
68 TORAH TIDBITS 1677 / SHABBAT & ROSH HASHANAH52     TORAH TIDBITS 1516 /  BAMIDBAR

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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Over the past several weeks, we have 
discussed many of the challenges involved 
in maintaining reliable kashrut standards 
in restaurants, caterers, hotels, and other 
food-service establishments in Israel. To con-
clude this series, we would like to present the 
practical standards that OU Israel has estab-
lished for the food-service establishments 
under its supervision.

Certifying a restaurant is very differ-
ent from certifying a packaged product. A 
restaurant is a constantly changing envi-
ronment. Ingredients arrive daily, employ-
ees come and go, menus change, deliveries 
are received throughout the day, and food 
is continuously being prepared and served. 
Effective kosher supervision therefore 
requires more than simply approving the 
ingredients and equipment. It requires a 
comprehensive system that maintains con-
trol from the moment an ingredient enters 
the establishment until the finished dish 
reaches the customer.

The following are some of the principal 
standards that form the basis of the OU Israel 
food-service program.

1. RECEIVING AND APPROVING  
RAW MATERIALS

To guarantee that the consumer receives a 
proper kosher meal, we must first be certain 
that every ingredient entering the final prod-
uct is acceptable.

For this reason, only our mashgichim are 
authorized to approve products when they 
arrive at an OU-supervised food-service 
establishment. Deliveries may not simply be 
brought into storage rooms or food prepara-
tion areas. Before an ingredient enters the 
kitchen or storage area, the mashgiach must 
verify its kosher status and confirm that it is 
approved for use.

This creates an essential point of control 
at the entrance to the establishment. Even a 
well-supervised kitchen cannot maintain its 
kosher integrity if unapproved ingredients 
are allowed to enter freely.

2. MEAT AND FISH
Once an ingredient has been approved by 

the mashgiach, most products can be stored 
without significant additional concerns. 
Meat and fish, however, require greater 
precautions.

Chazal instituted special safeguards regard-
ing meat and certain other foods because of 
the possibility of substitution or exchange. 
Consequently, OU Israel requires meat restau-
rants under its supervision to have full-time 
kosher supervision throughout their operat-
ing hours.

Areas containing unsealed meat or fish 
must remain under the control of the mash-
giach. Before leaving the premises, the 



OU ISRAEL 6952     TORAH TIDBITS 1516 /  BAMIDBAR

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. 

 Kashrut Questions in Israel? 
Call or Whatsapp Rabbi Friedman at 

050-200-4432

Meir
Golan077-2050015

052-2678749
golanechasim@gmail.com

   Meir Golan      

Old Katamon: 4-room apartment in a small and quiet street, 101 
sqm, renovated, very bright and airy, master bedroom, Safe room 
(mamad), sukkah balcony, view, elevator, 3,400,000 NIS 

Old Katamon: 4-room apartment, 90 sqm, well split, bright, airy, 
sukkah balcony facing a magnificent panoramic view, 3 exp. Shabbat 
elevator, parking, 3,290,000 NIS 

Old Katamon: Spacious 3-room apartment in a very quiet street, 75 
sqm, sukkah balcony facing a green and pastoral view, 3 exp. Shabbat 
elevator, private parking, storeroom, 2,690,000 NIS 

RASCO: new 4 room apartment, 95m, master suite, 
elevator, balcony, very nice view 2,950,000 NIS
ARNONA: 4-room apartment, 90m, beautifully renovated, 
master suite, balcony, storage, Shabbat elevator, private 
parking 3,250,000 NIS
BAKA: New 4 room apartment in a new building, 88m, 
master suite, storage, Shabbat elevator, private parking, 
3,950,000 NIS
RECHAVIA: 4-room apartment, 92m,  Suka balcony, 
Shabbat elevator, fully accessible, private parking, storage 
4,400,000 NIS
ARNONA: 5-room apartment, 120m, balcony, elevator,  
fully accessible, private parking, storage 4,350,000 NIS
BAKA: 5-room garden apartment, 140m, master suite, 
private parking, storage, full of light, airy, nice garden, 
5,000,000 NIS
OLD KATAMON: Spacious new 5-room penthouse, 155m, 
terrace, great panoramic view, underfloor heating, Shabat 
elevator, 2 parking, + rental unit, 8,900,000 NIS
FOR RENT: BAKA: nice 4-room apartment, 82m, beautifully 
renovated, master suite, air conditioners, balcony,  
2nd floor, elevator - fully accessible, storage, 8,000 NIS

