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INTRODUCTION 

:"\ll1N1 l'l'l;,)I l'ltJ1.I )t'O M'i"ll J'l;,0 ;,l!I 1nN '(~ N':l.MW :MN MWN:l MWYO 
=c1:in:i )t'O:i nN"U ?:i'"Tpn:i rn:i no ,;i:,N;i rn:i nb !l'll:!.'"lpo )n no lN"l 
'0 ON no1 :io1m » C'1:11 N'nl !M:l'"li'M M'tl J)) ,,IO ,n•:i)I rn::m 'N 

.n1:1:>1 Ml:!:> 11nN ;iy ,wm N':l.O NlMW 'O ,"VJ!JY' 1:1. :1110 ,WJ)l :l'"li'b ll'N'tl 
I .M:!.'"lpn M'tl J)) 1,l'O :'1" 

It happened that one woman brought [for the offering] one handful 
of flour. The priest despised this and said: Look at what you are 
offering! What is there here to eat?! What is there here to offer?! 
[This] then appeared to the priest in a dream: Do not despise her, 
[it is] as if she offers her soul! And is it not accounted for in the 
comparison: And what about the person who does not offer his or 
her soul, it is written here "wm"2

, [with] the one who brings his 
soul [to offer], how much the more so! Thus, it is as if she offers 
her soul.3 

Our world is filled with people with all types of needs, and with al I types of gifts 

to offer. This Midrash gives the account of one woman who had only a handful of flour 

to offer, and of the community leader who struggled to welcome that gift. Once this 

leader was made to realize that the woman's offering was given from her soul, he 

welcomed her gift and, ultimately, welcomed her into the community. However, arriving 

at the point of acceptance ofthe varied gifts of the community members was a challenge 

for the priest in the story. Arriving at a point of acceptance remains a challenge for 

contemporary Jews, who live within the framework of an increasingly complex Jewish 

community. 

Over the course of six years as a student at the Hebrew Union Col!ege-Jewish 

Institute of Religion, I have been fortunate to have a number of outstanding learning 

1 Leviticus Rabbah 3:5 
2 Refers to Leviticus 2: I, ":!.'1pl'1 >:> l!IJ>ll," which is normally translated, "When any 
person shall offer ... " l!!m here can be understood as a person or as a soul 

Translation is mine 
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experiences, both in the classroom and in the fieldwork system. One set of experiences 

opened my eyes to a part of the Jewish community about which I had never given much 

thought. During my second year of the program, I worked with a group of 

developmentally disabled adults, sponsored by Jewish Family Services of Los Angeles, 

called Chaverim. By sharing classes, Shabbat and holiday celebrations, and moments of 

personal transformation with these people, T Clime to understand that although I was sent 

to be their teacher, in fact, they had immense amounts of spirit, knowledge, insight and 

experience to teach each other, and to teach me. Although they were grouped together 

because of similar needs, the gifts that they were each able to offer the group allowed for 

the formation of a cohesive, caring community. 

As a complete outsider who was part of a synagogue community as well, I was 

welcomed into the Chaverim community. Soon, I came to wonder whether, when the 

circumstances were reversed, these individuals would be welcomed into the synagogue 

communities that surrounded them on the streets of Los Angeles. I wondered whether 

they had the opportunity to give their gifts of the spirit to, and have their needs met by, 

the Jewish community in all of its manifestations. Therefore, the question of what the 

obligations of the Jewish community are, and have been, to Jews with special needs 

seemed like a particularly relevant research topic. 

It did not take long to realize that there exists a dearth of input in the Jewish 

tradition, which specifically addresses the obligations of the fully affiliated, mainstream 

Jewish community to Jews with special needs. This i~ not to say that our sacred texts do 

not touch on the role of people with special needs within the community. In fact, in 

running a search on Jewish texts and various special needs, I found a plethora of 
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citations. The great majority of these biblical, rabbinic and modem references, though, 

were not about communal obligations to welcome these individuals, but rather were the 

nt'A- . . . ... . ' . . . ...... - hnw ----le . . . 
with special needs could, and mostly, could not participate in Jewish communal life. 

What follows is a sampling of Jewish texts which highlights issues and questions 

witn wutcn communa.t teaaers nave stru~e.a over ume. :1c1entinc unaer .. anaings ana 

technology have advanced. This has led to an evolution in the questions that the rabbis 

an..! .,..,...., nf nnr tradition have asked. However underlvim~ the nuestion• is a set of core 

values which., by and large, have remained constant throughout Jewish history. This 

paper is an attempt to make sense out of the changing concerns and hesitations which 

. . . . . . . . . .. - - - - - - -
. O J.J.CIY~ ILCIU _<mu ••• • ·a r . 1"t'llU JlGY'°' -

needs into the fabric of the community. 

