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HALACHIC AND HASHKAFIC ISSUES IN
CONTEMPORARY SOCIETY

SERIES 3: 18 - ASHKENAZI~SEFARDI HEBREW PRONUNCIATION

PART 2
OU ISRAEL/BEIT KENESSET HANASI - WINTER 2025

* In Part 1 we looked at some of the historical background to Ashkenazi-Sefardi pronunciation. We also saw that R. Moshe Feinstein
ruled that every havara that evolved in an Orthodox Jewish community is considered to be a halachically correct version of Hebrew.

* In this shiur we will look at some of the halachic implications to the pronunciation of Hebrew and also begin the question of whether
one can or, indeed, should switch their havara.

A] HALACHIC IMPLICATIONS TO HEBREW PRONUNCIATION

* Does it actually matter if our pronunciation is ‘correct’? Which mitzvot might we not be able to do without accurate Hebrew?

» May a Sefardic Jew fulfill his obligation to hear the Torah (such as parashat Zachor) if he hears an Ashkenazi reading or vice versa?
What about kiddush and havdala?

* This is especially relevant to the many Sefardim learning today in Ashkenazi yeshivot.
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The Mishna sets out which recitations MUST be in Hebrew. These include Bircat Cohanim and also Chalitza. However,

importantly for our daily practice, Shema and Tefilla do NOT need to be in Hebrew.

* For those recitations which do not even have to be in Hebrew, why should there be a concern to pronounce the ‘most correct’ Hebrew.
* Does ‘kol lashon’ mean any version of a language that people recognize, or some ‘correct’ version of that language?
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Rav Asi (an Amora in Eretz Yisrael) ruled that men from Haifa and Beit Shean were not permitted to duchan Bircat
Cohanim nor daven from the amud since they could not adequately distinguish between alef and ayin.
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Rashi understands that the people from these areas had a speech impediment, not simply a different accent.

The Chazon Ish is reported to have said that a Sefardi does not fulfil their halachic obligation through Torah reading of an Ashkenazi and vice versa. This is reported in Leket
HaKemach 128:123 and quoted as his position by the Minchat Yitzchak. However, most poskim doubt that this was actually his position and understands that he ruled this way
only lechatchila. R. Ovadia Yosef (Yechave Da’at 6:19) strongly questions how accurate this rumor about the Chazon Ish really is but does agree that, at least lechatchila, a man
should hear Parashat Zachor in his own havara. However, R. Tzvi Pesach Frank (Mikra’ei Kodesh Purim #12) rules that while one may fulfill his obligation of keriat hamegila with a
pronunciation that runs counter to his own tradition, one would not fulfill keriat hatorah with such a pronunciation. The logic for this distinction is that keriat hamegila may be done
in any language, but keriat hatorah must be read in authentic lashon hakodesh, and not a corruption of the language.
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Regarding Bircat Cohanim, the issue was that they would pronounce the alef as ayin’, making it sound as if they were
asking that God be angry with the Jewish people. As such maybe the concern was not just that it was incorrect, but that it
was harmful. As for the other mistake - pronouncing ayin as alef - there is no ayin in Bircat Cohanim so Rashi explains
that problem was that they would mess up the tefilla’. Rashi also references a Gemara in Berachot which seems to see
this mixing up as an opportunity for a drasha!
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The Radvaz (16th century Egypt following expulsion from Spain) was asked about Cohanim in Greece who were unable
to pronounce ‘chet’, which came out as a ‘heh’ such that “viychuneka’’ - God will give you grace, emerged as
Viyhoneka’ - God will make you rich. The Radvaz understands that it must be that in the locations where everyone spoke
that way there was no problem at all since they all knew exactly what was being communicated.
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The Turei Even understands that the only issue with mispronouncing words is if it actually changes the meaning to
something bad (as Rashi explains in the case of Bircat Cohanim) or if it is a Shaliach Tzibur who is being motzei people’s
obligation. But if they are just saying it for themselves there is no issue.
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In R. Eliezer’s academy they switched alef and ayin to make a derasha - but it seems that this was done on purpose as a
spur to drash and not as a mistake in tefilla’.
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Chazal note that the people of Judea were very careful with their pronunciation but those in the Galil were not.
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Rebbi Chiya had great difficulty pronouncing the chet properly’ and it sounded more like a heh.

