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I. Introduction. In the aftermath of the terrible massacre in India, many personal accounts of the lives of the victims were disseminated via various forms of popular media. One particular line in a personal account of the Holtzberg Family on a Lubavitch sponsored website caught my eye. The writer, Dr. Isaac Bolbin, a friend of the Holtzberg Family wrote “Reb Gavriel used to call it “Mombai” because he feared that the eponym Mumbai is the name of a Hindu getchke and therefore forbidden to be uttered.”
 Considering the frequency with which Jews have been saying the name of the city since the massacre, it seems that we should investigate the validity of such a concern. Is there in fact a problem with pronouncing the name of the city? Before proceeding to answer this question, it is important to verify the assumptions of this discussion:

A. Is the city really named after an avoda zara? In fact a minimal amount of research reveals that the city is named for a deity. Christopher Beam, in an article on Slate.com (July 12, 2006) writes: “Officially in 1995… the right wing Hindu nationalist party Shiv Sena won the elections in the state of Maharashtra and presided over a coalition that took control of the state assembly. After the election, the party announced that the port city had been renamed after the Hindu goddess Mumbadevi, the city’s patron deity. Federal agencies, local businesses and newspapers were ordered to adopt the change… Bombay was a corrupted English version of “Mumbai” and an unwanted legacy of British colonial rule.” 

B. Is there a problem with saying the name of an avoda zara? The passuk in Parshat Mishpatim (Shemot 23:13) states that we may not mention the names of other gods. Chazal (Sanhedrin 63b) understand this prohibition to include one who tells his friend to meet him near a particular avodah zara. The gemara further states that one may not even refer to a city named for an avoda zara unless the particular avoda zara is mentioned in the torah.

II. Parameters of the Prohibition to Say the Name of a Deity. The gemara (Sanhedrin ibid.) explains that both mentioning and causing others to mention the name of a deity is prohibited by the torah. The particular example employed by the gemara is to avoid telling a friend to meet you in front of avoda zara X. 

A. The extent to which the example reflects on the parameters of the halacha is subject to a dispute in the Rishonim:

1. The Rosh (ad. loc. #3) cites those who believe that the prohibition is limited to cases that one is utilizing the name of the avoda zara for a purpose (to define a landmark where you may meet your friend), but mere mention of the name of the deity, for no constructive purpose, is not prohibited at all. This view understands that the problem with mentioning the name is one of utilizing the avoda zara for one’s own benefit. Absent any practical benefit to the speaker, the prohibition would not apply.

2. The Rosh himself disputes this view. He argues that one is prohibited from mentioning the name of an avoda zara in any context. The fact that the gemara’s specific example relates to a case of one who mentions the name for a reason, is simply a reflection of the gemara’s effort to speak of the most commonly occurring cases, but should not be understood as a limitation to this rule. The Tur (Yoreh Deah 147) writes that “one cannot mention the name of an avoda zara even if there is no need to do so”. The implication is that it is more obviously prohibited to recite the name for a purpose than to recite it without a purpose. The Beis Yosef (ad.loc.), however, questions the logic behind this. After all, it would seem that mentioning the name for no reason at all would be a more severe violation than mentioning the name for a practical reason.

B. The Halacha. The Shulchan Aruch (Yoreh Deah 147:1) rules that it is prohibited to mention the name of an avoda zara whether or not there is a reason to do so. Furthermore, the gemara says that even causing somebody else to mention the name of the avoda zara would be prohibited. The Maharam Schick (Yoreh Deah #171) adds that it would be similarly prohibited to say something that would cause one to think about an avoda zara. While many leading poskim dispute the Maharam Schick’s stringency on this matter, the actual torah prohibition of explicitly mentioning the name of an avoda zara remains intact. Indeed, Rabbi Menashe Klein (Responsa Mishnah Halachos IX:169) suggests that this may be what Chazal had in mind when they said “Jews in the Diaspora worship idols in purity” (Avoda Zara 8, Avos d’Rabi Nasan 26:4). 

III. Lenient Considerations. If we were to apply this prohibition broadly, we would severely limit our ability to function within society. One would not be permitted to name many cities throughout the world, nor would one be permitted to name many days of the week and the first six months on the secular calendar (all of which are named after different gods). Furthermore, such well known Jewish communities as Tzans
 and according to folklore (though not in fact true) even Satmar
 are named after non-Jewish religious entities and may pose a problem. It therefore seems that some limitations on the prohibition are necessary, and indeed poskim have pointed to a variety of lenient considerations which may apply in a variety of cases. For our purposes we will attempt to analyze whether each of these cases can be applied to saying “Mumbai”.

