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HALACHIC AND HASHKAFIC ISSUES IN
CONTEMPORARY SOCIETY

143 - HAVING A SECULAR NAME
OU ISRAEL CENTER - FALL 2019

A] WHAT IS A ‘JEWISH NAME"?

« There are different levels as to how ‘Jewish’ a name is. Consider the difference between the following:
- A Hebrew name from the Tanach! eg Avraham, Yehonatan, Esther etc.
- ATanach name which has been shortened or adapted eg Avi, Yoni, Esti, Sari.
- ATanach name which is not normally used - eg Ogli, Mushi, Mupim, Chupim, Ard, Kislon. What about Adam?
- The English translation of a Hebrew name eg Abraham, Jonathan, Deborah.
- A non-biblical Hebrew name which is commonly used by observant Jews eg Zvi, Ari, Rina, Shira.
- Anon-Hebrew name which is only used by observant Jews eg Velvel, Mottel, Mendel, Raizel, Sprintze, Kalonimus Kalman.
- A non-Jewish name which has been explicitly accepted by Jews - eg Alexander
- A non-Jewish name which is commonly used by Jews and non-Jews eg Andrew, Jason, Susan, Lucy.
- A non-Jewish name which has connotations relating to other religions eg Paul, Luke, Mary.
- A non-Jewish name which is directly connected to another religion eg Chris, Mohammed, Jesus.

B] NAMES, WORDS AND REALITY
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At the very outset of creation, the animals were brought to Adam so that he could name them. These names were not
random but a true reflection of the spiritual essence’ of the animal.

2. Itis according to the impression they make on him, that he gives things names. in these names he expresses their Oy (hence
the word OV) - place in the world, ranks them in the appropriate kind, species etc of thing.

Rav Hirsch Bereishit 2:19

* Note the fundamental disagreement between Greek and Jewish thinking on the nature of words and the centrality of texts.

3. Greek philosophy more or less begins with the insight that a word is only a name, i.e. that it does not represent true being

Hans-Goerg Gadamer, Truth and Method (1975) p.366

e The Greek term for word - omoma - also means ‘name’. However the Hebrew term for word - 727 - also means ‘thing’ . This
represents a fundamental disagreement between the Greeks and the Jews on the nature of words and the centrality of text.

4, He who follows names in the search after things, and analyzes their meaning, is in great danger of being deceived .... How real
existence is to be discovered is, | suspect, beyond you and me - we must rest content with the admission that the knowledge
of things is not to be derived from names!

Plato’s Cratylus 436a and 439

1. Even though some Tanach names were originally derived from non-Jews names, even of idols - eg Mordechai (from Marduk) and Esther (from Ishtar) - their ‘canonization’ in Tanach
gives them kedusha.
2. ltis worth noting that the Hebrew word for something is always closely connected to its essence. Hence a ‘davar’ is both a word and a thing, and God created the world with words.
In other languages the word is simply a nominal medium to identify the thing and does not reflect its essence. ‘Cat’ could just as easily be used to describe a dog!
3. Forthose interested in an in-depth comparison of Greek and Rabbinic approaches in the light of modern literary theory, see the first three chapters of Susan Handelman’s book - 7he
Slayers of Moses (1982 SUNY)
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5. .. spoken sounds are symbols of affections in the soul and written marks symbols of spoken sounds .... A name is spoken
sound significant by convention

Aristotle De Interpretatione 1. 16a.3-8 and 16a19

* Greece finds truth in abstract concepts e.g. mathematics, logic. Judaism finds truth in the words of the text. The Rabbis created a
‘textual logic’.4

* Note the Greek focus on DEFINING the ‘essence’ of a thing. Torah is much more likely to DESCRIBE the thing by metaphor.
* Note the Greek focus on seeing and thinking yet the Jewish focus on hearing and speaking (YN ¥V).

