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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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Introduction 
to Terumot 

and Ma’asrot 
Part 2

In order to better understand the concept 
and practical application of terumot and 
ma’asrot it is important to understand the 
5 tithes given. As mentioned in previous 
articles terumot and ma’asrot are linked 
to the seven-year cycle which ends in the 
Shemitah. This article will briefly summarize 
the 5 tithes needed to complete the mitzvah 
of terumot and ma’asrot.	

TERUMAH GEDOLAH 
Terumah gedolah (the great offering) is set 

aside from all crops that grow throughout the 
six years preceding shemitah. It is the first 
tithe to be taken from any type of crop. It is 
to be given as a contribution exclusively to 
kohanim. It may be eaten only by kohanim 
and their households, and only while in a 
state of ritual purity (taharha). One may not 
destroy terumah or treat it disrespectfully. On 
a biblical level any amount is sufficient how-
ever Our Sages decreed a minimum amount.

Today, a minimal amount of produce 
is set aside as terumah, but it is not given 
to a kohen. This is because kohanim today 
cannot become ritually pure, and as such 

they may not eat terumah. Instead, produce 
that has been designated as terumah must 
be respectfully disposed of. Some bury it 
while others double bag it and place it in a 
garbage can. 

MA’ASER RISHON 
Ma’aser rishon (first tithe) is a contribution 

to Levi’im. Although it may be eaten by all 
Israelites (non-kohanim and levi’im), even if 
ritually impure (tameh), with the permission 
of the Levite who owns the ma’aser rishon. 
Ma’aser rishon is set aside from all crops 
that grow throughout the six years preceding 
shemitah

Today, ten percent of the produce is ver-
bally declared to be ma’aser rishon. If there 
is a definite obligation of ma’aser rishon 
(such as when the crop is grown in one’s 
private yard), it is preferable to give it to 
a Levite. 

TERUMAT MA’ASER 
Terumat ma’aser is the tithe given from 

the Levi’im to Kohanim from ma’aser rishon. 
The Levite gives a one-tenth of his ma’aser 
rishon to a kohen. It may be eaten only by 
the kohanim and their households, and 
only while in a state of ritual purity. One 
may not destroy terumat ma’aser or treat it 
disrespectfully. Terumat ma’aser is set aside 
from all produce grown throughout the six 
years preceding shemitah.

Today, one percent of the produce is set 
aside as terumat ma’aser, but it is not given 
to a kohen, since kohanim today cannot 
become ritually pure and therefore may 
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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, 
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not eat terumat ma’aser. Instead, produce 
that has been designated as Terumat Ma’aser 
must be respectfully disposed of just like 
Terumah Gedolah. 

MA’ASER ANI 
Ma’aser ani (the tithe of the poor) is an 

additional tithe given to poor people. A tenth 
of the produce (after all previous tithes) is 
given to the poor. It may be eaten by all, 
even if impure (tameh), with the permission 
of the poor person who owns the ma’aser 
ani. Ma’aser ani is given from produce of the 
third and sixth years of the shemitah cycle.

Today, Nine percent of the yield is verbally 
declared ma’aser ani. If there is a definite 
obligation of ma’aser ani it is given to the 
poor. Since in certain cases it is impractical 
to give the poor individual large amounts 
of fruits, wine or olive oil the owner may 
donate finances to the poor against the 
amount for Ma’aser Ani. This of course needs 
permission from the receiver.

MA’ASER SHENI 
Ma’aser sheni (second tithe) is set aside but 

not given to anyone; rather it is meant to be 
eaten by the owners of the crop. In Temple 
times, it was eaten in Jerusalem while in a 
state of ritual purity. Ma’aser sheni (second 
tithe) is set aside from produce grown in the 
first, second, fourth, and fifth years of the 
shemitah cycle.

Today, Nine percent of the yield is verbally 
declared ma’aser sheni. The sanctity of the 
ma’aser sheni is then transferred to a coin 
designated for this purpose. Once this is 

done, it is permissible to eat the ma’aser 
sheni. The coin assumes a sacred status.

Transferring the sanctity of ma’aser sheni 
produce onto money of equal value would 
cause significant loss, since the money could 
then not be used. For this reason, the Sages 
instituted that the sanctity of ma’aser sheni 
may be transferred to a coin worth one peru-
tah (currently worth approximately 7 agorot; 
the smallest American coin that can be used 
for this purpose is a nickel). This coin may 
not be used afterwards. If the sanctity is not 
transferred to the coin, the ma’aser sheni pro-
duce may not be eaten. It is important to keep 
track of the number of times one transfers 
sanctity of ma’aser sheni to the same coin, 
because the number of transfers is limited 
to the number of perutot that coin is worth. 




