FOODS OF A NON-JEW

Bishul Akum, the concept of food cooked by a non-Jew, is a nuanced topic

in Jewish law. Let’s break it down.

Understanding the Term

« Bishul means cooking.

« Akum is an abbreviation for Ovdei Kochavim U'Mazalot, referring to idol
worshippers (pagans).

Historically, most restrictions involving non-Jews targeted idol worshippers
due to their religious practices. However, in modern Western societies, idol
worship is rare. Today, Christians and Muslims share a belief in the same God as
Judaism, albeit with differing interpretations, placing us largely on the same

theological page.

The Origin of the Restrictions
Why were these rules created? Judaism views connection to God as
fundamental to human purpose. In ancient times, societies around the Jewish
people often engaged in pagan practices, such as child sacrifice for rain, and other
cruel rituals. These influences led to intermarriage and the adoption of destructive
beliefs, threatening Jewish heritage and faith.
To combat this, the Rabbis enacted decrees (gezerot) to discourage
intermarriage:
1. Bishul Akum — Cooked food by a non-Jew.
2. Pat Akum — Baked goods by a non-Jew.
3. Shemen Akum — Oil by a non-Jew.

Not all of these decrees were equally accepted:



Shemen Akum was largely rejected and became obsolete.
Pat Akum was partially successful, and the restriction now applies only to
homemade goods, not commercially baked items.

Bishul Akum remains fully in effect.

Baking (Pat Akum)

The restrictions on baking are very lenient:

Commercially baked items, whether packaged or fresh, are permitted.
The prohibition applies only to eating homemade baked goods at a non-
Jew’s home.

Examples of baked goods:

Bread, pastries, cookies, crackers, pasta, and pizza are all included.

For instance, when traveling in Paris, you can enjoy a vegetarian croissant

from a bakery. Similarly, in Italy, vegetarian pasta or pizza is permissible.

Cooking (Bishul Akum)
The rules for cooking are stricter but include three key exceptions:
. Edible Raw Foods
If a food can be eaten raw, it is exempt from the restriction even when
cooked by a non-Jew. Examples include:
o Carrots
o Chickpeas
o Most fish in modern contexts
. Not Fit for a King’s Table
Foods that are not considered prestigious enough to be served at a royal
banquet are excluded. Examples:

o Popcorn



o Street food

o To determine this, ask yourself, "Would this be served on a king’s

table?"

3. Packaged Factory Foods

Foods prepared in a factory, with no personal connection to the cook, are not

a concern.

Involving a Jew in Cooking

If a Jew participates in the cooking process, the restriction is lifted:
Ashkenazim: Lighting the fire is sufficient.

Sephardim: A Jew must actively place the food on the fire, stir the pot, or

otherwise assist in cooking.

When in Doubt (Safek De’rabanan)

Since this is a rabbinic restriction, leniency applies in cases of doubt.

Examples include:

If the food was likely store-bought rather than cooked at home.
If the cook or restaurant owner might be Jewish.
Any other doubt or question.

In such cases, it is permissible to eat the food.

Additional Notes

Restrictions apply only to non-Jews. Cooking or baking by a Jew, even one
who is unaffiliated with Judaism, is permitted.

Foods with a majority component of water, such as coffee or soup, are

generally not restricted. If 51% 1s not within the restriction, it is okay.



A Modern Perspective

These rabbinic decrees were designed for a world deeply influenced by
pagan practices. In today’s context, where idol worship is almost nonexistent, the
original concerns no longer apply. However, rabbinic laws often persist beyond
their historical reasons.

Obsessing over these restrictions can lead to a counterproductive focus,
distancing us from the essence of Judaism. Remember: the goal is to enhance
connection with God, not create unnecessary barriers. If in doubt, act with leniency

and move forward.