This paper examines some of the biblical texts and commentaries that help us to 

a---- - • - •• 1n ...... c .. 1. ... - - • ........ ~... Tt •L-- '--1 .... - ---- - · 
- - -

Mishnaic and Talmudic discussions that were developed from the basic biblical precepts 

which came before. Finally; it examines some of the positions of the major movements 

or moaem 1'<ortn f\JJlencan Jewry on tnis topic m oraer to estaonsn now mucn tne reality 

of contemporary Jewish communal life, with regard to Jews with special needs, is a 

- Af'+J.a - llllAf- J...., +l.a. 1 • • • n .. A +J.n+ • • _,,, ... 
. - -

With all of the above being said, it would be unrealistic to say that this paper is an 

exhaustive look at Jewish views on every special need. Rather, it is just a taste. Because 

1 a .. emptea to answer me systemanc quc;sl!on 01 am1uues ano vatues nere, t mtenuonauy 

avoided focus on any particular disability, blemish or condition. However, the paper is 
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reflective of the fact that there is more written on the situation of the deaf Jew and the 

Jew with blemishes, for example, than many other conditions. 

Part of the challenge in compiling sources for this paper is that, over time, names, 

definitions, and classifications of various conditions changed. Tilis is reflected in the 

language used in the different chapters. I attempted to use the language of the text 

instead of the language of contemporary usage. For example, at this point in the twenty 

first century, as the title of this paper suggests, we refer to individuals with 'special 

needs'. In the days of the Bible, of the Rabbis, and even of some ofthe modem-day 

responsa, that phrase did not exist. Rather, terms such as 'conditions', 'blemishes', 

'handicaps' or 'disabilities' are used. To some extent, these phrases reflect the 

understandings of the times in which they were written. 

One final set of caveats regarding language: As the footnotes point out, many of 

the translations given were taken from pre-existing English texts. It is for that reason, 

sticking to the translations chosen, that some of the language used to refer to God is 

gendered. In addition, the subject of many of the laws that are cited is male. This, 

simply, is because since men are generally obligated to many of the precepts discussed, 

the question of variances from those obligations is more applicable to men with special 

needs than to women with special needs. However, that is not to_ say that upon further 

discussion, these questions could not also apply to the case of women, as well. 

The command of Leviticus 19: 14 to not curse the deafand to not put a stumbling 

block before the blind seems simple. However, it is not until we recognize the curses and 

stumbling blocks that already exist that we can proactively remove them and clear the 

s 
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paths in our synagogues and communities so that people with all needs can safely 

participate in Jewish communal life. 

I 
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QIAPrERONE 

Given the reality that there have always been Jews living with varying mental and 

physical capacities within the Jewish community, it is not surprising that there has, and 

continues to be, an evolving discussion about their place within the community. The 

record of this discussion began in the Torah, which has numerous examples of people 

living with special needs. Sarah and Rachel both struggled with infertility. 4 Leah seems 

to have been either visually impaired or awkward looking, or both.5 Moses had a speech 

impediment.6 The list goes on. The reality of special needs is depicted in the Torah 

through narratives about the matriarchs and patriarchs of Jewish tradition. As a 

complement to these examples, the book of Leviticus addresses special needs in legal and 

instructional terms, which, ultimately, begin to set standards for the role of people with 

special needs within the community. This Levitical paradigm is the focus of this paper's 

examination of the biblical foundations for the role of people with special needs within 

the community. 

The book of Leviticus is commonly referred to as o>r.1:> min torat kohanim, 

which can be translated in one of two ways. The first, "instructions for the priests," is an 

accurate depiction of part of the book. Much of Leviticus focuses on what the priests 

should and should not do in and around the Temple, as well as how they should do it. 

The second translation represents much of the rest of the book, "instructions of(or by) 

the priests." In the sections where this applies, the priests call upon the Israelite people to 

live in a certain manner. Both the priests and the Israelites who lived with them were 

4 Genesis 18 and Genesis 30, respectively 
s Genesis 29 
6 Exodus 4 
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influenced by the priestly tradition of holiness, justice and mercy, which permeates the 

book of Leviticus. Ultimately, the Levitical tradition was "concerned with the 

celebration of holiness, the preservation of purity, and the formation of a religious 

community that acknowledged the true God."7 

In the ultimate pursuit of holiness, Leviticus articulated instructions directed to all 

elements of priestly and communal life. To varying degrees, the Levitica\ rules have 

continued to inform contemporary Jewish communal life, though ours is no longer a 

priestly, hierarchical community. By examining the Levitical texts about persons with 

special needs, we will begin to understand the role that those individuals have historically 

played in - or out of - the Jewish community. This, then, can serve as background for 

examining the roles that people with special needs have played throughout Jewish history 

and today. This will lead to questions about where the Jewish community is headed with 

regard to its responsibility to individuals with special needs. 

