Prayer in Translation: Is It Kosher?
The Freehof Institute of Progressive Halakhah

Twelve-Minute Shiur #7

Mishnah Sotah 7:1
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The following speech acts may be performed in any language: the sotah verses (Numbers
5:19ff); the confession when presenting the tithe (Deuteronomy 26:13ff); the recitation of
Sh’may; the ¢’filah; birkat hamazon; the adjuration of witnesses (Leviticus 5:1); and the
custodian’s oath (Leviticus 5:21).

Bavli Sotah 32b
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How do we know that the Sh’ma may be recited in any language? Because it is written
(Deuteronomy 6:4): “Hear (S%’ma) O Israel,” which means “in any language you
understand (shome'a).”

The Rabbis taught in a baraita: Rabbi (Yehudah HaNasi) says: the Sh’ma must be recited
as it is written; the Sages say: it may be recited in any language.

What is Rabbi’s reason (evidence)? The text (Deut. 6:6) v’ hayu, “they shall be,” which
means: “let them remain as they are.”

What is the Sages’ reason (evidence)? The word s#’'ma means “in any language you
understand (shome'a).”

Shulzan Arukh Orak Hayyim 62:2
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One may recite [the Sh’ma] in any language, provided that one avoids mistakes in that
language and is precise in its usage as one would be with the Hebrew.
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Bavli Sotah 33a
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How do we know that the ¢ filah may be recited in any language? Because it is an act of
supplication, so that one may pray (in any language that) one wishes.

----- Is that so? But Rav Yehudah says: One should never offer a supplication (“pray for
one’s needs”) in Aramaic, for as Rabbi Yochanan says: if one should pray in Aramaic,
the ministering angels pay no attention to him, because they don’t understand that
language!

----- That’s no difficulty: Rav Yehudah is referring to one who prays alone, while the
mishnah is referring to one who prays with a congregation.

Rashi ad loc.
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The mishnah needs no Scriptural proof to establish that the ¢ filah may be recited in any
language because it is an act of supplication: let one pray in that language in which one
can form intention (kavanah).

Sefer Hasidim (ed. Marqgoliot), ch. 588
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If you should encounter a man who doesn’t understand Hebrew but is God-fearing and
wishes to pray with kavanah, or if you should encounter a woman, tell them to learn the
prayers in a language that they understand. For prayer rests entirely upon one’s
understanding, and if one’s mind does not understand what one’s mouth is saying, what
good is the prayer? For this reason, it is better to pray in the language one understands.
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R. Yitzhak Alfasi, B rakhot 7Ta
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When the Mishnah says “the ¢ filah may be recited in any language,” it refers to prayer

with a minyan but not to the prayer of an individual, for as Rav Yehudah says in the name
of Rav: “One should never offer a supplication in Aramaic.”

R. Asher b. Yehiel, B rakhot 2:2
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R. Yonah Gerondi, in his commentary on Alfasi edited by his students, raised the
following difficulty: if the individual may pray only in Hebrew, how do we explain the
universal minhag for women to pray in the vernacular? Since they are halakhicly
obligated to pray, they too should pray only in Hebrew.
- The sages of France defended the minhag thus: since we are talking about the
t filah (prayer) that the congregation recites, then we consider it the prayer of the
congregation even when an individual says it without a minyan, and accordingly
s/he may recite it in a language other than Hebrew.
- As for Rav Yehudah’s statement “One should never offer a supplication in
Aramaic” - that refers, for example, to a prayer for a sick person or over some
household distress or some other personal need. But as for the fixed (kavu'a) prayer
(Amidah), when an individual recites it at home it is as though he recited it with a
minyan, and he does not need an interpreter to bring his prayer before the Holy
One.
It seems to me (Rosh), though, that there’s no difficulty here. Rav Yehudah is speaking
specifically about the Aramaic language. As Tosafot tells us (B. Shabbat 12b, s.v.
she’ein), it can’t be true that the ministering angels do not know Aramaic; after all, they
know our innermost thoughts. Rather, they regard Aramaic as a lowly, contemptible
language and refuse to hear it!
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Shulkan Arukh Orak Hayyim 101:4
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[Alfasi] One may pray in any language one wishes, provided that one prays as part of a
minyan, but if praying as an individual, one must recite it in Hebrew.

[R. Yonah] Some say this last requirement holds only if one is praying for one’s own
needs - for example, for a sick person or over some household distress; but with respect
to the ¢ filah text recited by the congregation, even n individual may recite it in any
language.

[R. Asher b. Yehiel] And some say that even an individual may pray for personal needs
in any language except for Aramaic.