* Note the ‘anti-Scriptural’ tendency of Greek thought. They are looking to get beyond the text to the ‘real’ spirit of the metaphor
behind the text. Consider the Greek influence on Xianity in this respect.

* The Greeks saw the focus of words as poetics and rhetoric - not the ‘real science’ of logic. The Rabbis’ main focus was in the words
and in the text. They saw no inferiority in that - the Torah calls itself shira - poetry.

C] THE INFLUENCE OF A NAME

* We see many times in Tanach that the naming of a person eg Yitzchak, or renaming eg Avrahamé, Sarah, Yehoshua - has an impact
on their mazal and their life

C1] THE EFFECT OF A NAME ON DIVINE PROVIDENCE
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God chose the names for a number of people in Tanach. If the generation merited, the name of each person would come
directly from God and this would be an indication of their actions.
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Chazal understood that the power of a name can be intense and can affect the spiritual reality of a person.
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The Maharsha explains that the name of a person can have an actual effect on Divine Providence in the world.
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The Arizal writes the the name which the parents choose for their child is not random, but is guided by Divine
Providence to fit the neshama of that child.

4. This finds expression in the 13 Middot, which are on the one hand often logically based - kal vechomer and binyan av - but which also interpret text and create text or at least textual
truth - eg gezeira shava.

5. The Greeks thought that physical matter was eternal and thus necessary and non-contingent. Thus there are certain basic and necessary axioms which must be true. Dialectical
reasoning and argument about things that could be true is inferior. The Rabbis thought that matter was entirely contingent and was created by words - “Let there be ...” . There are
no necessary axioms. Dialectical argument is critical. Everything could have been different - thus an endless search for alternative explanations!

6. One of the mysteries of Jewish naming is why certain biblical names were never used again until much later.  For instance, Avraham and Moshe are not used at any later time in
Tanach, or by Chazal (although we find Chazal named Yehuda, Shimon etc. Yet the names Avraham and Moshe suddenly appear again in the time of the Geonim. One suggestion is
that once these names were adopted by local Muslims the Jews wished to ‘reclaim’ them.
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Another proof is brought from the spies - the name one chooses for a child can have an effect on whether that child will
become a tzaddik or a rasha.

NAYAIPPT NN KD DY 02N NN 220 NAYA PPT 7N PNND 17 .XNNINDIJIR NP NN DY 227 1IN 727 PN 19 11.
NN YYI DTN NN YOV DR NI 9N N ITHY DN A2 IR IND I NPAVIN WA XNT NN 10N D
9N ..... 7PV 9 DHYN NI PR 27 IND 719D IDIUN YOV AN NN 037 .77 112977 N7 22 (335 1am) IINIY
SPNN 227 N2 N D2WN OIAT PN NI AND X D 1D 2N 22 YINN INND TPIMNY XD 91D 7PIVN [, PNN 129
IDIIN M OPRNN,NYYN NIX ININT PONX HND N 799 12 NIINX XD ONIN DD VNN INDYA IDPMOT NI ONDN
NV OIPOT NN NDIAN

29 N9y
The Gemara tells of how interpreting names can give insight into character (and protect your money!)

C2] NAMING AFTER A RASHA
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The Gemara relates that a baby named Doeg suffered a terrible death during the churban, due at least in some part to
the fact that he was named after a rasha, and notwithstanding the merits and mitzvot of his mother in his zechut.

* There is therefore a long-standing minhag not to name a child? after a rashas. R. Yaakov Emden® rules that this issue applies even
more so to using a non-Jewish name.
* Many people express horror that some Israeli’s name their sons Nimrod! How could any person call their child that, given the
rebellious implication of the name!?
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" Nimrod is a clear indication of the rebelliousness of the individual.

Chazal are clear that the name
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However, the Ibn Ezra regards this as a drash, and not the pshat! In fact, he reads the Torah as looking positively at
Nimrod. As such, non-observant Israelis, who are exposed to the pshat but not Chazal, could understandably chose the
name Nimrod. They do not tend to use the name Esav!

