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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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Modern 
Kosher 

Glycerin
One of the foundations of kosher supervi-

sion in modern times is a thorough under-
standing of manufacturing procedures and 
production methods. OU Kosher rabbis not 
only possess deep knowledge of how to apply 
Jewish law to the products they supervise, 
but they also make it their responsibility to 
understand precisely how those products are 
manufactured.

This often requires mastering complex 
technical processes that demand advanced 
education and specialized training. As a 
result, OU Kosher rabbis are skilled at iden-
tifying appropriate processes and adap-
tations that enable companies to benefit 
from the added value of marketing their 

products as kosher-certified. As new tech-
nologies continue to emerge, it is essential 
for kosher supervisors to stay informed and 
knowledgeable.

It is equally important that kashrut-related 
questions be directed to individuals with suf-
ficient expertise in the relevant manufactur-
ing processes. A clear understanding of these 
procedures is critical not only for effective 
supervision, but also to enable Poskim to 
render accurate and reliable halachic rulings.

BIODIESEL GLYCERIN
One of the most innovative developments 

of 21st-century technology is biodiesel. 
Simply stated, biodiesel is an alternative 
fuel designed to replace conventional diesel 
fuel. One particularly fascinating application 
of biodiesel is its use in aviation fuel. Many 
commercial airlines have committed to using 
SAF (Sustainable Aviation Fuel), in which 
biodiesel plays a significant role.

While traditional diesel fuel (also known 
as petro-diesel) is derived from petroleum, 
biodiesel is nontoxic, biodegradable, and pro-
duced from what are known as biomass oils. 
Biodiesel is manufactured through a process 
called transesterification, which converts fats 
and oils into biodiesel and glycerin. This pro-
cess involves adding methanol to fatty acids 
that have been separated from oils, along 
with a catalyst. After refining, approximately 
one-tenth of a liter of glycerin is produced for 
every liter of biodiesel.

The biomass oils used for biodiesel can 
originate from plant-based sources such as 
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soybean, canola, and corn oil. Animal fats 
are generally less common in biodiesel pro-
duction, which might suggest that glycerin 
certification should be straightforward. How-
ever, another factor must be considered: the 
versatility of biodiesel refineries. These facil-
ities can process a wide range of feedstocks, 
including waste products and even algae. This 
is where UCO—used cooking oil—becomes 
relevant.

Used cooking oil is collected as a form of 
waste recycling. In North America and many 
other countries, the fast-food industry is 
extremely widespread. These establish-
ments use large quantities of vegetable oil 
to prepare a wide range of foods, including 
fish, meat, dairy, and treif products. Rather 
than discarding the used oil, it is often sold 
to biodiesel refineries for the production of 
biodiesel and glycerin.

From a kosher perspective, this presents 
a serious concern. Since these fast-food 
establishments are not kosher, the oil absorbs 
non-kosher substances, including, in some 
cases, Basar B’chalav (the biblical prohibition 
of mixing meat and milk). Consequently, OU 
Kosher considers UCO to be 100% treif. For 
this reason, OU Kosher does not permit the 
use of UCO in the production of glycerin 
intended for kosher certification within 
the biodiesel process—another important 
safeguard in helping Klal Yisrael maintain 
kosher standards.

LAUNDRY-GRADE KOSHER GLYCERIN
As mentioned in previous articles, glycerin 

is a common ingredient in soaps, detergents, 
and cleaning products. The OU certifies cer-
tain glycerin and fatty acids for detergent 
use only. This is because OU Kosher does 
not certify detergents or cleansers simply on 
the basis that they are inedible. Rather, the 
standard for OU certification of detergents 
and cleansers is that there be no actual 
non-kosher substance present in the certified 
product.

Accordingly, the glycerin used must be a 
vegetable glycerin that is certified as “Kosher 
certified for non-food use only.” This desig-
nation indicates that the product is a pure 
vegetable glycerin that was produced on 
equipment (keilim) previously used for 
treif. Although these keilim were flushed to 
the extent that there is no actual non-kosher 
residue present in the laundry-grade product, 
they were not koshered.

As a result, this glycerin may not be stored 
or transported in food-grade kosher tanks or 
carriers without subsequent kosherization. 
This distinction ensures that kosher food 
production remains uncompromised while 
still allowing for appropriate certification of 
non-food products. 

רפואה שלמה
Peleg Shabtai ben Chaviva Leah




