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“And these are the names of the children of Yisrael…” 
   
The Medrash tells us that in the merit of four virtues, Klal Yisrael was deemed deserving of redemption. The first on this list is 
that they withstood calling themselves by Egyptian names. By preserving their Jewish names, their identity as a distinct and 
elevated nation remained impervious to assimilation. This barrier, reinforced with their distinct mode of dress and language, 
gave Klal Yisrael the ability to remain resilient to the Egyptian culture and influence through the long Galus1. 

 
In several places Chazal tell us that the name of an entity, particularly that of a person, has immense bearing 
on his personality and spiritual makeup2. The Gemara3 relates, how R’ Meir would be very attentive to the 
name of his hosts, and the underlying connotation of such names. Once, when R’ Meir visited an inn for 

Shabbos, he discovered that the innkeeper’s name was כידור, R’ Meir immediately understood that such a name was 
comprised of two words כי דור and was a reference to the Passuk "ן בםמֻבנים לא אֵ, כי דור תהפוכות המה"  – “for they are a 
perverse generation, children in whom there is no faithfulness”. Such a name connotes a personality of betrayal and thievery, 
and R’ Meir was not about to trust him. The other Tannaim with R’ Meir did not pay heed to the name of the innkeeper and 
trusted him with their possessions and money. At the conclusion of their stay, the innkeeper denied receiving their 
belongings, leaving the other Tannaim penniless and confirming R’ Meir’s original suspicions. A similar concept is seen in 
Parshas Bereishis, where Hashem presents all the animals of the world to Odom so that he may name each species. The 
Rishonim explain that these names given by Odom were not just random syllables; rather they represented the spiritual being 
of this species, its purpose and traits4. A father at the time when he bestows a name on his child is granted a similar level of 
prophesy to give the child a name that is congruent with his/her spiritual essence5.  
 
Clearly, this is not to be simply understood as a steadfast principle, where evil people have names that denote evil, and 
righteous people have names that denote good. Such a statement would be in direct conflict with our Emunah in בחירה חפשית 
– free choice in all of our actions. Rather, a name that suggests good and righteous qualities can at times affect the person 
carrying that name to follow those traits6. Occasionally, an individual with negative traits may carry a name of a Tzaddik, 
whereas the same may sometimes be true in the reverse. Hence, the suggestion of Chazal to name one’s children names of 
Tzadikkim, is merely a helpful measure in allowing this child to start off “on the right foot”. With a combination of a “good” 
name and proper upbringing, the child is likely to be set on the proper path for life. 
 

From the times of the Medrash, Chazal tell us that since we no longer have a clear understanding of the 
meaning of names and their ramifications, we should base our names only on those of our forefathers7. To 
originate a new name is quite audacious, since the effects of it are uncertain, hence, the Minhag to use 

names that have already been used before. For this reason, one should not name his child after a person who was a known 
 that he could not have been named ,אבישלום Tosfos comments on the name of a certain Tanna whose name was .רשע
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 who has no share in the World to Come8. Some Acharonim say that names from before רשע was a אבשלום since ,אבשלום
Avraham Avinu should not be used either9. 
 
The time for naming a child differs between boys and girls. Boys are generally given a name after their Bris Milah, since at 
that point they are considered complete and able to receive the holiness that the name entails. Prior to the Bris, some Poskim 
say that the parents should not verbalize the name of the child or otherwise publicize it10. If the law requires that a birth 
certificate be completed, they may write the name on the form but should be careful not to express it orally. Rav Schwab was 
quoted as saying that there is no basis for this, and the name may be discussed. For a girl, there are various Minhagim as to 
the propitious time to name her. Some wait until the first Shabbos during Krias Hatorah, while others give a name at the first 
Krias Hatorah of the week, even if it is a Monday or Thursday. A far less widespread Minhag is to wait 40 days after her birth 
to give a name11.  
As part of the Mitzva of כיבוד אב ואם many people name their children after their late parent’s or in-laws. Since כיבוד אב ואם is 
primarily to one’s parents, their names take precedence over that of a grandparent12. If the parent’s are still alive, it is also 
included in אםכיבוד אב ו  to use the name of a grandparent13. The same is true of naming a child after one’s Rebbe, as one is 
obligated to honor him also, at times even more than one’s own parent’s14. As far as which of the parent’s choice takes 
primacy in choosing the name of the child, according to the Rishonim, the choice for the first child is the father’s entitlement, 
whereas the second is the mother’s, and alternates from there on15. This is the Minhag of the Sefardim16. In most Ashkenazic 
Kehillos the Minhag is that the first child is named by the mother and then alternates onward17. When no family names are 
necessary to use, there is also basis to use a name that is related to that time of year, such as מרדכי on Purim18.  
It is interesting to note, that although nowadays it is extremely common to have a double or even triple name (e.g. Chaim 
Dovid), until the era of the Acharonim this was nearly unheard of. With the exception of one Baal Tosfos, no Tanna, Amora, 
or Rishon had more than one name19. 