Director, The Gustave & Carol Jacobs 
Center for Kashrut Education

mashgiach must ensure that these areas 
are properly locked, with the keys remain-
ing under the control of authorized kosher 
personnel.

Alternatively, products may be secured 
with appropriate tamper-evident seals or 
plumbas—special kosher seals or clamps 
designed to demonstrate that the product has 
not been opened or substituted. Different seal-
ing systems are used depending upon the type 
of product and container.

3. INSECT INSPECTION:  
VEGETABLES, RICE AND LEGUMES

The prohibition against consuming insects 
presents one of the most challenging areas 
of kosher food service. Leafy vegetables can 
contain insects that are extremely difficult to 
detect, even after ordinary washing.

Lettuce and other leafy greens must there-
fore come from approved mehadrin growers 
considered reliable for insect-controlled pro-
duce. Nevertheless, OU Israel policy does not 
rely upon the source alone. Greens must also 
undergo the prescribed washing, rinsing and 
inspection procedures under the supervision 
of our mashgichim.

Rice and legumes must similarly be 
inspected before use. Our mashgichim check 
them using a light box and screen to make 
the inspection as effective as possible. After 
inspection, the grains and legumes are stored 
in cold storage until they are required for use.

Certain varieties of leafy vegetables pres-
ent such persistent infestation problems that 
they are not permitted for use in OU-super-
vised establishments when we cannot be 

sufficiently confident that they can be prop-
erly cleaned and inspected.

4. MEAT AND POULTRY STANDARDS
All chicken served in OU Israel establish-

ments must originate from OU-certified 
slaughterhouses or from slaughterhouses that 
have been reviewed and specifically approved 
by OU Kosher personnel.

All beef and lamb used in our establish-
ments must meet Chalak Beit Yosef stan-
dards, thereby accommodating the require-
ments accepted by both Sephardic and Ash-
kenazic consumers.

In accordance with OU Kosher policy and 
the standards commonly maintained by 
major kosher certifications internationally, 
OU-certified food-service establishments do 
not serve meat from the hindquarters.

Internal organs and other meats requiring 
additional kashering procedures must be 
prepared under the direct responsibility of 
an OU mashgiach or a specifically designated 
Ne'eman Kashrut. This ensures that the special 
requirements associated with these products 
are properly carried out before they enter 
normal kitchen production.

5. BISHUL YISRAEL
Although we are privileged to live in Eretz 

Yisrael, many restaurants and commercial 
kitchens employ non-Jewish workers. This 
creates a practical challenge regarding Bishul 
Yisrael.

OU Israel's food-service standards are 
designed to satisfy not only the Ashkenazic 
approach to Bishul Yisrael, but also the strict-
er standard associated with the Beit Yosef and 
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accepted by Sephardic communities.
Accordingly, non-Jewish employees are not 

permitted to perform cooking functions in the 
designated cooking areas. They may work in 
other designated areas and perform permitted 
stages of food preparation, but the actual cook-
ing process remains under Jewish control.

As a result, OU-supervised restaurants and 
caterers are operated as Bishul Yisrael estab-
lishments according to both Ashkenazic and 
Sephardic standards.

6. MITZVOT HATELUYOT BA'ARETZ
Food service in Israel presents an additional 

area of responsibility that does not generally 
exist in kosher establishments outside the 
country: the mitzvot hateluyot ba'aretz, the 
agricultural mitzvot unique to produce grown 
in the Land of Israel.

Agricultural produce must therefore orig-
inate from properly certified suppliers oper-
ating according to the required mehadrin 
standards.

