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Hearing the Words of Shema

(Orach Chaim:Siman 62)

Mishneh:

The Mishneh in Berachos 15a brings a machlokes Tannaim whether someone who said the Shema inaudibly is yotzei his chiuv. Rebbe Yehudah holds that he is yotzei. Rebbe Yosi holds that he is not yotzei.

Gemara:

The Gemara on 15a there explains that the machlokes depends on how you understand the passuk of “Shema Israel …”.

Rebbe Yehudah understands the word “Shema” in the passuk to be referring to “understanding” what you say. This would require saying the Shema in a language that you understand. Therefore provided that you understand the meaning of the words you are reading your Krias Shema is valid even if you didn’t recite the words audibly.

Rebbe Yosi understands the passuk of “Shema” in the passuk to have a dual meaning. One of the meanings of the word Shema is to understand the meaning of the words you are reading (like above in Rebbe Yehudah). The second meaning is to hear the words come out of your own mouth (i.e. to recite them at an audible decibel level).  

Gemara:

The Gemara on 15b says that the halacha follows Rebbi Yehudah. Therefore even if a person said the Shema at an inaudible decibel level he is yotzei. 

The Gemara deliberates whether we can take this opinion of Rebbe Yehudah so far that even lechatchilah a person is allowed to say the Krias Shema inaudibly or not. The conclusion is that lechatchilah even according to Rebbe Yehudah you must try to make the words audible to your own ears in order to be yotzei.

Shulchan Aruch (62:3):

He brings down this halacha from the Gemara. Therefore lechatchilah a person has to say the Shema at an audible decibel level. However b’dieved if he said the Shema inaudibly he is yotzei provided that he understood the meaning of the words that he said.

Mishneh Brurah (62:4):

There is a machlokes whether the chiuv lechatchilah to say the words of the Shema audibly is a chiuv d’orysa (this is a real drasha from the word “Shema”) or if this is a chiuv derabanan (and the drasha on the word Shema is just an Asmachtah).


Tosafos Anshei Shem:

He explains that this machlokes is really based on a more fundamental issue regarding whether the Torah speaks in lechatchila/ bidieved terms or not. The Rishonim actually disagree regarding this point.


Ravad (quoted in the Rashba):

He is of the opinion that it is shayach for the Torah to speak in lechatchila/ bidieved terms. The machlokes between Rebbe Yehudah and Rebbe Yosi according to  the maskanah of the Gemara is whether in this case the Torah intended to teach that you should make your words audible just lechatchilah (Rebbe Yehudah) or did the Torah mean that you must do this even bidieved (Rebbe Yosi).


Rav Ovadiah Bartenurah:

He disagrees and says that it is not shayach for the Torah to speak in lechatchila. Bidieved terms. Therefore if you see that Rebbe Yehudah holds that you are yotzei bidieved even if you didn’t say the words of Shema audibly that is itself a proof that he understood this halacha to be a chiuv derabanan. The Rabbis patterned their halachos in this format. The real drasha of the word Shema is coming to teach that you must understand the words you are reading. Rebbe Yosi reasons that the word Shema in the verse is truly coming to teach both that you must understand the words of Shema and that you must say the words audibly. These two concepts even go hand in hand (see Rashi in the Gemara). Since the halacha of saying the words audibly is a chiuv d’orysa it must be that it is meakeiv even bidieved. 
  

Tosafos:

Tosafos on Berachos 15b “Aval” explains that according to the maskanas hagemara we learn out this halacha of Shema to all other mitzvos (and berachos). Therefore by all other mitzvos and Berachos lechatchilah you must make the words audibly but b’dieved as long as you understand the words that you are reading you are yotzei.

Shulchan Aruch (185:2, 206:3):

Based on this Tosafos he poskins that by Birkas Hamazon as well as all other Berachos a person should hear the words he is saying lechatchila. B’dieved he is yotzei without hearing the words like by the Shema itself. 

Mishneh Brurah (62:5):

He comments based on the above that for the Birchos Krias Shema lechatchilah a person should make sure to say the words audibly.

Shulchan Aruch/ Rema (61:26):

Even though we said that lechatchilah a person must say the Shema at an audible decibel level nevertheless the prevailing custom is to say the first passuk of the Shema loudly in order to arouse kavanah.

