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Aramaic: Silent Witness
Rav Chaim Dov Greenes, Machon Aleh Zayis
(1 ,X9) T¥92 15 X7p APY? RMITIY 727 127 15 X

The Sursi (Aramaic) language should not be light in your eyes,
as Hakadosh Baruch Hu shows it honor in the Torah, Neviim and
Kesuvim. In the Torah, as it states “Lavan called it Yegar Sahadusa.”
(Bereishis Rabbah 74:14, Yerushalmi, Sotah 7:2).

Some years ago, [ met a person who

spoke a fluent Aramaic, surprisingly
similar to the leshon haGemara. He told me he was
from Alqosh, Iraq, where the navi Nachum is buried.
The first pasuk of Sefer Nachum confirms the likelihood
of this being his burial place: *Wpyxn oy 1itn — The
vision of Nachum of Algosh.

I met this person shortly before Pesach, and after an
appropriate mention of “Chamra samoka — red wine”
(more on that soon), he bade me as I left his store,
“Eida barichta — a blessed holiday.”

This recalls the first Mishnah in Avodah Zarah: 105
0°2212 7721 YW 177K, which refers to the holidays of avodah zarah.

The Gemara there (2a) cites two opinions as to what the word
11K means, both as derogatory references to the non-Jewish
holidays. Either it means misfortune, as in the pasuk (Devarim
32:35) o1x 0’ 2i7R "3 — For the appointed day of their reckoning
is near; or it is an expression of eidus, testimony (according to
which the word is 17 1°y, with an ayin). Why doesn’t the Gemara
understand it simply as a term for holiday?

Possibly, the Aramaic word “eid” meaning holiday is not part
of leshon HaMishnah, and so it must be a reference to a Hebrew
expression.

In the Rambam’s Peirush HaMishnayos, he seems to give a
third interpretation for 11X, translating it as niYan, “their
nonsense.” The Rambam then adds: “It is forbidden to call
[idolators’ holidays] moadim, because they are nonsense in
comparison to the truth.”

Perhaps this is why the Gemara (and Rambam) refuse to
understand the word 11X to mean “holiday.” If that were the
definition, it would imply that the Mishnah lends some credence
to those days. The Mishnah’s expression must be a derogatory
reference based on another word.

Rav Yehuda Roth related that he, too, met a
fellow conversant in Syriac, a dialect of Aramaic.
When asked if there is any verbal differentiation between the
Aramaic words for wine and donkey, since both are spelled x1n,
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the fellow responded that wine is pronounced chamra, while
donkey is chamara.

Fascinatingly, this subtle distinction preserved in the Syriac
tradition is, ['havdil, attested to in our mesorah; Targum verifies
this. For example, the pasuk (Shemos 34:20) N1 n79m 1inN 1093,
is rendered by Onkelos as X7m°Xa pi19m X1nN7T 8719131, In contrast,
the pasuk (ibid. 29:40) 17 100 ny>21 7011 is rendered niw17 XoOM
RIAMIRI

In fact, the Gemara (Eiruvin 53b) indicates that there is a
difference in these words’ pronunciation. The Gemara
tells of a Galilean who spoke indistinctly, and it was
unclear whether he meant to say donkey or wine
(among other possibilities).

Many sugyos can be read both ways. The Gemara
(Bava Metzia 77b) tells of xamn Y ParT X123 XN
m1an%. Rashi explains that he sold a donkey. The
Maharam wonders how Rashi knows that the Gemara
means a donkey and not wine. The Ritva, however,
agreeing with Rashi, stresses that the proper reading
is XIRnN, not XN (see also Beis Yosef, CM 190). This,
too, is indicative that the difference in pronunciation
is whether the mem has a kamatz sound or a sh’va sound. (See
also Maharil, Likutim 30.)

This distinction may have practical halachic

ramifications. Rav Moshe Feinstein was asked (Igros
Moshe, OC 1:45) if a blind person may bring a seeing-eye dog
into shul. In his response, Rav Moshe cites a Yerushalmi (Megillah
3:3) which states: 773%1 11222 w1 72 RNX PR X1DOY TPHA X 27
"Mn%1 PIAN1 0 1YapA MAPN 119237 RNk — Rabi Imi directed
the teachers: If a person with some connection to Torah comes to you
(in the beis knesses), you should bring him in with his donkey and
vessels. Rav Moshe reasons that a dog is no worse than a donkey,
and so a seeing-eye dog may be brought into shul.

However, this logic only applies if the Yerushalmi’s reading is
mnn, with a kamatz under the mem, meaning donkey. But if the
word is 7m0, with a sh’va, then Rabi Imi allows only bringing
in wine. This would follow the Yerushalmi’s previous discussion.
The Yerushalmi above cites a Baraisa that one may not eat, drink,
or perform other mundane activities in a beis knesses or beis
midrash. The Yerushalmi then cites an opinion that n1o1 "na
D’ TAYNY1 0°NONY N1w1TA "Na1, meaning that talmidei chachamim
may do these things in a beis knesses. The subsequent statement
where Rabi Imi instructs that a Torah student be accepted
"Y1 N, can refer to his vessels and his wine, meaning he
should be allowed to drink in the beis knesses. Accordingly, there
may be no basis for allowing a dog into a shul.
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