 
Much attention is often given to the issue of parent’s-in-law sharing a name with their son/daughter-in-law. This 
concern stems from R’ Yehudah Hachassid in his famous Tzavaah (will), in which he states (among other 

items) that one should not marry someone who’s father/mother have the same name as his own. R’ Yehudah does not 
elaborate on any reasons for this or of many other similar statements found there. The Acharonim discuss if this Tzavaah 
was indeed intended for widespread adherence, or only for his direct descendants. Many conclude that one who does not 
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מהא שקרא רבן גמליאל שם בנו שמעון אחר ' ד הביא ראי"כלל ק' ק' ח מע"בשד. כ"ש' הברית עמ' ס' וע, )א"שהיה אביה ואמה בחיים ולא היה עליה חיוב כיבוד או
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, שלמה, דודוכן לא , )י שם"א וברש"שבת ק' חוץ מבלשון תואר מכובד ע (משהוכן לא מצינו אחד בשם , "אברהם"שהעיר מה שלא מצינו שום תנא ואמורא בשם 

  .ז מה שביאר בזה"ט ס"ת להורות נתן ח"שו' ע,  והלא דבר הוא,ואהרן

In-Laws 
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descend from R’ Yehudah Hachassid need not pay attention to the Tzavaah at all20. Others state that the Tzavaah only 
cautions against such a marriage when it is at a triple level. In other words, only if the grandfather, the father, and the son-in-
law will have the same name is there cause for concern21.  
The only time this may be a problem is when the name of the father/mother-in-law is identical with that of the son/daughter-
in-law. If either party has an additional name, many Poskim say that it is not considered having identical names22. For 
example, R’ Chaim Kanievsky א"שליט , is the son-in-law of R’ Yosef Shalom Elyashiv א"שליט . R’ Chaim’s full name is 
Shmaryahu Yosef Chaim, though he is seldom called more than “R’ Chaim”. Similarly, R’ Moshe Feinstein ל"זצ  had two son-
in-laws with the name Moshe: Moshe Eliyahu and Moshe Dovid23.   
Since adding a name is considered having given a completely different name, when someone is mortally ill ע"ל , often the 
family will add a name to the patient. This is based on the concept that the Heavenly sentence will then have been issued for 
a person of a different name, and not for this patient with a new name24. It is not necessary to remove the old name (and is 
not advisable), since by adding a name it is already considered a completely different name. 

 
Throughout the ages, Jewish children have received in addition to their Hebrew name, a name more suitable to 
their language and surroundings. In fact, we find that most of the Amoraim, had names that were Aramaic in 
origin, such as רב זביד and רב פפא. Many Rishonim had names that were of Spanish or French origin, such as 

the מגיד משנה who’s name was “Vidal” (possibly a translation of חיים – meaning “Life”), or R’ “Maimon” the father of the 
Rambam. In many of these cases this may have been their only name, lacking a Hebrew name at all. This practice would 
seemingly contradict the dictum quoted above, that Klal Yisrael was praised for keeping their Jewish names.   
R’ Moshe Feinstein ל"זצ  suggests that it is possible, that this praiseworthy trait of Klal Yisrael of not changing their names 
was only necessary prior to Matan Torah. At that time, Klal Yisrael’s identity as a distinct nation was based solely on external 
details such as clothing and names. Hence, such factors were vital for our nation’s survival. Following Matan Torah, we 
received an entire lifestyle of Mitzvos and Torah, and would remain very much discernible amongst the nations, even in the 
absence of external markings. R’ Moshe concludes that even so it is still praiseworthy to name children with Hebrew names, 
as this reasoning is merely a suggestion and not a ruling25.  
 
The Maharam Shi”k was amongst the foremost adversaries to this practice of using non-Jewish names, and felt that this was 
included in the prohibition to act in the ways of the gentiles. In fact, it is said that his family name – ק"שי  (which was 
introduced at that time by the authorities), was self-chosen, and is an acronym for שם ישראל קדוש – “a Jewish name is 
sacred”. It is not clear how to explain the names of many Amoraim and Rishonim according to this opinion. Many Acharonim 
disagree and permit the usage of such names26.  
In the past, often a name that was a Yiddish translation of the Hebrew name or otherwise related, was given to a child as 
well. In many places, the Hebrew name given at his Bris would only be used for Jewish ceremonies, such as an Aliyah to the 
Torah or on his Kesubah. The Yiddish name would be used in everyday life. For example, the name “Leib” would be given to 
someone with the name Yehudah or Aryeh. The name “Volf” or “Velvel” was given to someone named Binyamin or Ze’ev. In 
many places in Europe, these names were bestowed on the child at a special separate ceremony on the Shabbos after the 
Bris, called a “Chol K’reish”. This ceremony would take place for both girls and boys, providing an official opportunity to give 
the child a “mundane” name. This ceremony dwindled into extinction in most of Eastern Europe centuries past, but was 
practiced in Germany and other parts of Western Europe up until Churban Europe27.   
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א"ק תובב"פעיה  

