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She'elah 

What are the obligations of the community, and specifically of congregations, toward physically and 
mentally disabled persons? (CCAR Committee on Justice and Peace) 

Teshuvah 

Jewish tradition speaks repeatedly of the role that elderly, deaf, blind, mentally and physically 
handicapped persons play in the ritual and ceremonial realm, but there is little discussion of the 
community's obligation toward such persons. What follows is a brief overview of the relevant attitudes 
found in the biblical and rabbinic sources, and the Reform perspectives we might bring to them. 

1. Blind Persons. 

We are obligated to treat a blind person (ivver) with special consideration. For example, the 
Torah prohibits putting a stumbling block before the blind and warns, "Cursed be the one who causes the 
blind to wander out of the way."1 

However, tradition saw the blind as lacking certain legal and ritual capacities.2 and a talmudic 
passage, contains different opinions about issues affecting the sightless. What is remarkable about it is 
that, at its end, a blind Torah scholar's reaction to the discussion becomes "the last word" on the matter. 

R. Joseph [who was blind] stated: Formerly I used to say: "If someone would tell me that the halakhah is 
in accordance with R. Judah who declared that a blind person is exempt from the commandments, I 
would make a feast for our Rabbis, because though I am not obligated I still perform commandments. " 
But I have heard the statement of R. Hanina, who said that greater is the reward of those who are 
commanded to do [mitzvot] than of those who without being commanded [but merely do them of their own 
free will]. If someone would tell me that the halakhah is [after all] not in accordance with R. Judah, I would 
make a feast for our Rabbis, because if I am enjoined to perform commandments the reward will be 
greater for me.3 

In general, the halakhah goes with R. Hanina and obligates the blind to observe all the commandments, 
though there were numerous discussions about it.4 Thus, while the Shulchan Arukh rules that the blind 
may not say the blessing over the havdalah candles, otherauthorities permit them to recite all the 
benedictions for the ceremony.5 Further, the blind are obligated to wear tzitzit, even though the wording of 
Numbers 15:39 would seem to demand eyesight for the fulfillment of this mitzvah.6 We also learn that two 
blind rabbis recitedthe Pesach Haggadah for themselves as well as others.7 2. Deaf Persons The deaf 
person (cheresh) is dealt with in the Mishnah: 

We have learnt: "Wherever the Sages speak of cheresh, [it means] one who can neither hear nor speak." 
This [would imply] that he who can speak but not hear, or hear but not speak is obligated [to do 
all mitzvot]. We have [thus] learnt what our Rabbis taught: One who can speak but not hear is 
termed cheresh: one who can hear but not speak is termed illeim [mute]; both are deemed sensible in all 
that relates to them. 



This passage is contradictory in that it offers two definitions of the word cheresh, one who is a deaf-
mute and one who is simply deaf. 

Said Ravina, and according to others, Rava: [Our mishnah] is defective and should read thus: All are 
bound to appear [at the Temple] and to rejoice (Deuteronomy 16:14), except a cheresh that can speak 
but not hear, [or] hear but not speak, who is exempt from appearing [at the Temple]; but though he is 
exempt from appearing, he is obligated to rejoice. One, however, that can neither hear nor speak (as well 
as a shoteh [simpleton]) and a minor are exempt from rejoicing, since they are exempt from all the 
precepts stated in the Torah.8 

In our day, R. Eliezer Waldenberg holds that anyone who can hear anything at all, including using 
a hearing aid and that anyone who can speak is considered pikei'ach (as if without disability) and 
therefore obligated regarding all mitzvot, except those that require hearing. They are 
married d'oraita (based on Torah law directly) and require biblically ordained divorce.9 Under this very 
limited definition of cheresh, most people with hearing and speaking disabilities will be considered as 
having no handicap. 

Similarly, R. David Bleich maintains that the ability to speak, no matter how acquired and even if 
the speech acquired is imperfect, is sufficient to establish full competence in all areas of 
halakhah.10 However, he notes that the status of a normal person who subsequently becomes a deaf-
mute is the subject of controversy among halakhic authorities. Some consider them to be like congenital 
deaf-mutes, while others hold that such persons are not to be regarded as legally incompetent.11 

The development of schools for the deaf was one of the greatest factors in liberalizing halakhic 
thinking regarding deaf and mute persons. R. Isaac Herzog, chief rabbi of Israel until 1959, ruled that, 
"'those [rabbis] who remain in the ivory tower and say the schools [for the deaf] are not good enough do 
not realize the techniques that have been developed in the schools.' He goes on to describe the 
techniques used in the schools and suggests that once they are known, one's point of view must change. 
You have got to do so and then remove all limitations that still exist surrounding the technically deaf-
mute."12 

3. Otherwise Physically Disabled Persons. 

Little systematic consideration is found in rabbinic sources regarding their needs. Such handicapped 
persons are permitted to recite the Megillah while standing or sitting. We find a discussion about 
prostheses worn on Shabbat, and such exceptional circumstances as a woman's ability to 
perform chalitzah (the removal of a shoe from her brother-in-law who refuses to marry her)13 when her 
hand was amputated. The Sages generally attempted to include handicapped or disfigured individuals in 
public ceremonies, except when their participation would cause people to gawk at them rather than 
concentrate on worship.14 

4. Mentally Disabled Persons. 

The word shoteh ("simpleton," "imbecile" or "idiot") has generally been taken to refer to a 
mentally disabled individual. However, close examination of the use of the word in the Mishnah and 
Talmud reveals that there are two basic kinds of shotim: 

(1) the mentally ill and the retarded (little distinction is made between the two), and 

(2) the morally deficient who do not act in accordance with the communal ethos, though having 
the intelligence to do so. 