Leviticus 13: 1-6 

h~;r1t.i;i n..~~ cit;< :i :"(l:lN:? ~-'.i:cl n,'l'O-'i:c M)h~ V'P.l N 
t1vlf"'i:c IQ.mi ~ »~~ 1:i~il-i1i9 i"l,.'tll l'1'lti~ 1J'I no,,,-11'< ~~ 

~~1r1w;i »~-ni;c \ttlltt il,1$11 l :C',:rQfliJ 1']~ "T,~-'i;c 1t< lOlliJ 
NlJ1 ~ lJ).d 1"l~il 11)'1;1 Pr.>~ ~*" n_z:ng:t P.~ ;y_p;;i ))~ 1~l'J 
pb~J 1i~il 11)9 Nr.') ni;i~ frJ1'.i~-~1 1 :1,TIN N,lill?l '\!1lliJ ll"1J:l11 

111;iw l':lfrni;c '111lliJ ,,>Vl'.11 ti~ 11.Pti~ M.)~~' 11)11;1-w ti,in1;1-~ 
i1,"1P-N:" l'P~ 1,1;1~ ~*" i"IFll ~:;i¥'tt 01;'~ il:JllV lnJ:l7! i1 :c>,Q? 

1i!N 1iJllV nz:ri1 , C>lYJJ ,,,,~"' o>_i;i? :r~i;iw \1JlliJ \i'~Vl'.11 11)9 l':!1'J 
lDlliJ 1.10,1?1 11>'~ ));11':1 n,"1p-N71 ))~ i"lj.'I:[> MF.11 ft>~"' ~:;i¥'iJ C'!:'~ 

'\ti\?) l'Jµ, 0,P) Nlfl 1ll)Jl9~ 

The Lord spoke to Moses and Aaron saying: When a person has on 
the skin of his body a swelling, a rash, or a discoloration, and it 
develops into a scaly affection on the skin of his body, it shall be 
reponed to Aaron the priest or to one of his sons, the priests. The 
priest shall examine the affection on the skin of his body: if hair in 

7 
The JPS Torah Commentary on Leviticus, Introduction, p. xi 
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the affected patch has turned white and the affection appears to be 
deeper than the skin of his body, it is a leprous affection; when the 
priest sees it, he shall pronounce him unclean. But if it is a white 
discoloration on the skin of his body, which does not appear to be 
deeper than the skin and the hair in it has not turned white, the 
priest shall isolate the affected person for seven days. On the 
seventh day, the priest shall examine him, and if the affection has 
remained unchanged in color and the disease has not spread on the 
skin, the priest shall isolate him for another seven days. On the 
seventh day the priest shall examine him again: if the affection has 
faded and has not spread on the skin, the priest shall pronounce him 
clean. It is a rash; he shall wash his clothes, and he shall be clean.8 

Details abound. As is common in the language of Leviticus, the instructions 

given are extremely detailed in nature, representing the genre of 'instruction manual' for 

the priest. One question that begs to be addressed is: Why did the authors of the text feel 

that the priests needed such a 'manual'? Many commentators have attempted to answer 

that question. Rashi notices the detail of the instruction. He is clear that he sees this 

instruction as a guide for the priests who were, ultimately, the ones who made important 

decisions which affected the lives of these individuals. " ... ,en rm:i?1 ,en c•y;u !TID'll," 

"nD n_" "These are the names of the ailments, and one is whiter than the other, "9 Rashi 

declares. While he seems to clarify what is already abundantly clear, Rashi reminds the 

reader that the priests had to be aware of the fact that not all ailments are the same. In 

fact, it might be thought that Rashi placed no faith in the ability of the priests to maintain 

a sense that persons with blemishes are, in fact, individuals. A priest who is unfamiliar 

with such blemishes might be inclined to group people together when, in fact, each 

8 Biblical translations, unless otherwise noted, are from the JPS Torah Commentary or 
the JPS Hebrew-English Tanakh 
9 Translations of Biblical commentaries are mine, unless otherwise noted 

9 



blemish is different, just as each person who carries it is different from all others. They, 

Rashi attests, should be treated on a case-by-case basis. 

