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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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 Certified 
Kosher 

Ingredients
In past articles, we discussed the ingredient 

panel used by OU Kosher, which categorizes 
ingredients into six groups, numbered 1 
through 6. The lower the number, the less 
sensitive the ingredient is in terms of kosher 
certification. Group 3 represents the majority 
of kosher ingredients used in the certified 
industry.

There are products that may be 100% kosher 
without requiring supervision. However, 
because they can be derived from non-kosher 
sources or processed in non-kosher ways, OU 
Kosher requires supervision for many such 
ingredients. It's important to note that Group 
3 ingredients can vary — in some cases, certain 
types of products almost never contain prob-
lematic ingredients, while in others, non-kosher 

sources are quite common.
For example, enzymes, which are derived 

from living cells, can come from animal 
sources, yet are more commonly produced 
from plant-based or microbial sources. 
Although the latter is more typical, to ensure 
certainty, OU Kosher requires supervision and 
a kosher program for the use of enzymes.

There are also ingredients that are very 
rarely derived from non-kosher sources — 
grapes, for example, which require tight kosher 
supervision due to halachic reasons. Although 
the chance of a kosher concern may seem far-
fetched, OU still classifies such ingredients as 
Group 1, meaning the ingredient is considered 
innocuous and does not require additional 
certification for use in kosher products.

There is no universal rule for determining 
how commonly ingredients are sourced from 
kosher or non-kosher origins. These realities 
fluctuate and evolve for a variety of reasons. 
OU Kosher’s Ingredients Department constantly 
reviews ingredient sources and updates each 
item’s category accordingly.

GROUP THREE OVERVIEW
There are ingredients that are always kosher, 

regardless of source or processing. Conversely, 
some ingredients are always problematic. 
Group 3 focuses on ingredients that require 
some level of supervision to be considered 
kosher.

Sometimes, the ingredients themselves may 
be inherently kosher, but the processes they 
undergo or the substances they are mixed with 
may necessitate kosher supervision. Group 3 
ingredients can be divided into several key 
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categories. While this article won’t cover every 
Group 3 ingredient used in food manufactur-
ing, it will help readers recognize that even 
simple-looking ingredients may still require 
kosher certification.

COMMON GROUP THREE INGREDIENTS
•	 Acids:

Acids are typically added to foods to 
enhance flavor, preserve freshness, or bal-
ance the product. They are rarely the main 
ingredient but have a significant impact 
on taste and shelf life. For example, acids 
are essential in soft drinks. Although many 
acids are not inherently kosher-sensitive, 
due to their sources and fermentation pro-
cesses, many acids used as additives are 
classified as Group 3.

•	 Dairy Products: 
Regardless of halachic debates about the 
modern-day status of milk, many dairy 
products are by-products of cheese, which 
has complex kosher concerns. As a result, 
many (but not all) dairy items and their 
derivatives are considered Group 3.

•	 Thickening Agents and Preservatives:
These are common in industrial food 

production. Examples include oleoresins 
and glycerides. Because these ingredients 
may be derived from animal sources, they 
are also placed in Group 3.

•	 Flavors, Flavor Additives, and Colors:
Flavorings are highly complex in the 
food industry. Due to the vast number of 
ingredients and potential animal sources, 
any flavor, flavor additive, or coloring is 
automatically categorized as Group 3. 
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