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tion of a deficiency in emunah. Yaakov Avinu, on the other 
hand, viewed nature as a miracle, and thus would not have 
any of his zechusim diminished by using a "miracle." 
 
The Gemara (Sanhedrin 94) says that Chizkiyahu, who wit-
nessed many miracles, never sang Shira.  Rav Moshe explains 
that Chizkiyahu did not sing Shira because he was not im-
pressed by miracles. For Chizkiyahu, everything was miracu-
lous. Therefore, "miracle miracles" were not that different 
than "nature miracles" and thus did not inspire him to sing 
Shira. 
   
The Gemara (Taanis 25), tells us the famous story of Rabbi 
Chanina ben Dosa, who lit vinegar because he did not have 
any oil for light. Rabbi Chanina ben Dosa proclaimed that just 
as Hashem commanded that oil should burn and produce 
light, He can command vinegar to burn as well. For Rabbi 
Chanina ben Dosa, everything was a nes – oil burning was no 
less of a nes than vinegar burning.   
    
Chanukah will begin I”YH next Shabbos. The Beis Yosef asks 
his famous question: why was the nes of Chanukah estab-
lished for eight days?; if there was enough oil for one day, 
the fact that it burned eight days should represent only seven 
days of miracles?!  
Perhaps we can apply Rav Moshe’s explanation to answer 
this question. The seven days of Chanukah commemorate the 
nes of oil burning longer than expected, but the extra day 
commemorates the miracle of nature – that oil burns at all! 
That in itself is a nes! We should train ourselves to appreciate 
the day-to-day, mundane miracles as well.  
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T he parsha begins with the pasuk "And Yaakov sent mala-
chim ahead of him to Esav his brother.”  In the context 
of this posuk, “malachim” refers to “messengers.”  

Rashi, however, states that the word “malachim” is to be 
taken literally, meaning actual angels.  
 
In Darash Moshe, Rav Moshe Feinstein, zt"l, raises the follow-
ing question: Why would Yaakov Avinu have used angels for 
this mission when he could have accomplished the same re-
sults with human beings? All things being equal, a person 
should shy away from using miracles, just as Hashem shies 
away from performing miracles. Miracles are only used under 
the most special of circumstances when miraculous events are 
necessary. In fact, if Hashem performs a miracle for a person, 
"his merits are diminished." In other words, the miracle costs 
the beneficiary because he caused Hashem to change nature. 
Therefore, Yaakov Avinu’s decision to send actual malachim to 
his brother Eisav is puzzling. 
 
Rav Moshe explains that a person who reaches the level of 
“Hashalem” - spiritual completeness - is not more awed by a 
miracle than a normal act of nature. He need not ever experi-
ence an “out of the ordinary” nes to enhance his emunah, his 
belief in Hashem, because he is keenly aware that “nature” is 
Hashem’s creation, and there is no greater miracle than con-
stant acts of nature. 
  
Yaakov Avinu attained this level. He realized that everything in 
nature was a nes. From Yaakov Avinu’s perspective, whether 
he sent two human beings to meet Eisav or two angels was 
irrelevant; the missions would be equally miraculous in his 
eyes. The concept/reality that Hashem subtracts from a per-
son's merits if a miracle is necessitated on his behalf only ap-
plies to people who are amazed at miracles but do not appre-
ciate the nes of nature. This lack of appreciation is an indica-
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Naming a Child 
Rabbi Henoch Plotnik 

O ne of the most exciting opportunities afforded to parents of a 
newborn baby is assigning a name to their child. To be sure, this 
is not a matter to be taken lightly, as the Midrash Tanchuma 

(Ha’azinu) teaches us that one should always be careful to choose a 
name that will enable one’s child to become a tzaddik; the name can 
actually influence the child’s destiny. The sefer Magid Maysharim 
(containing revelations which were imparted to the Bais Yosef) states 
that any boy named Avrohom has a natural inclination towards chesed. 
The name Yosef gives one an extra measure of willpower against temp-
tation and a feeling of responsibility toward his fellow man, both charac-
teristics of Yosef HaTzaddik. Rav Chaim Volozhiner (Nefesh HaChaim) 
adds that this may have been Yaakov’s intention when he said 
“Hamalach hagoel osi… v’yikorai vahem shemi.” When our children are 
named after the Avos, they feel obligated and privileged to live up to 
the legacies of the Avos, and emulate their deeds and middos. It is also 
well known that a father names his child with the agreement of Hashem 
himself, because the potential of the child is alluded to by his name 
(Arizal). 