community and who is out of the community? The detail provided by the text hints that 

the stakes were high. and that the priest had a great responsibility. After examining a 

person's blemish, the riest would determine whether it would necessitate that 

separation. It is clear in this section of Leviticus, among others, that it was ultimately the 

priest's responsibility to decide who could remain part of the community and who 

cornmen s on verse , 

"[the priest] shall isolate [the affected person] in one house," Rashi claims that the priest 

should isolate the affected person in one house, and he should not be seen until the end 

symptoms according to his instructions. So it is the priest's responsibility to make the 

decisions about both the begiMing and the end ofa person's isolation. The power of this 

affected individual in a separate bed, or even in a separate room. Rather, he should be 

sent away, totally isolated from the community from which he came ... and it is only the 

r. Ibn Ezra ad 

o tot 1so atlon w en e c atms, "o•~ rui:il!I -r:.i ::inn NlTll" that the person is to be 

isolated with a hook for those seven days. 

In his discussion on the power of the priest's decision, Ibn Ezra em hasized the 

pnest s roe m the situation (verse I). He claimed that because Aaron and Moses were 

being addressed, we are to know that it was, ultimately, Aaron's decision to make. It 

to Here, Ibn Ezra inserts a footnote to clarify the word 7n». His explanation of this word, 
as stated in the footnote, is n::>Fi', a hook. 

10 



determine who was deemed pure and who impure. Nachmanides added that this was an 

appropriate role for the priests, since everything else seemed to be channeled through 

Aaron's line. 

Ol"llN"U o•m:>l'I ':> ,)l'nlll' •):I ~N 'U,. )!0::1 iDN N) 
u.il'l1')1 iltm) 01n>i:>• O'Z'm1'l'I 

It does not say here 'speak to all oflsrael,' because the Kohanim, 
in their seeing the impure ones, will cut them off to close them up 
and to pronounce them pure [once again]. 

Aaron clearly set the standard for all of the priests who, theoretically, after having 

received this o>:m:> mm, were qualified to make such determinations about the status 

and quality of other people's lives. Rashi, lbn Ezra and Nachmanides begin to paint a 

picture of power and powerlessness, which they believed were clearly defined in the 

biblical world. Aaron and his descendants were at one end of the spectrum. People with 

blemishes and disabilities (as defined by the priests) were at the other end. In the middle 

was a dark chasm. It is interesting to consider how the people on both ends felt as they 

stood facing one another. 

Finally, Leviticus 13 is just one shining example of how the Israelites and the 

priests, as a community, perceived persons with special needs. The JPS Torah 

Commentary points out that the text uses the particular disease to refer to the person who 

suffers from it. "mN Nr.11:11 )n:>l'I ml'nl,"12 "When the priest sees it, he shall pronounce 

him unclean." What is this "it"? "Literally, the object of the verb ["sees"] is the disease 

["it"], not the person ['him or her'], but here and in some following verses we find 

instances of metonymy, a literary device whereby, in this instance, the disease is 

11 Ramban on 13:1 
12 Leviticus 13:3 
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interchangeable with its victim." 13 Once that person has been labeled, he is to be 

isolated. ":.i:un-nN "1'ltmi1"'' "the priest shall isolate the nega. "15 While the text reads 

that the nega should be isolated, it is implied that it does, in fact, refur to the diseased 

individual. 16 

If the text, which is indeed vague in its wording, does identify the afflicted person 

by his condition, the question that remains is wlzy. Perhaps, as is evidenced by the 

commentary about the detail of this teaching, it is possible that priests were, in fact, 

unfamiliar with people with different disabilities. It is possible that they were so foreign 

to these persons that when they had the task of confronting them, the priests became 

flustered and were not able to see them as people, but rather only as the disease or 

blemish that they carried with them. 

The issues raised from c>m::> mm recur. They need to be addressed in each era 

because they lead to questions that later generations have yet to resolve. Although the 

questions have evolved, many of the core concerns remain constant even today. 

Leviticus 14:1-11 

Z'qll"ll 1m,Q,9 01':jl :.i-µ1pry 1T]111 l"l?l:I.~ nN\ J ,,µN~ l"l'i/IY~ l"l)l"l~ ~'P,l N 
•l!1.W.n!;I ~-:.i~ N{l':Q 1"1fo'.11 'ID~ i'1l;<1l ~~ ~nQ?tl liJ~ ~1 l 'liJ~v-~ 

l"l '::1:iti1 l'W?ll'l ·~l "W ~1 l'111hl? l'11't'J 0"1l!:f"'.~ "li:ll1>1l1'2 rrim 1D31J TIM "T 
Tl?QiJ i9~iJ-11tl i 'c°" o~r,i-.,li V)r;i->~?ti nr;it!i:i 119~-JV;I 1.:n:i"'1 l~iJ n,~ 

l"l?Qt1 i!l~l'J ~1 ~1N .,~91 ::it1:,1,1;rJV:11 l"lli'21111J ·~"'-JV:ll l'Ji$v ~-11t11 MtlN n~ 
11091 c·~~ ll:l"1 J'lli1~lT1!;1 1iJ\l'llliJ .,l! i1fo:l1 t 'try),iJ c~i;,iJ .,l! l"l\'Q~ i·9~ 01¥ 

