification agency.

Another important factor is the population 
that many establishments are trying to serve. 
A significant portion of Israel's food-service 
industry is geared toward the general, non-re-
ligious population. As a result, there is often a 
preference for the least expensive and least 
demanding level of kosher certification. High-
er standards generally require more supervi-
sion, more expensive ingredients, additional 
equipment, and stricter procedures, all of 
which increase operating costs.

It should be emphasized that the purpose 
of this series is not to disparage different 
kosher standards in Israel or to frighten 
consumers away from eating out. There are 
many restaurants, caterers, hotels, and event 

halls operating under excellent and highly 
reliable kosher supervision. Rather, the pur-
pose of this series is to provide consumers 
with knowledge and guidance so that those 
who are looking for a higher level of kashrus 
can understand what questions to ask and 
what standards to look for.

LEAFY VEGETABLES
Over the last several decades, the issue of 

insect infestation in fruits and vegetables has 
become a major concern in the kosher food 
industry. Leafy vegetables and other produce 
can contain insects that are difficult to detect, 
particularly when they are hidden within 
folds and crevices of the vegetable.

Produce such as lettuce, herbs, basil, spin-
ach, parsley, and similar leafy vegetables 
can present significant halachic concerns. 
The issue is not merely theoretical; visible 
insects can be found in produce that has not 
been properly inspected or grown under con-
trolled conditions.

The Israeli kosher-supervision industry, 
particularly the Mehadrin certifications, has 
made significant advances in addressing this 
problem. One of the most important develop-
ments has been the use of controlled grow-
ing systems and specialized greenhouses 
designed to greatly reduce the likelihood of 
insect infestation. These systems are careful-
ly monitored, and the produce is subsequent-
ly inspected according to the standards of the 
certifying agency.

This has dramatically changed the way 
many kosher establishments deal with leafy 
vegetables. Rather than relying exclusively 
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on the consumer or kitchen staff to discover 
insects after the produce has arrived at the 
restaurant, the goal is to prevent the problem 
at the source.

The Chief Rabbinate has made efforts to 
address this phenomenon and establish pro-
cedures for dealing with infested produce. At 
the same time, it is important to distinguish 
between the kosher status of produce sold in 
a supermarket and the standards expected of 
a certified food-service establishment. Super-
markets are generally permitted to sell fresh 
produce even when that produce may have 
a significant infestation risk. The responsibil-
ity for properly checking such produce rests 
with the consumer. 

For a kosher restaurant, however, the sit-
uation is different. To create a viable system 
all leafy vegetables should only be from 
greenhouse grown supervised produce that 
prevents any type of infestation. Mashgichim 
should also routinely check the produce to 
make sure the non-infested standards are 
met.

TERUMOT AND MA'ASROT
Living in Eretz Yisrael comes with the tre-

mendous privilege of observing the mitzvot 
hateluyot ba'aretz—the agricultural mitzvot 
that apply specifically to produce grown in 
the Land of Israel. Among these are teru-
mah, ma'aser, and the various laws associ-
ated with the agricultural cycles of the Land, 
including Shemittah.

For a food-service establishment in Israel, 
these mitzvot create another important area 
of responsibility.

Many organized restaurants purchase 
their produce from large distributors or 
centralized storage facilities. These facilities 
may have a mashgiach who ensures that the 
appropriate tithes are separated before the 
produce reaches the restaurant. The same 
type of system is often used by large super-
market chains.

However, not every restaurant operates 
this way.

Specialty restaurants, chef-driven establish-
ments, and restaurants that pride themselves 
on using unique or locally sourced produce 
may purchase directly from individual farm-
ers or specialty growers. In such cases, the 
usual centralized system may not be suffi-
cient. The kosher supervisor must determine 
whether the produce has been properly tithed 
and, where necessary, ensure that the appro-
priate terumot and ma'asrot are taken.

This requires attention to detail. The 
mashgiach should verify that each shipment 
of produce comes from an approved source 
and that the necessary documentation 
accompanies the order. Where appropriate, 
the documentation should contain the rele-
vant signature, stamp, or other confirmation 
that the produce has been properly handled 
according to halachic requirements.

WINE AND ALCOHOL
Historically, many alcoholic beverages 

were sometimes approved without the same 
level of scrutiny applied to other ingredients. 
Today, however, kosher agencies are much 
more aware of the potential kashrus con-
cerns associated with alcoholic beverages.