Previous generations would name their children after significant events. 
Our generation lacks the ability to determine the relative significance of 
events; therefore, we name our children after our forbearers and tzad-
dikim (Midrash Rabbah, P’ Noach). According to the Ben Ish Chai, a 
person’s name is so connected to his essence, that the mere mention 
of one’s first name strengthens his “chiyus” and thus should not be 
ignored in favor of any other form of address. (It is printed in the name 
of HaRav Elazar Menachem Shach zt”l that a name should not be 
changed for any reason, short of sakanas nefashos, because one is 
tampering with this very essential connection to the neshama.) In this 
vein, the sefer Maayana Shel Torah quotes Reb Zvi Elimelech of Dinov, 
who maintains that even Pharoah understood the power of names. He 
therefore demanded that Yocheved and Miriam be called Shifra and 
Puah, for as long as they carried their given Jewish names they couldn’t 
possibly relent and kill Jewish babies. By assigning them Egyptian 
names (or perhaps names given by an Egyptian), he hoped that their 
natures might change and leave them vulnerable and more likely to 
acquiesce to his wicked scheme. 

The custom to name a boy at his bris has numerous sources in Midrash 
and Zohar ( See Pirkei D’Rav Eliezer ch.48 and  Zohar Lech Lecha, for 
two. There are a host of others mentioned in various seforim.) If a baby 
boy’s bris cannot be performed on time, there are a number of shitos 
concerning the correct time to name him. The Chamudei Daniel offers 
an opinion that the name be given before the eighth day, before the 
baby is considered an “arel.” He acknowledges another custom to sim-
ply postpone the naming until the bris. If the boy qualifies for a pidyon 
haben, he should be named then (see She’arim M’tzeryim B’halacha 
164:7). According to Rav Yosef Eliyahu Henkin zt”l (Edus L’Yisroel), 
however, one should always wait until the bris to name the child. 

Customs abound concerning the naming of a girl. One custom is to 
name her at the father’s first occasion for an aliyah to the Torah. Others 

wait until a Shabbos aliyah. Some do not name a daughter until she is 
five days old, while others wait until the baby’s mother goes to shul. 
(See Kuntres V’Yikoreh Shemo B’Yisroel from Rav Yosef Oppenheimer 
zt”l of Argentina for an exhaustive treatment of these various min-
hagim.) 

When the baby girl is named, it is appropriate to make a seudah in 
honor of the occasion because that is when her holy neshama descends 
from olam ha’elyon. An allusion to this minhag is found in the pasuk 
“kriay mo’ed anshei shem”- we celebrate a mo’ed when we name our 
children (Ta’amei Minhagim #929, kuntres acharon). Many families are 
thus particular to host a kiddush specifically in conjunction with the 
naming, as opposed to a random Shabbos. 

It is deemed particularly appropriate to connect a child’s name to the 
significant days or Yomim Tovim of the season of his birth. Seforim men-
tion the name Shabsi for a Shabbos baby (Divrei Chaim ll #134), one of  
the ushpizin for a Succos baby, Matisyahu or the name of the nasi cor-
responding to the kriyas haTorah for Chanukah, Rachamim for a child 
born on Yom Kippur, etc. 

The accepted custom in many communities is that the mother chooses 
the first child’s name and the father chooses the name of the second 
child. They then continue to take turns as the family grows. An interest-
ing reason has been suggested as to how this custom developed (see 
the Torah journal Noam, Vol.13 p. 295). Since a woman has been sepa-
rated from her family, we attempt to comfort her and reinforce her family 
ties. She was therefore given the opportunity to name a child after her 
relatives. One exception to this minhag is when the father can fulfill his 
mitzvah of kibud av v’em by naming the first child after a deceased 
parent. In the unfortunate circumstance that the baby’s mother does not 
have a parent either, she should defer to her husband (see Shu’t Be’er 
Moshe Vol 1-603). Since these issues can be very sensitive, shalom 
bayis should be paramount  in a couple’s mind when navigating this 
great privilege. In-laws would do well not to complicate the issue with 
well-meaning, if unwanted advice. 

An interesting question arises when the wrong name is given acciden-
tally, either because the gabbai mistakenly said the wrong name, or the 
father submitted the wrong name to him. Although a shai’lo is always in 
order, the sefer Bris Avos (quoted in Otzar HaBris from Rav Yossele 
Weisberg ZT”L, the legendary mohel of Yerushalayim) says the name 
can be changed, although preferably not completely, but rather by add-
ing another name. It is also brought in the name of the Maharam Brisk 
that if it was only the gabbai who erred, the error may be ignored en-
tirely. It is reported in the name of the Steipler zt”l that a name doesn’t 
“attach” itself to the neshama until 30 days after a child’s birth; there-
fore a name can be changed up until that time. A similar idea is found in 
the sefer Yeshuos Malka (authored by Rav Yehoshua M’Kutna) concern-
ing a girl who had the same name as her mother-in-law to be.  Out of 
concern for the widely accepted practice of avoiding such a shidduch, 
she was told to add a name at least 30 days before the wedding. As 
always, every case should be discussed with a responsible halachic 
authority. 
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