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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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Medications 
on Pesach

Medications on Pesach is a sensitive subject 
both medically and halachically. Unlike most 
other year-round forbidden foods, the restric-
tions of Chametz (leavened grain material 
and its bi-products) on Pesach govern not 
only its consumption (issur achila), but also 
deriving any benefit (issur ha’naah). This 
article will focus on the basics of taking medi-
cations on Pesach. Regardless of the following 
article, exercise extreme caution and consult 
with your doctor and rabbi before making a 
decision not to take medicine.

The OU publishes a list of non-food items 
that are acceptable to use on Pesach even 
without special Pesach certification. Many of 
these items are approved because the OU has 
determined that they do not contain Chametz. 
Still others are recommended even though 
there is a possibility that they may actually 
contain Chametz. How can that possibly be?

The Talmud (Avodah Zara 67b) teaches that 
although one is forbidden to eat a non-slaugh-
tered animal, but once the meat spoils, the 
prohibition is removed. Halacha recognizes 
two levels of inedibility; Items that are unfit 
for human consumption, and items that 
would not even be eaten by a canine. Most 
non-kosher foods, including non-slaughtered 
animals, lose their non-kosher status once 

they reach the threshold of being unfit for 
human consumption. 

Regarding chametz, the halacha is different. 
A spoiled loaf of bread that would still be eaten 
by a dog must be destroyed before Pesach. 
This is because although a human would not 
eat such bread, they can still use it to ferment 
other dough. The Torah does not only forbid 
owning chametz (edible), it also specifically 
forbids owning sourdough (inedible). Only 
once bread becomes so spoiled that even a 
dog would not eat it does it lose its status of 
chametz. However, there is one more caveat. 
Even if one incinerates chametz before Pesach, 
one is still forbidden to eat the ashes. This is 
due to the principle of achshivei (giving impor-
tance). By consuming the charred remnants 
of the chametz, one is attesting to the fact that 
one still considers it a food. 

On a Rabbinic level this is forbidden. 
However, one is permitted to own and ben-
efit from incinerated chametz and the same 
applies to chametz that is nifsal (disqualified) 
to the extent that it would no longer be eaten 
by a dog. 

Known and tested medications in the form 
of creams, non-chewable pills and injec-
tions may be owned, used and consumed 
on Pesach, even if they contain chametz or 
kitniyot, since they are inedible. This covers 
most medicines used by adults. However, if 
an equally effective chametz-free alternative 
is available or procurable, this should be used 
instead. It is permissible to grind pills and mix 
the powder into food items so that a child can 
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take medicine on Pesach. However, a doc-
tor must be consulted to make sure that the 
child is getting the correct dosage and that 
the potency of the pill is not compromised 
by altering its consistency. 

Liquid medicines, chewable pills and pills 
coated with a flavored glaze are considered 
palatable and may contain chametz. If sub-
stitution is not possible and the person is in a 
state of sakana or safek sakana (any possible 
danger to human life), the medication may 
be owned and consumed. The same applies 
if the condition is not yet a safek sakana but 
may deteriorate to that point. 

A rabbi should be consulted as to whether it 
is preferable to purchase the medicine before 
or during Pesach, and as to how to dispose 
of the medicine once the danger passes. If 
substitution is not possible and a doctor deter-
mines that there is no possibility of sakana 
if the person does not take the medicine, a 
rabbi should be consulted. He may be able to 
determine that the medicine does not contain 
chametz and/or kitniyot, or he may decide 
that the medicine may be consumed due to 
the seriousness of the patient’s condition. 
Unless an equivalent alternative is available, 
medicinal items which contain kitniyot are 
permitted for people who are ill. Questions on 
this issue should be directed to your rabbi. 
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