                                                 
י מינץ "ת מהר"כ בשו"וכ). ט"פסחים מ(ל "ה שהוא כנגד חז"כ נותנין בתם לע"י החסיד ואח"ש שהתרעם על אלו שמקפידין על ר"ע, ט"ע' ע ס"ב תניינא אה"ת נו"שו 20
כ "בשם בעל התניא דבכלה וחמותה מקפידין גם כשאינו מזרעו משא) ז"קט' ד ס"פסקי דינים יו(צ "בצמ' וע. ה"ע ס"ת דברי חיים אבה"ושו, ג"שב יעקב סכ, ט"ע' ס

' רב יהודה עסק לי"א "ב ע"ברכות מ' ע, בענין שמות שוים למחותניםו. בעיון יעקב שם' וע, דחמותו של שמואל בן אמי היה שמואל סבא' סוטה ט' וע. בחתן וחמותו
  .עוז והדר'  ובהגהות וציונים שבמהדו,ב"מ' ת השיב משה ס"שו, מ"קולא חבר בי"ש בהגהות רי"וע" ',  וכובי רב יהודה בר חביבא' לברי

  .מ כן"ובלשון הצוואה ל, ג"ג סי"א כלל קכ"ז וכן בחכ"קט' א ס"ע ח"ס אבה"ת חת"שו 21
טעמי ' וע, 'ו וז" סחתן וכלה' ח מע"ובשד, ג"רס' תליתאי ס' ד מהד"ת טוטו"כ בשו"וכ) ב"אות ל(א "ח קנייבסקי בספרו טעמא דקרא בסוף בשם החזו"כ הגר"כ 22

  .ה שם"ו ובהג"ג אות ס"תקע' ד מווירצברג עמ"כתבי הגרי' ע, ג ששמו היה יצחק דוב"אע, ש חמיו"ע" יצחק"ד דווירצברג קרא שם בנו "ז הראב" ומו.א"ת' המנהגים עמ
  .פ לא יהיו קרואין בשמות שוין"מה שיש מקפידין דעכ, ואצלו יש תוספת חידוש שגם קורין לו ולחתנו באותו השם 23
, י"ה ס"ד של"א יו"והובא ברמ". ויוצא אותו החוצה"פ "י עה"ו ורש"ד סט"ר פמ"בר' וע. 'שינוי השם וכו' ד של אדם וכו"דברים מקרעין גז' ר יצחק ד"ה א"ק דר"פ' גמ 24
עיון יעקב על ' וע. כ יראה חומרת מצבו ושב ורפא לו"א כתב דעי"אולם במהרש, כ בפנים"האיש וכמשכ אינו אותו "והסבירו דעי. י שם"ח ובברכ"א נתיב כ"ו ח"רי' וע

כ ישנה שמו "ד הביא דבעל תשובה ג"ב ה"תשובה פ' ם בהל"ומעוניין לדעת דהרמב. וירא' כ בפ"מש' וע." צ להזכיר שמו"המבקש רחמים על חבירו א"א "ד ע"ברכות ל
  .ז" טג עשין"מ בסמ"וכ, ל"מטעם הנ

  .י"ה ס"ו וח"ס' ד ס"ח ח"מ או"אג 25
כ "ז וכעין מש"כתב ללמד זכות ע) אחד מגדולי ליטא בדור האחרון(ב "י' ת עין יהודה ס"ובשו, ד"ק י"ח ס"קע' ת ס"ט הובא בדרכ"קס' ד ס"ק יו"ם שי"ת מהר"שו 26

וכן הרבה רבנים . ואם היה איסור בדבר ודאי היו משנים, גרים לא שינו שמם מגיותםדאונקלוס ושאר , א"ץ חיות גיטין י"מהר' והגה, צ"ק' ת בשמים ראש ס"שו' ע. לעיל
  .ת יד הלוי"ח שו"ד דווירצברג בעמ"ח הערוך לנר וזקני אב"כגון בעמ, ם ובפרט במדינות אשכנז"וגדולים קראו לבנם בשמות עכו

וכן הזכירו זקני , ז שהביאו מנהג זה"תק' ז ומחזור ויטרי ס"ל' ם מינץ ס"ת מהר"ווהביא מש, ד בענין זה" שהאריך בטטו415' א עמ"שרשי מנהג אשכנז ח' ס' ע 27
  .ו"נ' ט וס"מ' ע ס"א אה"ת יד הלוי ח"ד דוירצברג בספרו שו"ד אב"ג רי"הרה
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