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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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Kosher 
Processes

In the past, kosher production was rela-
tively simple. People cooked food in their 
own homes, made their own ingredients, 
and rarely used complex or processed items. 
However, since the advent of mass manu-
facturing, food production has drastically 
changed — and with it, the nature of kosher 
supervision.

As discussed previously, in order to provide 
proper kosher certification for mass-pro-
duced food, three core factors must be taken 
into consideration. These elements define 
how kosher certification is administered in 
the modern era:
1.	 Ingredient Compatibility – Whether the 

ingredients used are kosher-sensitive or 
not.

2.	 Production Process – How the food is 

produced (e.g., cooking methods, mixing 
dairy and meat, etc.).

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

This article will focus on the second factor: 
Production Processes.

THE ROLE OF PRODUCTION PROCESSES  
IN KOSHER CERTIFICATION

Just like in our home kitchens, there's a key 
difference between cold and hot processes 
when it comes to kosher certification. Cold 
processes are typically simpler and often 
require minimal supervision.

For example, OU Kosher certifies many 
companies that produce cake mixes. These 
facilities generally do not involve heat; rather, 
they combine dry ingredients in mixers to 
produce the final product. If none of the 
ingredients used are kosher-sensitive, the 
kosher program is relatively straightfor-
ward. However, not all cold processes are 
without concern. Some involve ingredients 
or methods that may raise kashrut issues. A 
good example is ethanol (ethyl alcohol), which 
can be produced naturally by fermenting 
grains, molasses, citrus fruits, or wine — or 
synthetically from petroleum. The source of 
the alcohol can present a kosher concern, 
particularly when fermentation is involved.

Hot processes, on the other hand, are often 
a greater kashrut concern. That said, some 
heating methods used in mass production 
may not necessarily pose a problem. For 
instance, blanching — a process used to 
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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 
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emotional connections to non-Jews that 
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Rashba, in his responsa (1:248), examines 
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by a priest even though the reason for 
bishul akum seemingly does not apply to 

OU KASHRUT
PAGE BY RABBI EZRA FRIEDMAN

Director, The Gustave & Carol Jacobs Center 
for Kashrut Education

OU ISRAEL CENTER         53

The OU Israel Gustave & Carol Jacobs Center for Kashrut Education was created to raise awareness 
and educate the public in all areas of kashrut. Rabbi Ezra Friedman, Deputy Rabbinic Administrator 
for OU Kosher Israel is the Center's director.

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 
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the risk of intermarriage.
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young children, and non-Jews from distant 
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heat vegetables and remove moisture — is 
typically applied to non-sensitive ingredients 
and may not always require kosher oversight.

EXAMPLES OF COMMON FOOD 
PROCESSING METHODS

To better understand how kosher concerns, 
arise in manufacturing, let’s review a few 
common production processes. Some are 
more kashrut-sensitive than others:
•	 Deodorization: This process removes 

undesirable odors and tastes from oil 
using pressurized steam distillation at 
high temperatures (464–518°F) for 30 to 
60 minutes. The extreme heat and equip-
ment involved can make this a significant 
kosher concern, especially if the facility 
also processes non-kosher oils.

•	 Encapsulation: Encapsulation involves 
coating powder particles with a protec-
tive layer to maintain stability or enable 
gradual (timed) release. Commonly 
encapsulated items include vitamins, 
spray-dried flavors, and citric acid. The 
source of the coating and the equipment 
used can both be kashrut concerns. This 
is particularly relevant for vitamins and 
food supplements. In some cases, hala-
chic authorities may permit leniency 
if the product is swallowed whole and 
has no taste. However, each case should 
be evaluated by a competent halachic 
authority.

•	 Spray Drying: Spray drying converts 
a liquid into powder or flakes using a 
heated machine called a spray dryer. 

Because spray dryers are expensive to 
operate, companies often rent them out 
for custom drying and blending, includ-
ing for non-kosher products. As a result, 
anything that is spray-dried is generally 
considered kashrut-sensitive. In relation 
to this process, a common misconcep-
tion exists, particularly in Israel. Some 
claim that milk powder that is not Chalav 
Yisrael (milk not supervised by Jewish 
authorities) is easier to permit than 
non-Chalav Yisrael liquid milk. While 
there is room for halachic debate on 
this point, there is no question that milk 
powder is more kashrut-sensitive than 
liquid milk. This is because it must go 
through a spray dryer, which — if pre-
viously used for non-kosher products 
like non-kosher cheese — may render 
even kosher ingredients non-kosher due 
to absorption of flavor or residue. Liq-
uid milk on the other hand does not go 
through any similar process rather it is 
typically pasteurized on site in a machine 
dedicated only for liquid milk. 


