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22. Halakhah in Translation The Chatam Sofer on Prayer in the Vernacular* by Mark Washofsky, CCAR Journal:
A Reform Jewish Quarterly

The narrative element, moreover, is absolutely central to the traditional halakhic discussion of prayer, for it is from the sacred
history of the tefilah that the rabbis derive much of the detail that defines its legal nature, as a rubric of ritual observance.
Maimonides, the great legalist himself, begins the “Laws of Prayer” section of his Mishneh Torah with a narrative recounting
of that sacred history. In the beginning, he tells us, the requirement of daily prayer was a Toraitic commandment41 to “serve”
God “with all your heart.” This prayer had no definitive time, text, or length. The only requirement was that it convey the
worshiper’s supplications of God, that these be preceded by appropriate words of praise and that they be followed by an
expression of gratitude for the goodness that God has bestowed upon him or her. Later, as we have seen, this freeform
prayer was replaced by a determinate Hebrew text, to be recited at particular times of the day. This was done through the
“rabbinic” intervention of Ezra and his court, who took this action in order to address the linguistic difficulties that
Maimonides describes. In this case, therefore, narrative is law: the halakhah of tefilah, the details that govern its structure as a
fixed and formal liturgical rubric, emerge directly from the rabbinic story of its origins. It is understandable, therefore, that the
conflicting interpretations of this narrative lie at the heart of the halakhic debate over vernacular prayer. The leading rabbinic
champion of the reform cause, R. Aharon Chorin, had already staked out his reading of the story in the responsum he had
written in defense of the Berlin reforms several years earlier.43 His argument on behalf of vernacular prayer rested upon a
powerful combination of halakhic fact and theory. The “fact” consisted of the clearly stated rule—amply attested in the
sources—that prayer may be recited in any language that one comprehends.44 The “theory” was the principle by which
Chorin explained and justified the rule: namely, that Jewish tradition regards kavanah, the element of intentionality, as the
decisive factor in the determination of a proper and acceptable tefilah. If the Talmud defines prayer as rahamey, as heartfelt
supplication, then the most important requirement of tefilah is that the one who recites it understands what he is saying before
God. Yet the sacred history of the tefilah presents a serious challenge to this theory. For if kavanah and understanding are
essential prerequisites for prayer, why did the members of the Great Assembly compose a fixed tefilah in Hebrew, a language that,
we are told, many of the Jews of their day did not command? Chorin answers that, according to Maimonides’ account, the Jews were
unable to speak any language in its pure form. The sages chose to create a text in simple Hebrew as a means

of helping all, the unlearned as well as the scholar, to fulfill on an equal basis their Toraitic obligation to pray. This decision,
however, implied that the people actually learn Hebrew so as to comprehend the words they spoke before God. This, indeed,
happened; but the situation has now changed dramatically. In a time when so many are sadly ignorant of Hebrew, Chorin argues, it is
surely no transgression against the enactment of the Great Assembly for such persons to recite the tefilah in a language they can
speak and understand. Chorin thus constructs a narrative of his own, a story based upon the existing narrative of Maimonides, and
interprets the history of the tefilah in a way that supports his halakhic theory. The Chatam

Sofer, on the other hand, adopts a different reading of that narrative, which he includes in a point-by-point critique of Chorin’s
responsum published as the second of his contributions to Eleh divrey haberit.ss He does not challenge Chorin’s presentation of
halakhic “fact,” the legal texts that pronounce in all evident clarity that prayer may be recited “in any language.” His goal is rather to
rewrite Chorin’s narrative, to disprove his halakhic “theory” that kavanah and comprehension are indispensable requirements for
prayer. To do this, Sofer proceeds indirectly. He begins his analysis not with the question of vernacular prayer but with the practice
instituted by the Berlin reformers to read the Torah without its traditional



cantillation. Chorin, in his responsum, had endorsed this measure. He declared that he personally had never cantillated the

Torah because the noisy and undignified chant confuses the listeners and interferes with their kavanah and understanding of the
text. Predictably, Sofer chides Chorin for this departure from ancestral tradition, but he is chiefly interested in his opponent’s
implication that comprehension is a vital ritual requirement of the Torah reading. If this is, in fact, the case, Sofer suggests, then
Chorin’s real complaint is not with the trope but with Ezra the scribe,s who ordained that the Torah be read in Hebrew, even
though the vernacular of the day was Aramaic and even though this necessitated that a translator (meturgeman) be present at the
reading to explain it to the people. Why, if comprehension of the text is so important, did Ezra adopt such a cumbersome
procedure? Why did he not simply require that the translation (targum) be read in place of the Hebrew original, especially given that
the halakhah permits the recitation of passages of Scripture “in any language”?4 The answer, Sofer suggests, is that qeri’at hatorah,
the public reading of the Torah, cannot be accomplished successfully in translation. The language of the Torah is unique (mesugal),
comprising a treasury of meaning, nuance, and emphasis that is impossible to render with complete accuracy into any other tongue.
Like a commentary, a translation corresponds at best to one possible meaning of the text, but it does not substitute for that text,
because it cannot reproduce in another language all the meanings that might adhere in the original. One is certainly permitted to
study the Torah in translation, just as one is encouraged to study the Torah with the aid of proper commentaries. But this is a matter
for personal, individual learning. The mitzvah of geri’at hatorah, by contrast, can be performed only by the recitation of the original
Hebrew, for it is only that text that is the Torah and that conveys the Torah’s full range of meaning. Therefore, “one who performs
the public Torah reading by means of a translation, which cannot correspond to the whole truth of the original, is the one of whom
it is said: ‘he who speaks falsely shall not stand in My sight”” (Psalms 101:7).

The same standards, Sofer argues, apply to tefilah. Had the members of the Great Assembly been concerned primarily with
comprehension, they “would have composed a tefilah in the Aramaic spoken by the people of their day.” Since, however, they
created a prayer-text in Hebrew, their primary intent was that the worshiper recite these particular words, with or without
comprehension. This can be accomplished in practice only by reciting the original text, for just as we cannot translate the Hebrew
text of the Torah with complete accuracy, we face the same impossibility with the Hebrew text of the tefilah. Thus, if the Talmud
and the codes state that “prayer” may be recited “in any language,” this instruction cannot be taken to apply to the regular synagogue
service. It must refer, as indicated above, to “the case of an individual worshipper under extraordinary conditions.”ss

23. Rav Joseph B. Soloveitchik, "The Common-Sense Rebellion,' Reflections of the Rav
Communal worship should be constant and not buffeted by the winds of fashion and subject to varying moods of diverse
individuals. The fact that Jews of all times and from different parts of the world are able to worship together, even allowing for
minor variations of liturgical custom, is due to the constancy or form which is controlled by the Halacha.
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33. https://www.beureihatefila.com/files/Hashem Sifasei Tiftach.pdf

time of 13M* 277 Professor Uri Ehrlich of Ben Gurion University in an article published Lastly Professor Ehrlich’s discovery helps explain the fact that although today the sections
in the journal, T 73 '3, Volume 18, page 1, provides a version of "2 by Y e of RIATTPIDD that we recite consist mostly of chapters, we continue to call the section
SR 1IN 3738, found in Geniza material which includes what was recited immediately RADT 210D and not BT *P72. The reason we continue to do so 1s because the N7
before MAWY MNR: refers to that section of FIPEM as NS "PID8. The N2 did so because at the time the
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statement was made by the N722, NI217 2108 was in the form that is found in Professor|
Ehrlich’s discovery; nine miscellaneous verses and one complete chapter. The 87123 could
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