Today people normally have the opposite problem - an inability to say a guttural ayin, which emerges as an alef.

If this is indeed a problem, how does this relate to our public tefilla today, when shelichei tzibbur routinely get this wrong!?

Note that in Chassidish havara this word comes out as ‘viychineku’.

Nevertheless, there are many examples in the Gemara of words the spelling of which is unclear as to alef or ayin, see Weinberg 1985, 134 for a lost list of examples

Based on this Gemara the Vilna Gaon explained a passage in the Yerushalmi which states that when R’ Chiya saw a person violating the Shabbat, he waited until the next day and

then wrote down the verse ‘u’mechaleleha mot yumat . The Vilna Gaon explains that R’ Chiya did not say the verse to the person at the time since he would have pronounced the first

word of the passuk ‘v’mehalelehd (those who praise it) giving the exact opposite impression! See https://www.yutorah.org/lectures/735745/Pronouncing-the-Hebrew-Language .
To download more source sheets and audio shiurim visit www.rabbimanning.com
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Nevertheless, R. Chiya was one of the holiest and most sought after shelichei tzibbur!!
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Tosafot in Megila ask how Rebbi could have allowed R. Chiya to daven from the amud when he could not pronounce his
words properly. They answer that, in fact, R. Chiya COULD pronounce the chet but with great difficulty. As such, since
he was able to daven correctly and there was a special need for his kavanot, Rebbi allowed him to daven from the amud.
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However, Tosafot in Bava Metzia give a different answer and explains that the requirement for a shaliach tzibur to be
able to pronounce the words properly is only when all other things are equal. But if there is a special need’ to allow this
person to daven from the amud (as in this case due to the extreme righteousness of R. Chiya), then it was permitted to
allow this even if he definitely could NOT pronounce the words properly.
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The Rambam rules three halachot in close proximity - (i) that a talmid chacham should be the shaliach tzibbur; (ii) that
the shaliach tzibbur must be able to pronounce the words properly; and (iii) that a Rav can ask his talmid to be the
shaliach tzibbur. The Kesef Mishne explains that (iii) is going back to qualify (i). However, the Ohr Sameyach and the
Seridei Aish explain that (iii) is going back to qualify (ii) - that the Rav can ask any person to daven from the amud even
if they cannot pronounce the words properly as long as they will not be distracting.
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The Shulchan Aruch rules that a chazan who is not able to properly pronounce the words should not be appointed.
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The Mishna Berura brings two opinions (reflecting the two positions of Tosafot above) as to under what circumstances
this rule can be waived. The stricter opinion rules that it cannot unless the chazan is able to pronounce things properly
with effort. The more lenient view is that even a chazan who is unable to pronounce things properly may be appointed if
there are extenuating circumstances, but even then not as a permanent chazan.

7. We will look next week at other examples of special needs, such as a barmitzva boy leining in a shul which has a different havara.
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A2] KERIYAT SHEMA
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The Mishna brings a dispute between Rabbi Yehuda and Rabbi Yosei relating to a person who reads the Shema without

audibly speaking he words or without being so careful about their pronunciation®. Rabbi Yehuda rules that he did not
Sfulfil the mitzva and Rabbi Yosei rules that he did.
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The Gemara rules leniently - that one does fulfil the mitzva of Shema even without taking the extra care. Nevertheless