Whisky, beer, tequila, liqueurs, flavored 
spirits, and other alcoholic products can 
contain a variety of ingredients and may 
undergo complicated production processes. 
These can include flavorings, colorants, addi-
tives, aging processes, and equipment shared 
with non-kosher products. Consequently, 
the assumption that an alcoholic beverage is 
automatically kosher simply because it con-
tains alcohol is not sufficient.

Wine has an additional and particularly 
important set of halachic requirements.

The production of kosher wine or grape 
juice requires Jewish participation and 
supervision throughout the relevant stages 
of production. But the concerns do not end 
once the wine has been produced.

There is a separate halachic issue regard-
ing the handling of non-mevushal wine. 
Under the relevant laws of stam yayin, wine 
that has not undergone the appropriate cook-
ing process cannot be handled or poured by 
a non-Jew. Many authorities also extend the 
practical concern to wine being handled by 
a person who is not considered Shomer Shab-
bat for these purposes.

This creates a unique challenge in Israeli 
food service.

In much of the kosher food industry out-
side Israel, the overwhelming majority of 
wine and grape juice served in kosher estab-
lishments is mevushal. This allows the wine 
to be handled and poured by staff without 
creating the same concern.

The Israeli market is different. There is 
a much larger market for quality non-me-
vushal wines, and many Israeli consumers 
prefer them because they are viewed as 
superior in taste and quality. Consequent-
ly, a restaurant may have perfectly kosher 
non-mevushal wine on its menu while 
employing staff who may not be permitted 
to handle it according to the standards of the 
certifying agency.

Therefore, consumers who are particular 
about this issue should ascertain what the 
establishment's policy is regarding non-me-
vushal wine. The same question applies to 
caterers, wedding halls, hotels, and other 
venues where wine may be opened and 
poured by numerous employees.

In certain establishments one of the mash-
giach's responsibilities may be to ensure 
that non-mevushal wine is opened and 
poured only by an individual who meets 
the necessary halachic requirements. This 
scenario is not always ideal and isn’t always 
recommended.

KASHERING INTERNAL ORGANS
Another issue that deserves particular 

attention in Israel is the preparation of inter-
nal organs.

It is quite common in Israel to find vari-
ous organs served as part of a meat menu, 
including liver, heart, spleen, and other 
internal organs. These products are also 
readily available in many Israeli supermar-
kets and butcher shops.

Unlike ordinary cuts of meat, certain inter-
nal organs—most notably liver—require a 
special koshering process because of the large 
amount of blood contained within them. This 
process requires careful attention to detail. 
The liver must be prepared properly, the 
broiling must be performed correctly, and 
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the equipment and procedures must meet 
the requirements of halacha. A mistake in the 
process can create serious kashrus concerns.

Outside Israel, it is common for kosher 
meat distributors to sell these organs only 
after they have already undergone the neces-
sary koshering process. This reduces the pos-
sibility of mistakes at the retail or food-ser-
vice level. In Israel, however, it is much more 
common to encounter raw internal organs 
that still require proper koshering.

For this reason, kosher certifiers must pay 
particular attention to how these products 
enter the restaurant and who is responsible 
for preparing them.

Ideally, only properly trained personnel 
should be responsible for the koshering of 
internal organs. In a restaurant operating 
under a strict kosher program, this respon-
sibility should preferably be placed under 
the direct supervision of the mashgiach or a 
properly trained Ne'eman Kashrut. The pro-
cedures should be clearly defined, and the 
supervisor should ensure that the process is 
performed consistently.

This is particularly important in restau-
rants that serve large quantities of liver or 
other internal organs. The greater the vol-
ume of production, the greater the need for 
a reliable system that does not depend sim-
ply on an employee's memory or personal 
knowledge.
BUILDING A PROPER KOSHER PROGRAM
As we can see, there are numerous issues 

surrounding food service in Israel. The 
examples discussed in this series represent 
only some of the many areas that a kosher 
certification agency must consider.

A proper program therefore requires clear 
standards, reliable suppliers, well-trained 
staff, effective supervision, and constant 

attention to detail. Most importantly, the 
program must be designed around the spe-
cific establishment. A small café, a large 
restaurant, a hotel, and a wedding hall 
may all require very different systems of 
supervision.

For the consumer, understanding these 
issues provides an important tool. The goal 
is not to create suspicion or to discourage 
people from eating out. Rather, it is to under-
stand what stands behind a reliable kosher 
certification and why different certifications 
may establish different standards.

In the end, kosher certification is only as 
strong as the system that stands behind it. 




