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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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English 
Muffins

Our Sages decreed that one should not bake 
dairy bread—that is, bread made with milk or 
other dairy ingredients mixed into the dough. 
Since dairy bread often appears identical to 
pareve bread, Chazal were concerned that it 
might inadvertently be eaten together with 
meat.

With the continual development of mod-
ern food production, OU Kosher is constantly 
confronted with new innovations and manu-
facturing processes. When making halachic 
determinations, it is essential to understand 
both the production process and the proper 
application of halachic principles to contem-
porary scenarios. This article will examine 
several OU Kosher rulings regarding dairy 
baked goods.

MUFFINS
The OU certifies many brands of English 

muffins that bear an OU-D symbol, while 

many others are certified OU-Pareve. Consid-
ering the prohibition against producing dairy 
bread (Shulchan Aruch YD 97:1), how can the 
OU certify English muffins as dairy?

As discussed in previous articles, the con-
cern underlying the prohibition of dairy or 
meat bread is that bread is commonly eaten 
as part of a meal. Consequently, a person may 
inadvertently eat dairy bread with meat, or 
meat bread with dairy. However, this concern 
applies primarily to “generic” bread and not 
necessarily to products that possess a distinc-
tive form or identity. When a baked item is 
viewed as unique or specialized, consumers 
are more likely to recognize it as different 
from ordinary bread and exercise caution 
regarding how it is consumed.

The critical question, therefore, is not wheth-
er a product is typically made pareve, but 
whether consumers perceive it as ordinary 
bread or as a distinct food item. If it is regarded 
as just another type of bread, it should gener-
ally be pareve. If it is viewed as a unique prod-
uct, there may be room to permit it even when 
dairy or meat ingredients are present.

For this reason, dairy bagels would gener-
ally not be permitted. Although bagels have a 
distinctive shape, they are widely regarded as 
a standard bread product and are commonly 
eaten with either meat or dairy. English muf-
fins, however, developed differently. Thomas’ 
English Muffins were the first English muf-
fins encountered by most kosher consumers 
and, at the time, they were dairy. As a result, 
English muffins never became fully associat-
ed with ordinary bread in the same way that 
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him? Rashba answers that we have a rule 
regarding rabbinic decrees:  even when 
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Rashba explains, people could rationalize 
and find reasons why any decree should 
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Accordingly, Rashba concludes that even 
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the risk of intermarriage.
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including non-Jewish royalty, priests, 
young children, and non-Jews from distant 
lands. 
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bagels did. Rather, they retained their iden-
tity as a specialty product that consumers 
recognized as potentially dairy and therefore 
unsuitable for consumption with meat.

Even though many pareve English muf-
fins are available today, one could argue that 
consumers still view English muffins as a 
distinct category of baked goods rather than 
as ordinary bread. Consequently, people are 
less likely to assume that an English muffin 
is automatically pareve and suitable for con-
sumption with meat. Under such analysis 
English muffins are not part of the decree not 
to produce or consume dairy bread.

However, Rabbi Hershel Schachter, one of 
OU Kosher’s poskim, questioned this reason-
ing. He noted that circumstances have changed 
significantly. While English muffins may once 
have been almost exclusively dairy, there are 
now numerous pareve varieties on the mar-
ket. Since consumers can no longer assume 
that English muffins are dairy, there may be 
concern that certifying dairy English muffins 
could create the very confusion that the decree 
of dairy bread was intended to prevent.

Further investigation revealed that the milk 
content in these products is halachically nul-
lified within the dough (less than 1/60 of the 
any batch). In previous articles, we discussed 
whether it is permissible to intentionally add 
a small amount of milk that will subsequent-
ly become batel (nullified). Some authorities 
explicitly prohibit this practice, while others 
permit it without reservation.

Rabbi Schachter adopts an intermediate 
position. He maintains that while there is no 

concern regarding the dairy content itself, OU 
Kosher should nevertheless continue labeling 
the product as OU-D. In his view, despite the 
milk being batel, the product should not be 
consumed with meat. Although English muf-
fins are not commonly eaten as part of a meat 
meal, the possibility still exists, and the desig-
nation serves as an important safeguard.

Rabbi Schachter further noted that if the 
manufacturers revert to a recipe containing a 
more substantial amount of milk certification 
must be removed since English Muffins would 
now qualify as dairy bread par excellence and 
be part of the rabbinic decree. 

In short, OU Kosher certifies Thomas 
English Muffins under the symbol OU-D 
(dairy) although the dairy substance in the 
muffins is certainly nullified. Under this pol-
icy they should not be eaten together with 
meat.

ADDING DAIRY AFTER BAKING
Several years ago, another interesting ques-

tion was presented to OU Kosher. A company 
produced French bread using entirely pareve 
ingredients. After the bread was baked, but-
ter was injected into the center of the loaf. 
Does this violate the prohibition against dairy 
bread? Furthermore, since the bread is sold 
in sealed packaging, must it bear an OU-D 
designation?

Although the Gemara discusses bread that 
was kneaded with milk, which may imply that 
the prohibition applies only when dairy ingre-
dients are incorporated into the dough before 
baking, the Chavot Da’at (YD 97:6) rules that 
even if milk spills onto bread after baking, the 
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bread may still be prohibited.
However, the Ben Ish Chai (Responsa Rav 

Pe’alim 1:11) appears to take a different 
approach. He understands that such a case 
is not included in the formal decree of dairy 
bread. Rather, it falls under a separate concern 
that consumers might make a mistake. If an 
effective heker (identifying marker or remind-
er) is present, the concern can be addressed.

Based on this reasoning, Rabbi Schachter 
ruled that OU Kosher may certify such bread, 
provided that the packaging clearly indicates 
its dairy status. The OU-D symbol serves as a 
sufficient heker, alerting consumers that the 
product contains dairy and should not be eat-
en together with meat. 
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