one SHOULD try hard to ensure that every word is properly enunciated and does not slide into the next".
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The Rambam rules that being ‘medakdek’ in saying the Shema includes ensuring that every dagesh and sheva na/nach -
i.e. all grammatical rules - is pronounced correctly.
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This is the halacha and the reward for overcoming one’s impatience and reading carefully is that the fires of Gehenom
will be cooled for them.
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Rav Ya’akov Kaminetsky took the view that the Sefardic pronunciation was more accurate than the Ashkenazi'. When
challenged as to where that left the holy Chiddushei HaRim of Ger, R. Kaminetsky responded that he was yotzei bedieved
using an Ashkenazi (and Chassidish!) accents. Alternatively, R. Kaminetsky responded that the Gerer Rebbe may have
actually also read the Shema privately with a Sefardic accent but just didn’t impost this on his chassidim!

8. These two issues are connected. By insisting that the recitation is said out loud R. Yosei is also able to require the proper pronunciation of the words.

9. The examples of TT¥2 AWY and PNa 957 are interesting because the way we pronounce these words today (one with a dagesh and one without) there would not be a problem.
This leads many scholars to debate whether these sounds were actually pronounced differently in previous times such that the words could elide. For a detailed analysis of this see
Observations About the Pronunciation of Hebrew in Rabbinic Sources, Werner Weinberg, Hebrew Union College Annual, Vol. 56 (1985), pp. 117-143.

10. An equivalent in English would be distinguishing between “a nice man” vs “an ice man” or “night rate” vs “nitrate”. The Rishonim add a number of extra examples where two words
could be mistakenly elided. Interestingly, these often have are more homiletic than phonetic focus. For instance, R. Yona and the Abudarham raise the concern of not eliding
‘Eloheichem emet’ to sound like ‘Eloheichem met’, but are less concerned with ‘Eloheichem asher’.

11. In fact, R. Kaminetsky writes in this letter that after saying the Shema in his regular Ashkenazi havara, he would repeat it in the Sefardi havara. This had also been the well-known
practice of R. Itzele Volozhiner. There is a rumor that towards the end of his life he also said it a third time in the Yemenite havara but one of his grandchildren told me that this was
not the case.
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A3] THE NAME OF GOD
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There is a debate in Chazal as to whether the word >-)TN in Bereishit 18:3 is kodesh or chol i.e. is Avraham addressing
the travellers or God?
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The Rambam rules that the Shem is kodesh.

« This is a crucial issue since the difference between a Shem Kodesh and a shem chol could not be greater.

* 9T means my lord (chol/singular). Y means my lords (chol/plural). What about >-Y¥N? In most cases this is God’s name.
* Most Sefardim today do not differentiate between patach and kamatz and pronounce both >y and »>-y7x as Ado-nai.

* The Chazon Ish is quoted?? as insisting that an Ashkenazi who prays with a modern Israeli accept MUST pronounce God’s name
Ado-noi and not Ado-nais.
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Rabbeinu Bachya explains that the Shem Kodesh must be with a kamatz since this indicates that it stands alone without
dependence on any other thing, but the patach is used when the noun is qualified. Thus JX2% when standing alone is
vocalized with a kamatz but .177‘7’._;7/_7 :715’_?)_.’7-7 is with a patach. As such, someone who mistakenly pronounces God’s name
with a patach is destroying crucial kavanot and uttering heresy!

