Praying in Another Language

The Permission to Pray in Any Language
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These are recited in any language, not specifically Hebrew: The portion of the warning and the
oath administered by the priest to a woman suspected by her husband of having been
unfaithful [sota]; and the declaration of tithes, which occurs after the third and the sixth years of
the seven-year Sabbatical cycle, when one declares that he has given his tithes appropriately;
Shema; and the Amida prayer; and Grace after Meals; and an oath of testimony, where one
takes an oath that he does not have any testimony to provide on a given issue; and an oath on
a deposit, where one takes an oath that he does not have possession of another’s deposit.
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It is stated in the mishna that the Amida prayer may be recited in any language. The reason for
this is that since prayer is a request for divine mercy, one may pray in any way that one desires.
The Gemara asks: But may prayer really be recited in any language? But didn’t Rav Yehuda
say: A person should never request in the Aramaic language that his needs be met, as Rabbi
Yohanan said that with regard to anyone who requests in the Aramaic language that his needs
be met, the ministering angels do not attend to him, as the ministering angels are not familiar
[makkirin] with the Aramaic language? The Gemara answers: This is not difficult, as that
statement of Rabbi Yohanan is referring to the prayer of an individual, who needs the support
of the angels, whereas this statement of the mishna is referring to communal prayer. The
Gemara asks: And are the ministering angels not familiar with the Aramaic language? But isn’t
it taught in a baraita (Tosefta 13:5): Yohanan the High Priest heard a Divine Voice emerging from
the House of the Holy of Holies that was saying: The youth who went to wage war in Antokhya
have been victorious. And there was another incident involving Shimon HaTzaddik, who heard
a Divine Voice emerging from the House of the Holy of Holies that was saying: The decree that
the enemy intended to bring against the Temple is annulled, and Gaskalgas, Caligula, has been
killed and his decrees have been voided. And people wrote down that time that the Divine
Voice was heard, and later found that it matched exactly the moment that Caligula was killed.
The Gemara concludes: And this Divine Voice was speaking in the Aramaic language. The
Gemara answers: If you wish, say that the Divine Voice is different, as its purpose is to
communicate a message, and therefore it also communicates in Aramaic. And if you wish, say
instead that it was the angel Gabriel, as the Master said with regard to Joseph: Gabriel came
and taught him seventy languages, as he knows all of the languages, as opposed to the other
angels, who do not.

How to Understand “Tzibbur”
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Praying in Another Language

And that which our sages taught that prayer may be recited in any language; this applies to communal prayer, but
not individual prayer.

2 P15 M212 N2on w“KR1 (4

YTIPN WO KON NINNI NN TN NOaNY N2 D N 5 N 1" Tndn 'pinia MnNen
55annY 1NY N XY NYANI MANNIY N1NOT MWD INKA MOYYanNN D'wINy D5Oyn Y2 1N NN
1"9290N NANDY NYANN X'OW 11D 1IN ATINY DYL 1IN 10 9" NHIX AN .WTPN WY KON
12X DTN ON? ONX I 271 MIXT XM .DINN NP2 DN TN 910M 1Y 12T 1Ay NYan o
NIV 11290 YIX .7IX NINY 1NN 12T 1IN 1022 021N 10 2w 1120 101N ONIWA 10 NN 1woa
TN D) .0"apn MAaY Y XKW MNT 1A YHannd naa YHann Tnwa 1vaN maxdb viap
N"T DY NAY) MaDIN2 1wpn 121 121X DTR DR RDT NN 21 MKP T YO XKPITT NYp 1KT
DN DTNN 22 MaAYNN 12aNX XOM (1)MIX NP2 1IN NIWN IRON PRY MRPT KX (1KY
2D PPTY NIV DN O NP XOX P1om Dy

| found in the writings of the students of Rabbenu Yonah that wondered, since individual prayer
may only be recited in the Holy Tongue, how can it be that the women of the world pray in
other languages, for since women are obligated in prayer, they should pray only in the Holy
Tongue. And the rabbis of France of blessed memory provided a reason for this custom, and
said that because the prayer is a prayer that the congregation prays, an individual may pray it
in another language. And regarding that which Rabbi Yehuda said, “a person should never
request their needs in Aramic,” that refers to someone who requests their needs, such as one
with a sick person at home or some other matter of need. But a prayer which is fixed for the
congregation, then even when an individual prays at home it is akin to praying with the
congregation, and an intermediary is not required. And it seems to me that the entire matter is
not difficult, for only in this language (i.e., Aramaic), did Rabbi Yehuda say that one should not
request their needs. And so raise the Tosafot regarding that which is stated, that the
ministering angels do not recognize Aramaic, for do they not know the thoughts of the heart of
man and understand them? Rather, it is specifically Aramaic that is distasteful in their eyes...

The Halakha
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1. One may pray in any language that one wishes, but these words apply only to one praying
with the congregation; however, one who prays alone should pray only in the Holy Tongue. 2.
And some say that these words apply when one requests their needs, such as when one prays
for the recovery of a sick person or for the dissipation of suffering that one is enduring at home;
however, even an individual praying alone may recite the fixed prayer rite established for the
congregation in any language. 3. And some say that even an individual praying alone, when
requesting one’s needs, may do so in any language except Aramaic.

The End of the Story?
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See what the Hatam Sofer writes in his responsa, where he elaborates with several proofs that the permission to
pray in any language applies specifically to an inconsistent basis, but to fixedly and perennially pray (in another
language), and to appoint a chazzan to do such, and thereby cause the Holy Tongue to be forgotten, this is not

possible in any way...

And here it seems to me
that in our days, after our
Sages established the
order of prayer as
explained by the Talmud
in Megillah 17, that 120
elders established the
order of prayer and
Maimonides wrote in The
Laws of Prayer that this
was because...their
language became
confused and their
children spoke mixed
languages without proper
order; therefore, they
established the order of
prayer in Hebrew, neat
and tidy in a pleasing
order. And what emerges
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from the writings of our

rabbi (Maimonides) is that after the Prophets and Sages established the order of prayer, one is obligated
to pray in that order. Furthermore, it also seems to me that there are many names of G-d printed in the
order of prayer, such as “Helper” and “Savior” and the like, and without a doubt each one regards a
different facet, and each person will differentiate them using a foreign language in accordance with their
understanding of the matter. And also because the decisors agree that one should not pray in two
languages, and now on the day that the Kohanim raise their hands and bless, it is said in the Holy
Tongue, es explained by the Talmud Sotah 38, and the prayer leader who calls out to the Kohanim must
say the blessing also in the Holy Tongue, it is not possible that they should pray in a different language.
In general, they did not permit one to pray in another language save for in an extenuating circumstance,
when one does not understand the Holy Tongue and the like; however, regarding one who understands
the Holy Tongue and also understands another language, obviously prayer in the Holy Tongue is
preferable. And one who does not know either language, the Holy Tongue is also preferable, and one
who does not understand the Holy Tongue but does understand another language, regarding this there is
a difference between individual and communal prayer. And great is the custom that has grown in all the
lands to pray in the Holy Tongue save for women...

A Further Qualification
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One who prays in the Holy Tongue, even if they do not understand the language, fulfills their obligation; and see above in the
Mishna Berurah, for at least the Blessing of the Forefathers should be said with understanding.
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