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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 

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 
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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Policy and 
Kosher 

Certification
To understand how kosher certification 

functions, one must first appreciate the com-
plexities involved in granting kosher certifica-
tion. Every professional kosher certification 
program is built upon three fundamental 
components:
•	 Raw Ingredients: A certifying agency 

must know every ingredient used in the 
product, determine its kosher status, and 
ensure that only approved ingredients 
are utilized.

•	 Production Process: The production 
process must be carefully evaluated. Is 
the product manufactured through a hot 
or cold process? Are dairy and pareve 
products produced on the same produc-
tion line? Does the product undergo addi-
tional processing outside the certified 

facility? Each of these factors can signifi-
cantly affect the product’s kosher status.

•	 Supervision: The certifying agency 
must determine the appropriate level of 
supervision required. Certain products 
demand continuous, full-time supervi-
sion because of the high potential for 
error or substitution. Others require only 
periodic inspections, depending on the 
facility, production process, and overall 
reliability of the kosher program.

Every kosher certification agency evaluates 
a facility based on these three pillars. Once 
these elements are properly integrated, a 
product can generally be certified. Howev-
er, there is a fourth element that supersedes 
them all: halachic policy.

An essential aspect of Jewish life is reli-
ance upon established halachic standards. 
Throughout every generation, we have 
looked to our rabbinic leaders to apply the 
eternal principles of the Torah to the realities 
of contemporary life. Kashrut is no exception. 
Modern kosher certification depends heavily 
upon advances in technology, chemistry, engi-
neering, food science, and manufacturing. 
Professional kosher organizations invest sig-
nificant resources to remain current in these 
fields, and as technology evolves, new hala-
chic questions continually arise that require 
careful analysis and authoritative rulings.

OU Kosher embraces all of these principles. 
In addition, an international certification 
agency must also establish clear and consis-
tent policy. The OU certifies more than 1.5 
million products in over 100 countries. It is 
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difficult to find a Jewish community any-
where in the world that does not consume 
OU-certified products. Maintaining such a 
global certification program requires uniform 
policies that preserve both halachic integrity 
and professional consistency.

For example, the OU requires unannounced 
inspections of all certified facilities, regardless 
of the company’s reputation or reliability. This 
policy reinforces the halachic principle of mir‑
tat—the understanding that a manufacturer 
remains aware that inspectors may arrive at 
any time and is therefore deterred from mak-
ing unauthorized changes.

Another example is the OU’s policy regard-
ing bitul (nullification). Although certain situ-
ations may be halachically permissible after 
the fact (b’dieved), the OU does not establish 
certification programs that rely upon such 
circumstances. The organization’s philosophy 
is that kosher certification should reflect the 
highest practical halachic standard. When 
a certification agency places its symbol on a 
product, it is effectively recommending that 
product to the kosher consumer.

Several weeks ago, a well-known rabbi pub-
lished a series of articles discussing kosher 
certification in Israel. The articles were 
thoughtful and informative, and it is evident 
that the author is genuinely concerned with 
providing reliable kosher certification to the 
broader Israeli public. His central question 
was what level of certification should be 
offered as the national standard—one that 
reflects uncompromising halachic integrity 
without adopting unnecessary stringencies.

This objective closely mirrors the philoso-
phy of the OU. Our goal is to provide kashrut 
l’chatchilah—an ideal standard of kosher cer-
tification that is firmly grounded in accepted 
halachic principles while making as many 
products as reasonably possible available to 
the public.

The author cited two examples where he 
argued that the Israeli Chief Rabbinate has 
adopted unnecessarily stringent policies that 
ultimately disadvantage consumers seeking a 
basic kosher standard.

The first concerns the certification of 
non-Chalav Yisrael liquid milk. For more than 
fifty years, the Chief Rabbinate has approved 
products containing non-Chalav Yisrael milk 
powder, but does not approve products made 
with non-Chalav Yisrael liquid milk. As a prac-
tical consequence, many recognized kosher 
products, such as Philadelphia Cream Cheese 
and Häagen-Dazs ice cream, cannot be sold as 
kosher under the Chief Rabbinate’s certifica-
tion in Israel.

The second example concerns the pro-
duction of non-mevushal wine. The author 
argued that wineries owned and operated 



40 TORAH TIDBITS 1669 / DEVARIM

by non-observant Jews should be eligible for 
kosher certification and that non-Shomer 
Shabbat Jews should be permitted to handle 
non-mevushal wine. While there are respect-
ed halachic authorities who have adopted 
more lenient positions on this issue, the tra-
ditional requirement has been that non-me‑
vushal wine be handled only by Jews who 
observe Shabbat.

It seems these two cases are not comparable.
The question of non-Chalav Yisrael liquid 

milk is primarily one of certification poli-
cy. Although significant halachic discussion 
exists, kosher agencies throughout the world 
have developed sophisticated systems to cer-
tify both liquid milk and milk powder. These 
systems incorporate ingredient verification, 
government oversight, facility inspections, and 
carefully structured supervision programs.

The issue of non-mevushal wine, however, 
is fundamentally different. Wine production 
demands an extraordinary level of oversight 
and precision. Around the world, kosher 
wineries require extensive preparation, close 
cooperation with producers, and highly dedi-
cated supervision throughout production.

Even according to authorities who permit 
non-observant Jews to handle wine under cer-
tain circumstances, numerous practical ques-
tions remain. What level of supervision would 
be required? Would this ruling apply equally 

to all non-observant Jews, including those who 
openly reject fundamental principles of Juda-
ism? How can a certifying agency ensure that 
no prohibited activity occurs on Shabbat? How 
can it guarantee that non-Jews do not handle 
the wine in a manner prohibited by halacha?

These are not merely theoretical questions; 
they are central to establishing a reliable and 
professionally administered kosher certifica-
tion program.

For this reason, the longstanding policy 
requiring only Shomrei Shabbat Jews to han-
dle non-mevushal wine remains an essential 
component of professional kosher certifica-
tion. It is a policy that provides clarity, con-
sistency, and confidence for both certifying 
agencies and consumers, and it has therefore 
become the accepted standard throughout 
much of the kosher certification world.

Kosher certification organizations bear 
an enormous responsibility to the kosher 
consumer. Their obligation is not simply to 
determine whether an isolated product may 
be technically permissible, but to establish 
clear, consistent policies rooted in sound hala-
chic principles that can be responsibly applied 
across the countless situations encountered in 
modern food production.

When certification agencies maintain these 
standards, consumers can purchase products 
with confidence, knowing that the kosher 
symbol represents not only technical compli-
ance with halacha but also a carefully consid-
ered system of professional oversight, consis-
tent policy, and unwavering commitment to 
the highest standards of kashrut. 
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