Tradition identified particular types of behavior as falling in category (1) of the definition: One that goes 
out alone at night, spends the night in a cemetery, tears his garments, or always loses things. 15 Clearly, 
these activities were meant to characterize the mentally ill rather than the retarded. 

In our day, R. Moshe Feinstein differentiated between a peti (the mentally retarded whom the community 
must provide with an education once s/he has reached the understanding of a six-year-old) and 
the shoteh. He urged the welcoming of the peti to synagogue worship once s/he has reached majority (12 
or 13 years of age) and would count such a person in a minyan. On the other hand, he would not include 
ashoteh who might be diagnosed as severely mentally ill and truly unaware of, or unable to relate to a 
worship service. Even so, such persons should be encouraged to join as much as possible in the life of 
the community, to the degree that they can do so without being disruptive to others or are themselves 
unhappy.16 

5. Reform Perspectives. 

We should be sensitive to the fact that disabled persons, particularly the deaf, have traditionally been 
regarded in light of what they can notdo, rather than considering positively the unique capabilities they 
have. We should encourage the inclusion of all disabled persons in our congregations and, where 
indicated, encourage the formation of special support groups. 

Our she'elah asks whether the community or congregation has an express "obligation" in this respect. 
The answer is yes with regard to the principle. We deal here with a mitzvah and include it under 
the obligations we have with regard to our fellow human beings (mitzvot bein adam l'chaveiro), and 
the important part such mitzvot play in Reform Jewish life and theology.17 

Of course, their application must be considered in the context of the congregation's and rabbi's 
resources. We cannot obligate any rabbi or congregation to provide special services to all disabled 
persons who come within their purview, but the obligation to be of whatever service possible has the 
status of a mitzvah. Without stating what is or what is not possible in a particular community, the following 
opportunities may serve as examples: 

When we include the disabled in our minyanim, we must attempt to include them fully and facilitate their 
participation in the spiritual life of the community. For instance, large-print and Braille prayer books and 
texts, hearing aids, sign-language interpreters, wheelchair access to all parts of the synagogue building 
and sanctuary, fall under the rubric of mitzvah and present the community with challenges and 
opportunities. New technologies will facilitate in-home electronic participation in services and classes. 
Sometimes, aesthetics and mitzvah may seem to clash: a ramp for wheel chair access to the pulpit may 
present a visual detraction, but it will also be inspiring for the congregation to know that its religious 
obligations toward the handicapped have been fulfilled. And obviously, where new buildings are 
constructed the needs of the disable must be taken into consideration in the planning. As Reform Jews, 
we should allow for a creative interpretation of the mitzvot that would help to incorporate disabled persons 
into the congregation in every respect.18 

In addition to providing physical facilities, we must provide the handicapped with the education that they 
will need to participate fully, or as fully as they can, in the life of the congregation. Where necessary, 
several congregations in the city should combine their resources to make this possible. 

The aim of inclusion of the disabled is their complete participation in Jewish life. Therefore, we would, 
for instance, permit a blind student to read the Torah portion from a Braille Bible, if not from the Torah 
scroll itself though this would not constitute a halakhically sanctioned reading, since it may not be done 
from memory.19 We see the mitzvah of including the deaf as overriding the traditional prohibition. 



A deaf bar/bat mitzvah student, depending on his/her capacity, could read from the Torah, or write a 
speech and have someone else deliver it, or deliver it in sign language him/herself and have an 
interpreter speak it to the congregation.20 

Mentally disabled persons could be encouraged to do as much as possible. 

Many of these issues are not only similar to, but directly concern, elderly individuals. Indeed, hearing, 
visual, mental and physical disabilities often come as part of the aging process. Just as the Jewish 
community has gone out of its way to provide proper facilities for the aged, so should it make adequate 
resources available for the mentally and physically disabled of all ages. The fate of the tablets of the 
Decalogue describes our obligation: "The tablets and the broken fragments of the tablets were deposited 
in the Ark."21 There was no separate ark for the broken tablets: they were kept together with the whole 
ones. 

In sum, our worth as human beings is based not on what we can do but on the fact that we are created in 
God's image.22 We should aim for the maximum inclusion of the disabled in the life of our communities. 
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in Resp. Mas'at Benyamin, # 62, addresses the question whether a blind person may be called to 
the Torah. In doing so, he remarks that he himself has become blind in his old age and that those 
such as R. Yosef Karo (Beit Yosef, OH 141) who prohibit this practice would 'expel me from 
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