\

7. There is another minhag not to name a child after someone who died young or in an unusal way, or at least to adapt the name or add a name.

8. The mefarshim deal with how the Tana R. Yishmael received his name, given the character of Yishmael! Tosafot Yeshanim in Yoma 38b explain that since that name was given by
God, it does not have negative consequences. Itis also worth noting that R. Yishmael lived long before the rise of Islam. Since then, the name has not been very popular with Jews!

9. Migdal Oz, Nachal Tet 14

10. Although this source raises the interesting question of whether the names in Tanach are the actual names of the relevant people, or a literary or poetic devise to case light on their
character. Consider Machlon and Chilyon. These names could be seen as very negative - disease and devastation. Are they the actual names that Elimelech and Naomi gave them
at birth or a name applied by Tanach to make a comment on their character. On the other hand, even these names could have positive connotations - eg mechila - forgiveness,
mecholot - dance. So does the name precede the interpretation or vice versa?
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The Ramban is very unhappy with such an interpretation, which he sees as going against a tradition of Chazal"

D] HALACHIC IMPLICATIONS TO NON-JEWISH NAMES

D1] A SECULAR NAME COULD BE A TORAH PROHIBITION!
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In a famous Midrash, Chazal attribute part of the merit of redemption to the people not adopting non-Jewish names.

D' IEDY .OMIND TIW S5 0L HN PIT S5 0L HY VI3 3D HN WEO DH £IE DIIND PTIILD I DY DS dPE 18.
1HILN DEN DNDI OIS THD O DS OMOD

MY N PINNNT NI 1771 19 P MIDIN
Rabbeinu Tam deals with the question of an apostate Jew who took a non-Jewish name and then divorced his wife using
only his Jewish name in the get. Was the get valid? Rabbeinu Tam responds that God forbid a non-Jewish name should
ever be used in connection with Torah"!
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R. Moshe Schick rule that it is a Torah prohibition of chukat hagoy to take a non-Jewish name! In fact, the name Schick,
according to some, was adopted when the non-Jews insisted on family names, and stands for ‘Shem Yisrael Kadosh’!
* Note that the Rogatchover4 agrees with the prohibition?s, but rules that an English translation of a biblical name eg Abraham, would
not be a problem since this is clearly a Jewish name.1¢
* Rav Osher Weiss!7 rules that this strict position may only apply using non-Jewish names in order to assimilate. Jews who have no
interest in assimilating but simply use non-Jewish names for business may not be prohibited, even according to the stricter position.

11. This raises the broader question of the extent to which Tanach commentary may depart from the interpretations of Chazal. All of the classic mefarshim - Rashi, Ramban, lbn Ezra,
Rashbam and others - have different ‘red lines’ as to when this is acceptable. It also raises the knotty question of the boundary between pshat and drash.

12. Another girsa says 0% N PP ¥ XY - that they did not call Yehuda ‘Leon’ - meaning lion in Latin (Aryeh).

13. Although this source may be applied in a more limited way to gittin and thus not comments specifically on having a non-Jewish name. Also, the idolatrous name of an apostate is
likely to have been much more Christian in connotation then a regular non-Jewish name today.

14. Shu't Tzafnat Paaneach 275.

15. R. Shlomo Kluger (Shemos Anashim 142) also agrees with this position. See also the Maharashtag (Teshuva 2:194).

16. It was also very common for Torah leaders to have an Anglicized version of their name on their letter-head - eg Rabbi Moses Feinstein, Rabbi Joel Teitelbaum.

