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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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Kashrut  
in Israel  

- Part Two
Last we introduced the complexities of 

Kashrut supervision in Israel. This week is a 
continuation.

UNIFIED STANDARDS
The kosher system in Israel consists of 

two main tracks: the Chief Rabbinate (Har-
abbanute Harashit), which is a state-owned 
enterprise, and the private certifications, 
which are formal business enterprises. (Due 
to numerous factors, the law does not allow 
kashrut organizations to be non-profit.) The 
Chief Rabbinate was built out of the vision 
of Rav Avraham Yitzchak Hakohen Kook zt”l 
to initiate a unified system which he hoped 
would bring about the reinstitution of the 
Sanhedrin. Regarding kashrut, the system 
of the Rabbanute is quite complex. It is 
headed by two Chief Rabbis, Sephardi and 

Ashkenazi, and has an elected body called 
the Chief Rabbinical Council, consisting of 
twelve rabbis. This council, along with the 
Chief Rabbis, sets kosher standards for the 
entire country. From time to time, new issues 
must be addressed, such as new findings of 
bug infestation in vegetables or cultured 
meat. The council also sets standards regard-
ing products and supervision.

The Chief Rabbinate has an extensive staff 
whose job is to apply the standards set by 
the Council. And therein lies a formidable 
challenge. In essence, kosher supervision is 
in the hands of local rabbis and their staffs. 
Every city or municipal council has its own 
independent rabbinical body in conjunction 
with the municipality and the Ministry of 
Religious Affairs, and sometimes there are 
gaps between the standards the Chief Rab-
binate would like to apply, and those the local 
rabbis are willing to impose. There are cases 
where municipal rabbis would like to be more 
stringent than the Chief Rabbinate, and vice 
versa. Since the municipal rabbis have the 
sole license to give kosher certification to 
all establishments under their jurisdiction 
(restaurants, wedding halls, caterers) there 
can be large discrepancies between one city 
and another.

Another important factor is the setup of 
each local Rabbanute. In far too many cases 
financial and political issues can affect the 
level of certification. For example, there are 
cities where the municipality is very gener-
ous to the local Rabbanute and supports ini-
tiatives for better certification, such as more 
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supervisors. In other municipalities the bud-
get is so low there can be one part-time super-
visor on 170 establishments, with a minimal 
number of mashgichim. In such a case, main-
taining an acceptable standard is very diffi-
cult. Then, there are many situations where 
government funding is held up. There have 
been instances in regional councils where the 
local chief rabbi or the kosher supervisor has 
retired, and instead of replacing this official, 
the council asks a rabbi or supervisor from an 
adjacent municipality (who is already flood-
ed with work) to take over. There are cases 
where one rabbi oversees two or even three 
regions at once, with no way of adding more 
personnel. No one is in favor of this situation. 
Obviously, to run a professional kashrut sys-
tem, adequate staff and budget are critical. 

The lack of unified standards challenges the 
kosher consumer. There can be a Rabbinate 
certification that runs smoothly, while others 
can barely function. This is one of the reasons 
why there is such a lack of clarity regarding 
rabbanute certifications. 

MEHADRIN AND NON-MEHADRIN
One of the most common questions 

related to kashrut in Israel is “Do you keep 
mehadrin?”  This term has almost nothing to 
do with the actual laws of kosher supervision. 
The term mehadrin is rarely found in the Shul-
chan Aruch and its commentaries in regard 
to the laws of kosher food. The term is appli-
cable to many other halachic areas, such as 
arba’ah minim (the lulav and its accompany-
ing species). Another example is with regard 
to Chanukah candles. Our Sages discuss the 

basic requirement to fulfill the mitzvah of ner 
Chanukah and call higher levels of fulfillment 
“mehadrin” and “mehadrin min hamehadrin.”

Regarding kashrut, the term mehadrin, as 
used today, denotes a level of kashrut where, 
due to issues of dispute between different 
authorities, the higher standard is upheld. 
The term came into use in Israel over 40 
years ago, when there was a need for a uni-
fied, basic level of kashrut without subjecting 
the less religious public to constraints. Kasher 
Lemehadrin is supposed to represent a level 
of kashrut which is undisputable. This, how-
ever, is impossible since every certification 
has its own stringencies and systems. In the 
“mehadrin” arena there is no way for con-
sumers to discern if the hechsher is truly up 
to everyone’s standards, as each individual 
rabbinate can decide what is and isn’t consid-
ered mehadrin. 

Another issue for the consumer who truly 
wants to keep kosher in Israel is that once 
there are two levels, then an organization or 
establishment that does not keep mehadrin 
standards can be completely subpar, since, 
as explained above, a majority of kosher 
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consumers would be satisfied with a rubber 
stamp.

There are, however, certain standards that 
have become universal in Israel, which differ-
entiate mehadrin from non-mehadrin. All dairy 
products labeled mehadrin are Chalav Yisrael 
(an observant Jew witnessed the milking, as 
opposed to the American Chalav Stam ruling), 
all baked goods are Afiat Yisrael (a Jew lights 
the oven), and all products containing any of 
the five grains are Yashan. Restaurants will 
have only Jews cooking to abide by the opin-
ion of the Beit Yosef that a Jew has to take an 
active part in the cooking process in order to 
prevent transgressing the prohibition of Bishul 
Akum. Israel has a large industry of non-glatt 
meat, something not available overseas today, 
and mehadrin establishments will only use 
glatt products. It should be noted that not all 
mehadrin standards are equal even for these 
specific issues. For example, certain standards 
of Chalav Yisrael in Israel do not meet the OU’s 
requirements, and therefore we do not accept 
every product labeled Chalav Yisrael.

In general, OU Kosher recommends follow-
ing a Mehadrin standard and such policy is 
used in our food establishments in Israel as 
well as our certified manufacturing facilities 
throughout the country. 
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