A. Rabbi Menashe Klein was asked about the permissibility of addressing a letter to somebody who lives on a street named after Christian figures.
 The Minchas Chinuch (mitzvah 86) suggests that the wording of the prohibition indicates that the sole prohibition is when the name is verbalized and not when the name is written. The torah says ושם אלהים אחרים לא תזכירו. The gemara (Megila 17) states that the term “zechira” means to verbalize (that is why the mitzvah of zechiras Amalek, zechiras yetzias Mitzrayim and zechiras Shabbos all must be done verbally), and not merely to think of. It would therefore seem clear, argues Rabbi Klein, that writing the name of a city or street that is named for an avoda zara is perfectly permissible (just as writing about Amalek would not constitute a fulfillment of zechiras Amalek).

1. Problems with this leniency. The idea that writing the name of Avoda Zara is not included in the prohibition is not perfectly clear. In fact, one may take issue with this leniency for the following reasons: 

a. The Beis Yitzchak (Yoreh Deah I:152) disagrees with the application of the term “zechira” in the context of avoda zara. While most prohibitions would clearly distinguish between thoughts and words, one of the unique stringencies of avoda zara is that thoughts are as viable as words. We may therefore conclude that while one may need to verbalize mitzvos that demand zechira, violation of avoda zara that is termed zechira can come even in the form of thoughts. However, even the Beis Yitzchak ultimately agrees that idolatrous thoughts only take on the status of words when one actually intends to accept the authority of the deity. When one only intends to think the name of a city or street, the prohibition would not apply.

b. Furthermore, one may argue that writing is considered more substantial than thinking. Whereas zechiras Amalek must clearly be done verbally, and cannot be fulfilled through writing alone, the efficacy of writing each mitzvah and issur needs to be analyzed independently. In this particular context, the Sefer haChinuch explains the reason for the prohibition is that saying the name of a deity shows it honor and brings the deity undue attention. It would therefore seem that writing which leaves a lasting record should be even worse than verbalizing the name of the deity.

2. Application of Leniency to Mumbai. Even if one were to accept this leniency, it is extremely limited in scope in that one would only be permitted to write “Mumbai”, but not to say it. Furthermore, this leniency would not explain the common practice of saying things like “Tuesday” or “January”, which are also named for deities.

B. Origin  of the Name. The Darkei Teshuva (Yoreh Deah 147:4) cites the Beis Yitzchak (I:152) who deals with a case of a Bikur Cholim society that had a Greek name representing good health. It was pointed out to the society that this Greek name was actually the name of the Greek god of health, and perhaps use of this name should be prohibited. The questioner argued that since the Greek word really meant “health” and the Greeks, who believed in a god of each power later used the benign word to describe the god of health, it may be permissible. Perhaps the use of the deity’s name is only prohibited when the word initially was meant for an avoda zara and was later adapted to refer to the general concept of health.

1. The Beis Yitzchak rejects this leniency and writes that regardless of the origin of the name, when the name was used to describe a deity, it is prohibited to use that name in any context.

2. Application of Leniency to Mumbai. Even if one were inclined to accept this leniency, it would be inapplicable to Mumbai, as the name of the avoda zara is the city’s patron deity, and is not an independent word that was later attached to a deity. Of course, if one were interested in relying on this leniency in other areas (names of months, days, cities etc.), it would require a thorough analysis of the origin of each deity’s name.

C. Disassociation With the Deity. The Beis Yitzchak (ibid.) points out that the term “mammon” commonly used in the gemara to describe money, is also based in the name of a deity, specifically the god of money. Obviously the gemara had no problem using this term in spite of it’s nefarious origins. The Beis Yitzchak explains that once the name is no longer associated with the deity at all and the term is used exclusively to describe money, rather than the god of money, use of the term becomes permissible.

1. Application to Mumbai. While this leniency will prove very helpful with regard to the names of the months and days of the week, and perhaps even with the names of many Greek cities, it would seem to be inapplicable to Mumbai, which was renamed just over a decade ago for a deity which is obviously still embedded in the conscience and religious practice of many Hindus. It is common knowledge on the streets of Mumbai that the name of the city is derived from the local goddess and the temple to the local goddess remains as a functioning temple to this day.

