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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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Introduction 
to Kosher 

Ingredients
Many times, both Jewish and non-Jewish 

individuals inquire about how kosher certi-
fication functions. Although this is a broad 
topic, it can generally be broken down into 
three main components:
1.	 Ingredient Compatibility – whether 

ingredients are kosher-sensitive or not
2.	 Production Process – how the food is 

produced (e.g., cooking methods, mix-
ing dairy and meat, etc.)

3.	 Supervision – the level and frequency 
of involvement required from a kosher 
representative

Kosher ingredients are the cornerstone of 
kosher certification. Since ingredients are 
sourced globally, extracted in various ways, 
and processed differently, extensive knowl-
edge is required to determine whether a given 
ingredient is kosher-compatible. Beyond the 
impracticality of having a full-time kosher 
supervisor at every production site worldwide, 
it's essential to understand the fundamentals 
of kosher ingredients to grasp how the OU 
manages its certification system, which covers 
over 1.3 million products globally.

GROUP ONE
A small but vital unit within the OU's 

Kashrut Division is the Ingredients 
Department. Every OU-certified company 
is contractually required to register all its 
ingredients with the OU. This department 
is responsible for evaluating whether each 
ingredient is acceptable under kosher 
standards.

In many cases, the evaluation is straight-
forward. It involves checking which certi-
fication agency supervises the ingredient's 
production and whether that agency's 
standards align with those of the OU. In 
other cases, the question is not whether 
an ingredient is certified, but whether it 
requires certification at all.

Take potatoes, for example. Raw, unpro-
cessed potatoes are entirely innocuous from 
a kosher perspective. An OU-certified com-
pany that makes French fries, for instance, 
is not limited in where it can source its 
potatoes. Such an ingredient is classified 
by the OU as Group One. It is essential that 
the OU has such a classification to enable 
OU certified companies to function with a 
reasonable degree of latitude in the food 
ingredients supply chain, while still main-
taining strong standards of kashrut.

However, sometimes Group One status 
comes with a caveat. That is, while the 
ingredient is generally acceptable, sourc-
ing may not be completely unrestricted. 
A good example is agricultural products 
that are also grown in Israel. For instance, 
a product may be listed as "Any Source" 
but with the added note: “not from Israel 
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without certification of tithed status.” This 
is because, in Israel, agricultural produce 
must be tithed according to Jewish law. To 
keep things concise, only this requirement 
is listed, even though other laws apply.

NON-GROUP ONE
There are, of course, cases where an 

ingredient might appear to qualify as Group 
One, but its production process prevents 
the OU from granting it that status. For 
example, an OU-certified company recently 
applied to use pea protein isolate from a 
supplier that was not kosher certified. They 
asked whether the ingredient required 
certification.

This inquiry was expected, as pea protein 
isolate is a rapidly growing product in the 
plant-based food market, often used as an 
alternative to meat and dairy proteins. For-
tunately, the OU has a broad knowledge 
base it can draw upon when assessing 
the kosher sensitivity of manufacturing 
processes—particularly from its existing 
certifications. In this case, the OU already 
certifies one of the largest ingredient man-
ufacturers, ADM, and was familiar with the 
process.

Here's how it works at ADM: yellow peas 
are delivered to the processing facility, 
where the hulls are physically separated. 
According to Mike Odland, Operations 
Manager at ADM’s Edible Beans site, the 
remaining material—consisting of starch, 
fiber, and protein—undergoes a series of 
physical and chemical steps to separate 

the components. Pea starch is dried and 
handled separately.

The complexity from a kosher perspective 
lies in the next step: isolating the pea pro-
tein from sugars and fibers. This involves a 
cooking step, typically spray-drying. How-
ever, spray-drying is often outsourced to a 
third-party facility known as a toll-drier, 
because the equipment and expertise 
required are highly specialized and costly. 
Most companies do not operate their own 
spray-drying equipment.

Here’s the concern: toll-drying facilities 
rent their equipment out to multiple cli-
ents, which means non-kosher products 
may have been processed on the same 
machinery. Residue and absorption present 
a significant issue under kosher law.

Because of this, pea protein isolate cannot 
be considered a Group One ingredient. Any 
processor wishing to use it must ensure the 
spray-drying facility has appropriate kosher 
certification. 
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