17. Minchat Asher Shemot 1.
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D2] NAMES AS JEWISH IDENTITY - IN EGYPT BUT NOT NOW

NI W NN PPV - D121 TV MNYI JMNYY 19 DY G DOy DNINN OXTYY DN NPTHN ONan pun 20.
D121 YTy MNYI JPMNY 5" NIy

N> PV
Chazal tell us that, in their time, most Jews living in chutz ['Aretz had non-Jewish names.
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The Maharal understands that the merit of the Jewish people not changing their names was SPECIFIC to Egypt since
this (together with the other issues mentioned) was all that could define them as Jews. But now that we are a people with
Torah and mitzvot, these keep us distinct from the non-Jewish world and the issue of names is no longer as relevant."”
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The Maharshdam (R. Shmuel de Medina - 16C Salonika) deals with the question of conversos from Portugal that had
taken non-Jewish names and then escaped from Portugal. They now took back Jewish names but when corresponding
back to Portugal for business or to family needed to revert to their previous non Jewish names. He rules that, although
not ideal, this is totally permitted. The prohibition of chukat hagoy relates to clothing, but not to names.

D3] RAV MOSHE FEINSTEIN

* Rav Moshe has a number of important teshuvot on this question.
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18. Note the the Maharal is NOT justifying the use of a non-Jewish name, but simply giving context to the concept of the names of Bnei Yisrael as connected with their redemption.
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Rav Moshe Feinstein rules that it is permitted to have a non-Jewish name, although he considers it to be a ‘davar
megune’ - inappropriate and distasteful. However, given the number of great gedolim of the past who had non-Jewish
names, it is impossible to say that this is a Torah prohibition! Such greats include: Rabbeinu Maimon, father of the
Rambam and Rabbeinu Vidal, the Magid Mishne”. Also, most of the Amoraim - Rav Papa, Mar Zutra, Rav Zvid, Rav
Huna etc - had non-Jewish names, although Aramaic may have a higher level of kedusha and be closer to a ‘shem
kodesh’”’ Rav Moshe also brings the reasoning of the Maharal - that the Jewish names in Egypt were all that defined
their identity, as opposed to our situation, in which we have Torah and Mitzvot.
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Rav Moshe acknowledges that in America it is very normal for frum Jews, even Rabbis (1) to have non-Jewish names.”
Although he find this highly unacceptable - TND NI 27T - it is not prohibited. He feels that one should object to the

practice, but is not sure how strong this objection should be!
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Rav Moshe addresses the question of whether it would be a breach of respect for parents to not use a non-Jewish name,

which the parents gave them. (In this case an Orthodox Rabbi with the Jewish name Manoach, but who was known as
Norbert).

19. Amongst the Ashkenazi Rishonim there were also Rabbeinu Albert, Peter and Simon! Rabbeinu Yechiel of Paris was called Vivant of Meaux.

20. Although Rav Moshe does not mention this, many earlier Torah leaders also had Greek names. Consider Anigonus, Avtalion, Somchus, Onkelos and others. Akiva is a Romanized
form of Yaakov. In the Yerushalmi Terumot 42a on of the Amoraim has a father called Titus!! It is possible that the parents may not have been as observant as the illustrious
children, but the Talmud still uses these names. It is possible that some of these names had become established as Jewish names by that time.

21. This was much more common in past generations. Note the British Chief Rabbi Herman Adler. | looked at the list of names on the RCA ficers and executive committee. Out of 59
Rabbis, all had Jewish first names (or English versions of them eg Daniel) except for 3 - a Mark, a Howard and a Philip. However, in the wider list of RCA chaverim there can be found
the following names, often more than once - Marc, Raymond, lan, Jeffrey, Ellis, Kenneth, Mitchell, Barry, Ira, Ralph, Alan, Basil, Fred, Jerold, Lowell, Jay, Norman, Philip, Eric,
Leonard, Steven, Dale, Kenny, Ronald, Charles, Martin, Ronnie, and Norbert.
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He rules that this is NOT a concern since the parents also gave the Jewish name, and using the Jewish name brings
merit, even in situations where using the non-Jewish name would not be prohibited. Most parents would not be
concerned if the son switched to the Jewish name, and those few who would be are not ‘normal’ in this respect, and do
not affect the halacha.
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The suggestion that some of these foreign names were only used by Jews is totally rejected by Rav Moshe as incorrect
historically and illogical! Jews were eager to find local names that helped them interact with their neighbors. This was
initially incorrect on their part, but eventually these names became accepted as Jewish names.

