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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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Eating Out in 
Israel – Part 2

INTRODUCTION
When addressing the issue of kosher restau-

rants, caterers, and event halls in Israel, one 
must understand the complicated nature of 
kosher food service and the unique challenges 
it presents.

Although the international kosher cer-
tification industry for manufactured food 
products far surpasses the number of 
kosher-certified manufacturers in Israel, 
the situation is almost the exact opposite 
when it comes to food service. The number 
of kosher restaurants and food-service estab-
lishments throughout Israel is enormous and 
far exceeds the combined number of kosher 
restaurants in other countries around the 
world.

As such, food service can arguably be con-
sidered the Achilles' heel of kosher certifica-
tion in Israel. This is particularly true because 

a large segment of the Israeli public expects 
and seeks kosher food. Providing reliable 
kosher certification to so many establish-
ments requires substantial logistics, manpow-
er, and effective systems of supervision.

PRACTICAL SUPERVISION
In Israel, the level of supervision required 

in a restaurant or other food-service estab-
lishment varies according to several factors. 
Among them are:
•	 Is the establishment owned by Shomrei 

Shabbat Jews?
•	 Are Jews exclusively employed in the 

kitchen?
•	 How complex is the menu?
•	 What types of food are being prepared?
•	 Is the establishment meat or dairy?
•	 How frequently is cooking taking place?
•	 Are non-Jews involved in food 

preparation?
•	 What other logistical or operational con-

cerns exist within the establishment?
It is therefore very difficult to establish 

one uniform standard of supervision for all 
restaurants. In addition, it is relatively uncom-
mon to find a Mashgiach Temidi—a full-
time kosher supervisor—working in every 
restaurant.

Some certification agencies establish sys-
tems in which a competent Mashgiach visits 
the establishment several times a day, togeth-
er with a Shomer Shabbat representative who 
works at the restaurant and can assist with 
maintaining the kosher program through-
out the day. Under other certifications, the 
Mashgiach may visit once a day or even once 
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every few days, depending on the nature of 
the establishment and the requirements of the 
certification.

There are many factors that can affect the 
level of Hashgacha. These include whether 
the establishment is meat or dairy, what prod-
ucts are being prepared, the complexity of the 
cooking process, and the presence of non-Jew-
ish employees in the kitchen.

There are, of course, establishments where 
a much tighter system of supervision is nec-
essary. Hotels, hostels, and Simcha halls are 
prime examples. The kosher program in these 
establishments can be extremely complex 
because food is prepared throughout the day, 
menus can be extensive, and both meat and 
dairy kitchens may operate simultaneously.

In general, OU Kosher takes a strict 
approach to food-service supervision and 
requires some form of Hashgacha Temidis in 
its establishments. Depending on the circum-
stances, this may involve a full-time Mashgi-
ach in a hotel or a "working Mashgiach" in a 
restaurant. In the latter case, the Mashgiach 
may be responsible for additional duties, such 
as overseeing orders and receiving deliveries, 
allowing him to remain present in the estab-
lishment throughout the day while maintain-
ing effective kosher supervision.

THE IMPORTANCE OF OVERSIGHT
Oversight is essential in every area of 

kosher certification, and food service is no 
exception. Even when an establishment 
has an on-site Mashgiach, there should be a 
trained supervisor or rabbinic authority over-
seeing the overall kosher program.

Numerous halachic questions arise in food 
service, as well as questions regarding kosher 
protocols, changes in ingredients, alterations 
to recipes, and changes in the establishment's 
logistics. These situations often require some-
one with greater experience who can evaluate 
the circumstances and determine the appro-
priate course of action.

This is itself an important consideration 
when evaluating different Hashgachot. The 
presence of a Mashgiach is important, but 
so is the system of oversight behind him. A 
strong kosher program requires not only per-
sonnel on the ground, but also experienced 
rabbinic oversight capable of addressing 
questions as they arise.

MEAT STANDARDS
As mentioned in previous articles, the sub-

ject of kosher beef and poultry in Israel can 
be quite sensitive. All chicken Shechita for 
the Israeli market is performed within Israel. 
Although standards have greatly improved 
over the years, it remains important for con-
sumers to understand which Shechita they are 
consuming and whether it meets their person-
al standards of Kashrut.

