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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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This week, on Rosh Chodesh Elul, Am Yisrael 
commemorated the fifth Yahrzeit of a Torah 
giant—my Rebbe and teacher, Hagaon Harav 
Zalman Nechemia Goldberg zt”l.

During his lifetime, the Rav delivered thou-
sands of in-depth shiurim across the spectrum 
of the religious world. He was blessed with an 
extraordinary intellect and a profound capacity 
for Torah knowledge. He taught in dozens of 
yeshivot and kollelim, regardless of political 
affiliation, number of participants, or scho-
lastic level. All of this stemmed from the Rav’s 
remarkable piety. His humility was unparal-
leled—he consistently distanced himself from 
any form of honor or recognition. He treated 

everyone around him as an equal and cher-
ished every insight in Torah, no matter who 
it came from. In his memory, this article will 
explore one aspect of Rav Zalman Nechemia’s 
teachings, specifically related to kashrut.

RABBINIC DECREES RELATED  
TO SAKANA (DANGER)

Our Sages instituted numerous laws regard-
ing food and drink based on the concept of 
sakanah—potential danger. These dangers 
typically relate to health risks that could arise 
from not adhering to certain practices.

One well-known example is the halacha prohib-
iting the consumption of meat and fish together. 
Although there is no explicit biblical source for 
this prohibition, our Sages had a tradition to avoid 
mixing or consuming them together. Even today, 
when no clear health risk is evident, we continue 
to refrain based on the halachic principle that 
once a decree is made, it remains in force unless 
formally annulled by a Sanhedrin.

A similar halacha tied to sakanah involves 
the laws of giluy (uncovered beverages). The 
Gemara (Avodah Zarah 30a) discusses the 
prohibition against drinking beverages left 
uncovered and unattended, due to concerns 
that venomous creatures—such as snakes or 
scorpions—might drink from them and leave 
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behind poison. Tosafot (Avodah Zarah 35a) 
writes that in the countries where they lived, 
this concern did not apply, and therefore, such 
beverages were permitted. The Shulchan Aruch 
(YD 116:1) rules accordingly: one may drink a 
beverage that was left uncovered if the local 
context poses no danger.

This raises a critical question:
Why do the laws of giluy change based on time 

and place, while the prohibition of mixing meat 
and fish does not? Generally, rabbinic decrees 
and any Torah law remains fixed and unchange-
able, even if their original reasoning no longer 
applies—unless changed by a Sanhedrin.

RAV ZALMAN NECHEMIA’S INSIGHT
Rav Zalman Nechemia provided a brilliant 

explanation of this apparent inconsistency. 
While it is true, as seen in the Gemara (Beitzah 
5:a), that rabbinic decrees cannot be nullified 
even if their original reasoning no longer 
applies, our Sages themselves created catego-
ries within rabbinic legislation. In the case of 
giluy, the prohibition was conditional from the 
outset—its applicability was explicitly tied to the 
presence of venomous creatures like snakes. 
The halacha was never intended to be univer-
sally binding in all times and places. It was a 
decree based on existing danger, not an abstract 
principle. Rav Zalman Nechemia explained that 
in many cases, the reason behind a decree sup-
ports it, but is not its essence. Therefore, even 
when the logic no longer applies, the decree 
stands. However, in cases where the reason is 
the foundation of the law itself, the halacha can 
change with changing circumstances.

Thus, the prohibition of mixing meat and fish 

remains in effect regardless of current health 
concerns, because the decree was made as a 
binding rule independent of ongoing medical 
reality. In contrast, the laws of giluy were inher-
ently conditional and subject to change.

A BROADER HALACHIC FRAMEWORK
Rav Zalman Nechemia expanded this idea 

across various areas of halacha, showing that 
not all decrees and rulings are equal in nature 
or flexibility. A striking example involves the 
laws of terefot (non-kosher due to fatal defects).

According to tradition, any kosher animal 
that has a physical defect causing it to die within 
12 months is not kosher. These defects are listed 
in the Gemara and are considered laws handed 
down from Moshe Rabbeinu at Har Sinai. The 
Rambam rules that even if a doctor is certain 
the animal will live, the halacha remains 
fixed—we rely on the tradition.

However, when it comes to human terefot 
(e.g., whether someone who kills a gravely ill 
person is fully liable for murder), the Rambam 
rules that the determination depends on med-
ical professionals of the time. This seems con-
tradictory—why trust modern medicine in one 
case but not the other? Rav Zalman Nechemia 



quotes Rav Chaim Ozer Grodzinski in Responsa 
Achiezer, who explains the distinction: The laws 
of animal terefot are based on tradition, while 
the laws of human terefot were not specified 
in the Torah and were always intended to fol-
low contemporary medical knowledge.Once 
again, we see a critical theme in Rav Zalman 
Nechemia’s teachings:

When halachic rulings are founded on spe-
cific reasoning, and that reasoning is made 
part of the decree, the halacha may evolve with 
time and circumstance. But when the law is 
rooted in tradition, even if it includes logical 
explanations, it remains fixed.

A PERSONAL NOTE
While I was a talmid in Yeshivat Ohr Etzion, I 

had the immense honor and privilege of driving 
Rav Zalman Nechemia Goldberg to his weekly 
shiurim. His vast Torah knowledge left a deep 
and lasting impression on me and on all who 
merited to learn from him. The Rav was a bea-
con of inspiration, teaching Torah to anyone 
who wished to listen. His dedication and love 
for Torah impacted the lives of thousands of 
talmidim. From this Torah giant, we learn that 
Torah study is not merely an intellectual exer-
cise, but a way of life—a part of the Jewish soul.

May his legacy of Torah learning continue to 
inspire Am Yisrael for generations to come. 

SHIUR SPONSORS
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Chana Spivack - 050-229-4951 or donate online: 
https://www.ouisrael.org/donate/ou-israel-center/

AN ONLINE SHIUR  
Sponsored by Phil Sevinsky in memory of his mother 
Blanche Sevrinsky - בלומה רחל בת חונה הכהן ע״ה

whose yahrzeit was כ"ד אב

RABBI YOSSI GOLDIN'S SHIUR  
ON PIRKEI AVOT - TUE. SEPT. 2 

Sponsored by Yehudit Lipman in loving memory of  
her son Eliezer Shmuel ben Yosef z”l on his 32nd Yahrzeit
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the refuah shleima of Oksana bat Bluma 

RABBI TAUB'S WEEKLY THURSDAY  
PARSHAT HASHAVUA SHIUR 

Sponsored by The Jewish Legacy Foundation

RABBI MANNING’S SHIUR  
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ברנה בת ברנדית ע’’ה וזליג בן קלמן ז’’ל

RABBI GOLDSCHEIDER’S SHIUR  
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מרים בת אברהם ע’’ה ושם טוב בן שלמה ז’’ל

RABBI ADLER’S SHIUR  
Sponsored for this academic year by the Frist family  

in memory of their beloved daughter and sister  
Elisheva Frist a”h – אלישבע סימא בת זלמן ע”ה
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in memory of Mel & Sylvia David z”l

  מנחם מנדל בן אברהם מאיר וטויבא רבקה ז”ל 
וצביה חיה בת אריה לב וחוה אידל ע”ה
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