D4] PRE-ABRAHAMIC NAMES
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The Mabit rules that a person should not name a child after a biblical character before Avraham since they did not keep
the Torah.
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Many argue on this and it does not appear to be accepted in halacha.”
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Rav Asher Weiss rules that there is no prohibition on using a non-Jewish name for business purposes or other needs.
However, there are mystical and spiritual resonances to the name and thus only Jewish names should be used in dealing
with other Jews.

E] MODERN HEBREW NAMES

* Rav Chaim Kanievsky is known to be opposed to non-biblical Hebrew, such as Shira and Rina. People who have gone to him for
brachot have been told to change the name to a biblical equivalent.23

22. We find Rabbanim named Noach and Chanoch (although Chanoch is also a later name - one of the sons of Reuven). We do not however find many orthodox families using the name
Adam or Shet. Chava is however extremely common!
23. According to one story, a person visiting Rav Chaim who asked for a beracha for his daughter, Shira, justified the name on the basis that she was born on Shabbat Shira. To which
Rav Chaim apparently responded - ‘and what would you have called her if she was born on Shabbat Para!?’
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F] DOUBLE NAMES AND THE CHOLKREISCH

* Long before Jews began to adopt European names, there was an Ashkenazi minhag (dating back around 1000 years?4) of the
Cholkreisch - or ‘calling of the secular name’. A boy would received his shem kodesh - Hebrew name - at his brit and this would be
used for all Torah purposes (eg aliyot).

* On the first Shabbat that the mother went back to shul after the birth, there would be a ceremony at home - the Cholkreisch or
Hollekreisch - in which the children of the community would be invited to call out the shem chol of the baby. The adults would throw
fruit and candies to the children25. The child would then receive a shem chol, usually a yiddish equivalent of the Hebrew name, and this
alone would be used in everyday life. Thus a man could be called up to the Torah as Dov but referred to normally as Ber or Berl.
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The Chatam Sofer rules that if a man is called Zvi Hirsch, his real name is Zvi and ONLY this name should be used to
call him to the Torah. Hirsch is just a nickname.

» Many Hebrew names had their chol Yiddish equivalent:

Aharon Arele

Asher Anshel
Avraham Aber

Dov Ber

Efraim Fischel
Israel Isser
Mordechai Mottel
Naftali/Tzvi Hirsch/Heschel
Pinchas Seligman
Shlomo Zalman
Shmuel Zanvil
Shraga Feivish2é
Simcha Bunim
Yaakov Yankl
Yechezkel Chatzkel
Yitzchak Aizik

Yosef Yushel
Ze'ev Wolf/Velvel

* In Germany, the names were kept clearly separate. But in Eastern Europe the minhag of Cholkreisch died out and the names began
to be combined - Dovber. Many poskim tried to keep them separate - as in the Chatam Sofer above.

e Women would usually not receive a shem kodesh (since they did not get aliyot) and thus would often only have a shem chol in

Yiddish. Sometimes they would receive names from non-Jewish neighbors. Rashi’s daughter Rachel was called ‘Belle-Assez’ - very
pretty - which became the name Bayla. The Spanish name ‘Esperanza’ became Sprinza.

G] THE SHEM TOV OF MITZVOT
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The most important name a person has is the good name they acquire for themselves in life through their mitzvot and
good deeds!

24. Itis mentioned by R. Simcha of Vitry, Rashi’s student, and also by R. Yehuda Hechasid in the 13th Century.
25. There are teshuvot criticizing the throwing of fruit as bizayon ochlin and insisting that candy alone should be used. This could be a source for the contemporary minhag to throw
candy in shul at semachot.
26. From Phoebus - the Greek god of fire.
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