D. Deities That Are No Longer Worshipped. The Gemara (Sanhedrin 63b) states that it is permissible to say the name of any avoda zara mentioned in the torah. While this must be true because one has to be permitted to read the torah, the gemara does not explain exactly what distinguishes the deity’s mentioned in the torah from other deities. Sefer Yereim (#75) suggests that those deities mentioned in the torah have already been nullified. It therefore follows that it is permissible to say the name of any deity which is completely nullified and no longer worshipped.

1. Problems with the Leniency. 

a. The Chavos Yair (#1) writes that this theory simply doesn’t seem to be true. The Navi refers to the deity “Bal Nevo” and the deity clearly still existed in the times of the gemara (see Sanhedrin 63b)

b. The Beis Yitzchak (Yoreh Deah #152) rejects the application of this leniency to any deity not explicitly mentioned in the torah because one can never be sure when a deity is completely nullified. There may always be a tribe in some remote part of the world that still worships this deity. 

2.  Application to Mumbai. While this leniency would explain why we may say “Tuesday” or the names of various months on the Gregorian calendar (because the gods that they are named for are no longer worshipped), it would not seem to apply to a Hindu goddess for who a city was named just over a decade ago. It seems that there were serious religious motivations in naming the city after the goddess. In fact, there is still a temple that stands in Mumbai where the goddess of the city is worshipped. The goddess herself still stands in the temple, an orange faced goddess on an altar strewn with marigolds.

E. Names Ascribing Greatness. The Yereim suggests another distinction between the deities mentioned in the torah and those that are not explicitly mentioned. The prohibition is not to say the name of a deity, but not to say a name that inherently ascribes any sort of power or godliness to the deity. This is evidenced by the phrasing of the passuk ושם אלהים אחרים לא תזכירו, “don’t mention the names of other gods”, implying that only godly names are prohibited. For instance, if a deity were called “Bob” it would not be forbidden to say “Bob”, but if it were called “Bob-Lord of Builders” it would be prohibited to say “Bob Lord of Builders”.
  Indeed, the gemara (Avoda Zara 45b-46a) states that we are supposed to call an Avoda Zara by a derisive and mocking name.
 It may be argued that none of the names given for foreign gods in the gemara are actually their proper names (because, as the Chavos Yair notes, the gemara was meant to be read). They are actually derisive nicknames for the avoda zara. 

1. Application to Mumbai. It would seem that this leniency would need to be judged on a case by case basis. Some of the names of deities ascribe powers to them and would therefore be prohibited, while others merely identify the deity and may therefore be permissible. As far as “Mumbai” is concerned, the name is roughly translated ass “great mother” which would seem to be a name that is clearly meant to ascribe greatness.

IV. Conclusion. There does not seem to be any clear reasoning to permit the pronunciation of “Mumbai”. We have demonstrated that many of the heterim that are applied to other circumstances are more difficult to apply to this particular case. Even in situations that there are leniencies, Rabbi Menashe Klein suggests to corrupt the name when saying or writing it to the extent possible. Rabbi Klein points out that if the torah was willing to add a few letters in order to avoid a less dignified form of speech (Pesachim 3a-3b), we can certainly inconvenience ourselves in the same way to avoid saying the names of foreign gods.

� It should be noted that there seems to be video evidence that conflicts with this report. In a video readily available on Youtube, Reb Gavriel clearly talks about the Chabad house in “Mumbai”.


� Rabbi Menashe Klein suggests that Jews changed the name from Sans to Tzans for this reason. Indeed, as Rabbi Berel Wein has pointed out, Jews in many communities bastardized the names of their cities, perhaps out of concerns for names relating to Avoda Zara.


� Rabbi Yoel Teitlebaum z”l is reported to have pronounced the name of the city “Sakmar” in order not to mention the name of the religious entity (Saint Mary) that the city was reportedly named for.


� It should be noted that there is much more room for leniency when dealing with Christian religious figures than with Hindu figures because Christianity may not be considered true avoda zara.


� The most common example of this is use of the name of the Christian object of worship – “Yeshu”, where his first name merely identifies him, but the second name refers to a christening.


� In fact Toras Kohanim Kedoshim #11 states that the term Asheira itself is meant to mock the tree of avoda zara which requires nurturing and nourishment from others in order to survive.