Produce may only be accepted after the 
mashgiach verifies that the products delivered 
correspond to those listed on the delivery doc-
umentation and that the documentation bears 
the appropriate stamp and signature of the 
mehadrin mashgiach.

This system allows the restaurant's mash-
giach to maintain a chain of kosher account-
ability from the produce supplier until the 

ingredient enters the kitchen.
7. WINE AND ALCOHOLIC BEVERAGES

Wine and alcoholic beverages require 
particular attention in a kosher food-service 
environment.

All alcoholic beverages served in OU estab-
lishments must be reviewed and approved 
by senior OU Kosher personnel. This includes 
products such as rum, beer, bourbon, tequila 
and other spirits. OU policy prohibits whiskies 
aged in sherry or other wine casks for use in 
its supervised establishments.

Wine presents an additional concern 
because of the special halachot governing 
stam yeinam. As a general food-service policy, 
OU Kosher approves only mevushal wine, 
thereby avoiding many of the complications 
that can arise when wine is handled in a 
restaurant environment.

In Israel, however, non-mevushal wine is 
considerably more common, and there are 
situations in which an establishment strong-
ly wishes to serve it. When an exception is 
approved, strict controls are required: only 
the mashgiach may handle and pour the 
non-mevushal wine for customers.

8. VERIFYING MASHGIACH ATTENDANCE
A kosher program is only as effective as 

its implementation. Establishing standards 
on paper is insufficient if there is no reliable 
method of confirming that the required super-
vision is present.

To ensure that our mashgichim are on site 
during the required hours, they must clock 
in and out through a monitored attendance 
system. The OU Israel Kashrut office can com-
pare the mashgiach's recorded hours with 
the establishment's operating and employee 
hours.

This provides an additional layer of 
accountability and allows us to verify that 
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whenever kitchen activity requiring kosher 
supervision is taking place, the required 
mashgiach is present.

9. UNANNOUNCED INSPECTIONS  
AND ONGOING OVERSIGHT

Even a restaurant with an experienced 
mashgiach requires outside oversight. Famil-
iarity and routine can sometimes cause proce-
dures to become less precise over time.

OU Israel therefore employs dedicated 
kashrut supervisory personnel who conduct 
unannounced inspections of OU-certified 
restaurants and food-service establishments, 
generally approximately once a week. These vis-
its allow us to observe the establishment under 
normal operating conditions and verify that the 
required procedures are being followed.

In addition, rabbinic personnel from the 
OU Israel Kashrut offices regularly visit super-
vised establishments. This creates multiple 
layers of oversight: the on-site mashgiach, 
the visiting supervisor, and the senior rab-
binic staff responsible for the overall kosher 
program.

A FINAL WORD
We certainly recommend and stand behind 

the establishments operating under OU Isra-
el supervision. At the same time, we recog-
nize that questions surrounding restaurant 
kashrut can be sensitive, particularly when 
they arise in connection with family simchas, 
communal events, or gatherings involving 
people who follow different kosher standards.

It is important to emphasize that there 
are other kosher certifications in Israel that 
maintain strong and responsible standards 
as well. Differences between certifications do 
not necessarily mean that one establishment 
is "kosher" and another is "not kosher." Often, 
they reflect different halachic policies, lev-
els of supervision, or standards adopted for 

particular communities.
When differences in practice or personal 

standards have the potential to create tension 
within a family or community, the proper 
approach is to consult a trusted Rav who 
understands both the halachic issues and the 
circumstances involved.

The purpose of this series has therefore 
not been to create suspicion regarding eating 
out in Israel. Quite the opposite. Our goal has 
been to give consumers a better understand-
ing of what takes place behind the scenes and 
why reliable food establishment supervision 
requires such an extensive system.

Consumer awareness itself can have a tre-
mendous positive effect on kosher standards. 
When customers ask informed questions, look 
for reliable supervision, and demonstrate that 
kashrut genuinely matters to them, restaurant 
owners and food-service operators take notice.

Ultimately, better education creates better 
expectations, and better expectations encour-
age higher standards. We hope that greater 
knowledge and awareness will continue to 
strengthen the quality of kosher food service 
throughout Eretz Yisrael 
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