WHAT’S IN A NAME?
By Dr. J. J. Slotki

It is an established fact that the ancients considered a person’s name of vital importance.  They firmly believed that the name actually shaped the person’s character and could also influence his whole future, for good and for bad.  Indeed, the name assumed the individuality of the one who bore it, and knowing a person’s name meant having power over him to bend him to one’s own will.  In short, the name and its bearer became one and the same thing.  This, in part, explains why the ineffable Name of G-d was kept such a close secret and in Temple times was pronounced only on one day in the year, Yom Kippur.  So close was the secret, that the real pronunciation was, in the process of time, forgotten.

This identification of the name with its bearer has led to the creation of such liturgical expressions as “blessed be He and blessed be His Name” or “blessed be the Name of His glorious Majesty”.

In this connection, an amusing story appeared in an Israeli Rabbinic Annual, about a Mohel who found himself in a queen predicament.  He was officiating at a berit milah one day and came to that part of the ceremony in which he had to say the prayer beginning “O our G-d and the G-d of our fathers! Preserve this child to his father and to his mother and let his name be called in Israel…”  Here he turned enquiringly to the father, as if to say: Well?  What are you going to call his name in Israel?  He nearly collapsed when the father replied: “Nimrod”.  Imagine! Nimrod was one of the arch-enemies of G-d and would have destroyed our father Abraham before he even started to spread the true faith and here was a Jewish father ready to give his son a name like that in Israel!  The Model refused outright and appealed to the Rabbinate for guidance.

Obviously, no direct ruling could be given and a wide-ranging discussion broke out both among the general public and in halachic circles.  Proof of the importance of the name was culled from many sources.  To take an example: in the Book of Proverbs we read: The memory of the righteous is for a blessing, but the name of the wicked shall rot”. The question is then asked: “Can a name rot”?  “No”, says the commentator, “a name cannot rot.  It is the body that rots; thus the name and the body are identical.

This view is also held by one of the disciples of Rabbi Solomon ben Aderet, in a book entitled “Or ha-Ganuz”.  Rabbi Moses ben Nachman of the twelfth century supports this belief and quotes many texts in confirmation.

A passage in the Midrash Tanchuma states categorically that a parent must see to it that his son is called by a propitious name, because the name exercises a potential influence for good or for evil.  According to the Sepher Hasidim the name can affect the fortunes, not only of the person who bears it, but also of his children and grandchildren for many generations.

The age-old custom of changing the name of a mortally sick person, especially to names like Chayim, Alter (or Chaye, Alte for a female) is doubtless familiar to most.  One of the mitzvot that enabled the Israelites to deserve redemption from Egyptian bondage was the fact that they kept their Hebrew names and did not change them to Egyptian ones.

To sum up:  according to the din it is forbidden to give a Jewish child the name of a wicked person, even if he is a Jew.  Nor is it permitted to give him the name of a non-Jew even if he is a good one.  The classical exception to this rule occurred in the days of Alexander the Great.  In the course of his victorious march through the Near East he visited Eretz Yisrael.  The heads of the Jewish community came out in state to meet him and he showed them great friendship.  He even offered to visit the Temple and make sacrifice there to the G-d of Israel.  The elders tactfully explained that this would not be possible but, instead, as a token of gratitude, they would decree that all baby boys born in the year of his visit would be named Alexander.  And this is how it came about that so many Jews bear this Greek name. 

And to come back to our Mohel who started us on this discussion, he was advised not to refuse his services to parents who wanted to give their sones non-Jewish names but to try gentle persuasion.  If the worst cam eto the worst, they could choose a Jewish name for th eberit and then call the boy by any name they liked.  Is not that, in fact, what we in the diaspora actually do and have done since time immemorial?

So, what’s in a name?
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