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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 Galus'.

Influence of  In several places Chazal tell us that the name of an entity, particularly that of a person, has immense bearing
Names on his personality and spiritual makeup?. The Gemara® 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 1), R’ Meir immediately understood that such a name was
comprised of two words T > and was a reference to the Passuk "pa mx X7 nna ,nnn npionn T D" — “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 traits*. 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 essence”’.

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 n'won n1'na
— 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 traits®. 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.

Naming a From the times of the Medrash, Chazal tell us that since we no longer have a clear understanding of the
Child meaning of names and their ramifications, we should base our names only on those of our forefathers’. 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
yun. Tosfos comments on the name of a certain Tanna whose name was ni7wax, that he could not have been named
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DiYwaK, since niYwax was a yw1 who has no share in the World to Come®. Some Acharonim say that names from before
Avraham Avinu should not be used either®.

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 it'. 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 name'".

As part of the Mitzva of nx1 ax Tia'> many people name their children after their late parent’s or in-laws. Since nxi1 ax 1A is
primarily to one’s parents, their names take precedence over that of a grandparent'. If the parent’s are still alive, it is also
included in ox1 ax T2 to use the name of a grandparent™. 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’s'. 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 on'. This is the Minhag of the Sefardim'®. In most Ashkenazic
Kehillos the Minhag is that the first child is named by the mother and then alternates onward'’. 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 >1m on Purim™.

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 name'.

In-Laws 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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descend from R’ Yehudah Hachassid need not pay attention to the Tzavaah at all®. 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 concern®'.

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 names®. For
example, R’ Chaim Kanievsky x"u'7w, is the son-in-law of R’ Yosef Shalom Elyashiv x"o'7w. R’ Chaim’s full name is
Shmaryahu Yosef Chaim, though he is seldom called more than “R’ Chaim”. Similarly, R* Moshe Feinstein 7"xt had two son-
in-laws with the name Moshe: Moshe Eliyahu and Moshe Dovid®.

Since adding a name is considered having given a completely different name, when someone is mortally ill y"7, 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 name®. 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.

Foreign Throughout the ages, Jewish children have received in addition to their Hebrew name, a name more suitable to
Names their language and surroundings. In fact, we find that most of the Amoraim, had names that were Aramaic in

origin, such as 1ar 21 and x99 21. Many Rishonim had names that were of Spanish or French origin, such as
the mwn Tan who’'s name was “Vidal” (possibly a translation of n»n — 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 7"x1 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 ruling®.

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 — p"w (which was
introduced at that time by the authorities), was self-chosen, and is an acronym for wiTp %' W — “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 names®.

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 Europe®.
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