* However, R. Aharon Lichtenstein cited R. Yehuda Amital in the name of his grandfather, R. Issur Zalman Meltzer, that Hebrew is
legitimately pronounced in different ways and any of these versions are halachically accurate, even for the Shem Hashem?4,
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12. See R. Binyamin Zilber, Shu’t Az Niberu 3:101.
13. R. Jachter quotes R. Aharon Lichtenstein who understands this to be based on Shu’t Rashba who rules that, although tefilla can be said in any language, God’s name must be
recited only in accurate Hebrew. See Bridging Traditions p. 30.
14. We saw in Part 1 that this was the approach of R. Moshe Feinstein.
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R. Ovadia Yosef rules that, although the Shem Hashem is of course vocalized with a kamatz, the correct pronunciation of
this is VERY close to a patach, and definitely not the ‘o’ sound of the Ashkenazim. He brings many proofs for this, but
one interesting one is from the rhyming verses of piyutim and zemirot, including Tzur Mishelo.
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The opening letter (from 1951) in Chief Rabbi Herzog'’s teshuvot deals with this issue! He refuses to accept that there is
a halachic requirement for an Ashkenazi to say Ado-noi and a prohibition to say Ado-nai. This would cast terrible
aspersion on the many Sefardim, present and past, who have said it this way. He understands that the Sefardim do make
a difference between the Shem Kodesh and chol by extending the ‘aaaa’ a little of Adon-ai and rules that Ashkenazim
who speak with an Modern Hebrew pronunciation should also do this. He also explains that he, personally, did NOT
change from his original Ashkenazis accent, but when davening or being called up in a shul which uses Modern Hebrew
pronunciation, he switches to the local custom.

A4] ACCEPTANCE OF ALL HAVAROT
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R. Osher Weiss rules that ALL the havarot used by Jewish communities today as as valid as each other and there is no
benefit in reciting passages in different havarot because of ‘safek’. Rather, each community should stick to its custom
due to the general imperative to maintain the minhagim of our ancestors".

N ODOANN PR NMOT YD NMO GIPDY TN YPWDY N AMND PP PYUIA PRININD YN DY PYYI XD ON 27,
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POV NOYN PIYD I2TY YTY IPRY NN 1Y OXON N1 IWN DTND 27 DN 2D INIWIPN A7 1M NID TN IPNNI 2D
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e NPT 29D 995 A NI NN PN DT DNNY POY NNY XN TINA WITPD DN .MN) M 52PNN DMPHN
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Sefer Chassidim addresses the issue of ba’alei tefilla who mess up all the words, including the story of a Cohen who,
when duchaning, mispronounced ‘veyishmerecha’ (and God will preserve you) as ‘veyishmedecha’ (and God will destroy
you). When the rav of the shul stopped him from duchaning he was told from heaven that this was a terrible sin. God is
interested in the feelings and intentions of those who daven and understand their tefillot, even if they get the words
wrong!

15. We will look at this issue of changing havara in more detail in the next shiur be’H.
To download more source sheets and audio shiurim visit www.rabbimanning.com
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B] SWITCHING HAVARA PERMANENTLY

B1] RAV KOOK
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In this 1932 teshuva, Rav Kook is totally opposed to switching havarot from one’s tradition pronunciation to a Modern
Hebrew, especially for Yemenites to switch their traditional havara which R. Kook considers to be superior. He gives
three broad arguments: (i) switching havara is not simply a matter of ‘kara velo dikdek’ when one is yotzei bedieved.
Rather, they would be saying the words incorrectly in which case one is not yotzei at all! (ii) switching havara is a

breach of minhag and thus of the injunction ‘al titosh Torato imecha’,; (iii) kabbalistic considerations.

* But, on this basis, how, when and why did Mercaz HaRav change its havara to that Modern Hebrew? The understanding is that R.
Tzvi Yehuda Kook felt that, by the mid 20th century, his talmidim were so immersed in speaking Modern Hebrew in their normal lives
that it was extremely confusing for them to have to switch back to Ashkenazis for learning and davening. As such he relied on other
shitot, against the original psak of his father:¢, to allow the havara to be changed. Nevertheless the Roshei Yeshiva of Mercaz HaRav

continue to daven in Ashkenazis.

* Be’H we will complete this topic in Part 3 in which we will look at other views on changing one’s havara.

16. Of course, we cannot know if Rav Avraham Kook would have changed his psak if he had been alive in this later period.
To download more source sheets and audio shiurim visit www.rabbimanning.com