Until now we have learned that when a person says the words of Shema or any other Beracho lechatchila he must say them audibly. B’dieved he is yotzei even if he did not say the words audibly. The question is whether just thinking the words without moving the lips at all will be valid b’dieved?

Mishneh:

The Mishneh in Beracho20b says that a Baal Keri can think the words of the Kriasm Shema in his heart and be yotzei. 

Gemara:

The Amoraim there discuss the meaning of the Mishneh. One opinion says that this is a proof that thought is the same as speech since otherwise it would be meaningless for the Baal Keri to think the Shema. 

The second opinion says that really thought is not like speech the only reason the Baal Keri should think the Shema is not to be yotzei but so that he doesn’t look like he is a kofer.

Rabbeinu Chananel:

He poskins like the second opinion. Therefore thinking the words is definitely not like saying them.

Shulchan Aruch (62:3, 185:2, 206:3):

As a result he says that by Shema, its Berachos, and all other mitzvos and Berachos merely thinking the words is not a sufficient fulfillment of the mitzvah.

Yerushalmi:

The Yerushalmi says that if a person is in a situation of sickness or oneis due to body or place disqualifications then he should still think the words of the Shema or the Beracho he is involved in. 


Mishneh Brurah (62:7):

Since we already poskined that thought is not like speech there is no way to think that you are yotzei in this case. The Yerushalmi means that you should think it anyway and since you are b’oneis, Hashem will give reward for the effort like any other oneis. He points out that since you are definitely not yotzei the mitzvah with this thought, therefore if the oneis goes away before the time of Shema passes you would have a chiuv to say it.

Shulchan Aruch/ Rema (62:4):

This Yerushalmi is the halacha. Therefore a person who is sick or has some other oneis like body or place disqualifications should think the Shema and Hashem will give him some form of reward like any other oneis. 

The poskim bring down that there is a very fundamental qualification to apply to this Yerushallmi

Rema (ibid.):

We know that the source for the issur of saying Divrei Kedusha in a place which has tzoah or urine in it comes from the passuk in Devarim ( )“And your camp will be holy”. This disqualification has nothing to do with seeing the tzoah it has to do with its presence in your area. Chazal says that in such a place it is not only assur to say Divrei Kedusha but even to think Divrei Kedusha. 

Based on this there is a problem with applying the halacha of the Yerushalmi to the oneis situations of having tzoah in your place or having hands or a body that are completely unfit for davening to the extent that your area is not “Holy”. In such situations it is assur even to think Divrei Kedusha!

Therefore the Rema says in order to interface the Yerushalmi with what we know to be the halacha by tzoah and “guf aino nuki” we are forced to say that there is a difference between Tzoah and dirt. The halacha of the Yerushalmi only applies to thinking Shema in a dirty place or when the persons body or hands are dirty. However if there is tzoah or the like in this place (place disqualification) or a person has a strong urge to relieve himself (body disqualification) it is assur for him even to think Divrei kedusha in this place.

Mishneh Brurah (62:9):

If a person is in a situation where he can’t even think the words of Divrei Kedusha he should think how he has a chiuv to say them but can’t fulfill that chiuv. For the tzaar that the person feels in not being able to fulfill the chiuv or even think the words, Hashem will also give a reward.


The Mishneh Brurah brings an example of how to apply the Yerushalmi. He say if a person wakes up in the middle of the night and needs a drink but can’t make it to wash his dirty hands due to his great thirst he  may think the Beracho of Shehacol. Nevertheless the Mishneh Brurah brings a dissenting opinion that says that this is not considered an oneis since it is easily possible to fix, he’s just to lazy to do it. Therefore lemaseh the definition of oneis regarding this halacha is “impossible” not “extremely difficult”.

The Shulchan Aruch brings down another relevant halacha to hearing the words of Shema.


Shulchan Aruch (62:5): 

The Shatz should say the first passuk of Shema loudly in order that all the people in the shul will have an easier time saying eth Shema together. We want to encourage every one to say the Shema together so that the “Kabbalas Ol malchus Shamayim” will be done by the tzibbur”. This is a higher form of fulfilling this great precept.

We mentioned above in passing that both Rebbe Yehudah and Rebbe Yosi agree that the word “Shema” teaches us that you must understand the words that you are reading. (This means that you must say the Shema in a language that you understand. We will now explore this concept in greater detail.

