


be found in Sanhedrin 4b. The 
Gemara there tells us that Rabbi 
Akiva used foreign languages 
a s  p r o o f  t h a t  t h e  t e f i l l i n 
shel  rosh  must contain four 
compartments. He derives this 
by way of the Torah’s expression 
for the tefillin shel rosh, which is 
Totafot. Now, ‘tot’ in the ancient 
language of Kaspi means ‘two’, 
and ‘fot’ in early African means 

‘two’-  the etymolog y of the 
word Totafot thus indicates two 
plus two. This makes a total of 
four, which refers to the number 
of compartments required. 

The Margolios HaYam asks how 
it can be possible to use non-
Jewish languages to interpret 
the Torah. Surely only a holy 
lexicon can be employed to 
expound Scripture! He answers 
t ha t  b e c ause  a l l  lang uages 
ultimately stem from Hebrew, 
which is the world’s or iginal 
tongue, many ‘foreign’ words 
are really clandestine Hebraic 
derivatives. Therefore, ‘tot’ and 
‘fot’ can provide an etymological 
revelation of the meaning of a 
Torah word.

The 19th century philosopher, 
Ludwig Wittgenstein, said that 
the l imits of one’s language 
means the limits of one’s world. 
I,  for one, would agree. Not 
only  are  the  words  we use 
pivotal in our everyday lives, 
but also, as religious Jews, we 
are keenly aware of the spiritual 
significance of language in the 
context of our Torah study and 
tefillah.  Biblical Hebrew and 
Talmudic Aramaic certainly play 
an important role in an authentic 
Jewish life; however, are these 
the l imit s  o f  our  col lec t ive 
linguistic experience? Indeed, 
what role does Judaism ascribe 
to other languages?

In this week’s sedra, the Torah 
gives us a breathtaking insight 
into the function of the foreign 
tongues in Jewish thought:

‘Beyond the Jordan,  in  the 
land of Moav, Moshe   began 
elucidating (be’er) this Torah, 
saying…’ (Devarim 1:5)

Rashi states that this passuk 
indicates that Moshe Rabbeinu 
explained the Torah to the Jewish 

people in seventy languages. 
According to the Maharal, the 
basis for this interpretation is 
the Hebrew word be’er, which 
denotes a clarification process. 
This implies that the Torah was 
expounded in a manner that 
made it accessible to all; it was 
translated into all contemporary 
languages.

The Sfat Emet writes that the 
pu r p os e  o f  t r a ns la t i n g  t h e 
Torah into other languages was 
to imbue these tongues with 
kedushah so that the Jews in 
galut would be able to maintain 
a connection with Torah no 
ma t te r  w h e re  t h ey  may b e 
exiled.

Which languages were these? 
In Bereishit 11:1 -9, the Torah 
tells us that Hashem created 
these sevent y languages at 
the time of the Tower of Bavel 
by deliberately distorting the 
lash o n  h ako d e sh  -  t h e  Holy 
Tongue; what one could call 
Biblical Hebrew. 

The relationship between foreign 
languages and the Torah can 

Furthermore, the keys to each 
of these languages are hidden 
within the Tor ah i tself.  The 
members of the Sanhedrin had 
to have a command of seventy 
languages in order to ser ve. 
Does this mean that these holy 
sages attended an intensive 
ulpan programme in order to 
gain multilingual proficiency? Of 
course not! Rather, they knew 

the Torah’s linguistic secrets to 
decipher lashon hakodesh. Thus, 
they were able to understand 
the core language codes and 
could therefore converse in all 
tongues.

This fundamental hypothesis 
expands the borders of our 
linguistic horizon. It enhances 
our appreciation of Torah as 
a universal truth, and Hebrew 
as mother of all tongues. This 
lesson has had a profound impact 
on me and, over the years, I have 
obser ved that many Engl ish 
words may well be traced back 
to Hebraic ancestors. 

Some Engl ish words exhibit 
clear origins in Hebrew. L’pared 
(to separate) = to part, Behemah 

once we embrace all language as a bridge to Hashem, we 
will be empowered to transcend our linguistic limitations
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