When entering a Mehadrin or Badatz estab-
lishment, it should be clear which chicken 
Shechita is being used. There is a common 
misconception that there are simply two lev-
els of chicken Shechita: "Mehadrin" and "reg-
ular." In reality, the situation is considerably 
more complicated.

Virtually all chicken Shechita operations 
use the term Mehadrin to describe their stan-
dards. However, there can still be significant 



differences between the standards and prac-
tices of different slaughterhouses. Consumers 
who are particular about the Shechita they 
consume should therefore ascertain which 
Shechita is being used rather than relying 
solely on the term "Mehadrin."

BEEF
Regarding beef, the subject is even more 

complicated.
In broad terms, there are three levels that 

are commonly discussed when referring to 
the kosher status of beef:
1.	 Non-Glatt
2.	 Glatt
3.	 Chalak Beit Yosef

The differences between these standards 
relate primarily to the examination of the 
lungs following Shechita and the halachic sta-
tus of various lesions and adhesions found on 
the lung.

Glatt certification generally follows the 
accepted approach of the Rema, together with 
additional later customs, while not necessar-
ily satisfying all of the stricter requirements 
of the Shulchan Aruch regarding the examina-
tion of the lung.

Chalak Beit Yosef follows the more stringent 
requirements associated with the rulings of 
the Shulchan Aruch and is intended to satisfy 
the stricter standards of the various opinions.

Chalak Beit Yosef can be found in both Rab-
banut Shechita and in slaughter conducted 
under various Badatz certifications.

Practically speaking, non-Glatt beef is no 
longer common in many kosher communities 
overseas, and consumers whose communities 
have traditionally required Glatt meat should 
assume that non-Glatt meat is unacceptable 
for them.

In Israel, Glatt meat as a separate category 
is also uncommon because the prevailing 
practice among many higher-level certifica-
tions is to require meat that satisfies the strict-
er standards. As such, OU Kosher requires 
Chalak Beit Yosef meat for its caterers and 
restaurants in Israel.

HINDQUARTERS
The issue of beef hindquarters is another 

unique area in which consumers must exer-
cise caution.

In many communities overseas, the hind-
quarters of cattle are not sold as kosher 
meat because the complex process of Nik-
kur required to remove the forbidden fats 
and nerves is not performed. Consequently, 
kosher certification is generally not granted 
to those portions of the animal.

In Israel, however, there are several 
Mehadrin certifications that perform Nik-
kur and approve premium cuts from the 
hindquarters.

OU Kosher, based on the accepted custom 
followed by its standards, does not recom-
mend consuming hindquarter cuts, even 
when they are sold under a reputable kosher 
certification.
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Consumers who are particular about this 
issue should therefore be aware of which cuts 
come from the hindquarters. Common exam-
ples include Filet (Fillet), Sinta, and Sheitel.

When purchasing meat at a restaurant, 
hotel, or catering establishment, consum-
ers who follow the stricter practice regard-
ing hindquarters should confirm that the 
establishment is serving only meat from the 
forequarters.

CONCLUSION
Eating out in Israel presents a unique set of 

challenges. The sheer number of restaurants, 
hotels, caterers, and event halls means that 
kosher certification cannot rely on a single 
model of supervision. Each establishment must 
be evaluated according to its ingredients, pro-
duction methods, employees, logistics, and the 
halachic standards of the certifying authority.

For the consumer, this means that the words 
"kosher," "Mehadrin," or even "Badatz" do not 
necessarily provide the complete picture. Con-
sumers should understand what standard they 
personally follow and, when necessary, ask 
questions about the Hashgacha, the Shechita, 
the source of the meat, and the procedures 
used to maintain the kosher program.

A reliable kosher system depends on more 
than a certificate on the wall. It requires 
knowledgeable supervision, strong rabbinic 
oversight, clear procedures, and the ability to 
respond appropriately when unexpected ques-
tions arise. In Israel, where eating out is such 
a significant part of everyday life, maintaining 
these standards is both a tremendous responsi-
bility and an enormous undertaking. 
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