Mishneh:

The Mishneh in Sotah 32a says that Shema, Shemoneh Esrei, and Birkas Hamazon can all be said in any language.


Gemara:

The Gemara in Sotah 32b-33a explains that there is a unique reason for why each one of these mitzvos can be said in any language.

By Krias Shema the Torah writes the word “Shema”, which means “in any language that you understand”. 

Shemoneh Esrei is a plea for mercy from God. Therefore it has to be expressed from the depths of your heart. You can only express your deepest emotions in a language that you fully understand.

Birkas Hamazon can be said in any language because you must bless Hashem (i.e. identify the greatness of Hashem and thank Him for all of the kindness that He does for us). It is almost impossible to accomplish this goal when speaking in a language that you don’t understand.

It is somewhat difficult to understand why only these three mitzvos were mentioned in the Mishnah. Are we supposed to assume from this that all other mitzvos of speech (like Hallel, Kiddush/ Havdalah, and other Berachos) must be said specifically in Hebrew?


Tosafos:

He explains that in fact you can say these other mitzvos in any language as well. The reason they weren’t listed in the Mishnah is because the Tannah was only dealing with mitzvos where the Torah requires you to understand the words you are saying. He holds that by Hallel, Kiddush/ Havdalah, and other Berachos there is no halachic requirement to understand the words you are saying. 


Rashash:

He questions where the Tosafos knew that you don’t need to understand the words you are saying by these other mitzvos. In fact he brings proof that by Hallel you do in fact need to understand the words you are saying!


Yerushalmi:

The commentaries on the Yerushalmi explain that even by these other mitzvos you need to understand the meaning of the words you are saying.


Bach:



The Bach adds that it is a mitzvah min hamuvchar to say everything in Hebrew.


Biur Halacha (62:2 Bechol Lashon):

Lemaseh the Biur Halacha poskins like the Yerushalmi. Therefore if you want to say Hallel, Kiddush/ Havdalah, or other Berachos in any other language than Hebrew, you must understand that language. 

He adds that the definition of a language regarding this matter is “an official recognized language in this country”. Therefore even if you and your friends understand Japanese you can’t say the Shema in Japanese unless it is a recognized language in this country. 


Mishneh Brurah (62:3 and 101:13 see BH)

He says that in Hebrew you are always yotzei any of the above-mentioned mitzvas even if you don’t understand what you are saying. This is difficult to understand since we have established that you must understand the words you are saying by all speech related mitzvos. He answers that the requirement to understand the words you are saying is only a chiuv lechatchilah by all other mitzvos other than the Shema. By Shema the requirement to understand the words you are saying is meakeiv even b’dieved. The importance of saying these mitzvos in the original Hebrew text outweighs the chiuv lechatchilah to understand the meaning of the words you are saying. Even by Krias Shema we say that it is so uncommon that a Jew doesn’t know enough to say the first passuk of Shema in Hebrew and understand what he is saying. Therefore it is not justified for him to say the Shema in any other language.

Nowadays there is a problem meikar hadin to say Shema (which is a d’orysa chiuv) in any other language. This is because it is difficult to know the exact meaning in Hebrerw of certain words like “Veshinantam”. Also some other languages don’t have words for the Hebrew words like “Totafos” and “Es”. 

In regards to the Shemoneh Esrei the Mishneh Brurah brings down the Magen Avraham who says that it is preferable to daven in the language you understand assuming that your intention is to daven with more kavanah. If your intention is to take the easy way out by not learning the Hebrew then it is better to just read the Hebrew even though you don’t understand it. There are two reasons for this.

a) Hebrew is a more choice language than any other and a more spiritual language than any other.

b) The Men of the Great Assembly established the Hebrew texts of all of these mitzvos. In doing so they chose specific Hebrew words in a very specific order and construction. They incorporated many great secrets and deep spiritual concepts in the Hebrew text. If you say the Tefillah in Hebrew you have some connection to these secrets. In any other language you are only saying a translation of the most superficial and simple meaning of the Hebrew words. You therefore have no connection to all of these deep and lofty secrets.

Under all circumstances it is assur to permanently daven in a different language other than Hebrew or to establish a custom in a shul that the Shatz should daven in a different language than Hebrew. 