11~'(1-";>-JV:I n~n ,.,.u:ii-JV:I 11'\l'lr.J ~1 n '~v ~-11-.,li l"l?Qv i·9~;:i-JV:1 n~'?'l 
c~ n?V1 " '°~!;!? nli.;i'?' 17.J.z:i? ~nQ ::i~ i'V~-.,tl NIJ? 11'.11:.11 iv\'l c~llll!. "ro11 
Up) ~)~ 1~'(1-.,i>-l'lz:ll l'fl! rut~ ~1 1.lk'!"11tl1 1'1.IN'i-JV;I 11~~-.,i>-JV;I n'l!)~ 'l"J°<'D 
n'(I~) C!;)'Q~ C"?'~""'~"' ~ •rl;i'<'D Cl'J,l ) •1,D\'1 ~lilll!. 11'(1;ii-JV;I "ro11 l"!):ji-JV;I 

~11~."' "TQtl l"'J v;i~:i ri?i.,;ii n~i;i n?o o•ri~~ n"'""'i m;i•i;i~ MW"'-l'll!. l'llJl'.I 

13 The JPS Torall Commentary on Leviticus, p. 77 
14 Leviticus 13 :4 
15 Can be translated as 'blemish', or 'person with a blemish' 
16 The JPS Torall Commentary on Leviticus, p. 77 
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Adonai spoke to Moses, saying: This shall be the ritual for a leper 
at the time that he is to be cleansed. When it has been reported to 
the priest, the priest shall go outside the camp. If the priest sees 
that the leper has been healed of his scaly affection, the priest shall 
order two live clean birds, cedar wood, crimson stuff, and hyssop 
to be brought for him who is to be cleansed. The priest shall order 
one of the birds slaughtered over fresh water in an earthen vessel; 
and he shal I take the live bird, along with the cedar wood, the 
crimson stuff, and the hyssop, and dip them together with the live 
bird in the blood of the bird that was slaughtered over the fresh 
water. He shall then sprinkle it seven times on him who is to be 
cleansed of the eruption and cleanse him; and he shall set the live 
bird free in the open country. The one to be cleansed shall wash 
his clothes, shave off all his hair, and bathe in water; then he shall 
be clean. After that he may enter the camp, but he must remain 
outside his tent seven days. On the seventh day he shall shave off 
all his hair - of head, beard and eyebrows. When he has shaved 
off all his hair, he shall wash his clothes and bathe his body in 
water; then he shall be clean. On the eighth day he shall take two 
male lambs without blemish, one ewe lamb in its first year without 
blemish, three-tenths of a measure of choice flour with oil mixed 
in for a meal offering, and one log of oil. These shall be presented 
before Adonai, with the man to be cleansed, at the entrance of the 
Tent of Meeting, by the priest who performs the cleansing. 

Many of the principles that arose in chapter 13 are visible again here in chapter 

14. However, this chapter includes a couple of new communal positions and develops 

familiar ones. First, the 'how-to manual' genre of literature reappears here. However, 

this section and the commentaries on it incline one's thinking to the role that detail plays 

in the life of the priest. Why does the text feel that the priest needs a step-by-step guide? 

An obvious answer is that the priest needs the guide because it is he who performs the 

priestly duty. The text says, "This shall be the ritual/or a leper." 17 The ritual explained 

in these verses "served as a manual of procedure for the priests, who administered the 

17 Leviticus 14:2 
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purification rites. "18 Nachmanides added that the instructions were necessary because the 

priest was the one who went out to visit the isolated person. In such, he represented the 

community. "runD? '(ll"ll'J 1:1\!llD 01pl3 ?N ~ roon >:>," "For the Kohen went out to his 

dwelling place, outside of the camp." He was the face for the community when he went 

out of the camp and, therefore, had great responsibility_ The instruction may, in fact, 

have been geared to comfort the community by ensuring that their representation would 

be sound and not arbitrary. 

The text implies that once one who had been deemed 'out' of the community was 

declared fit for re-entry, there actually existed a process of re-entry which involved 

multiple stages. In his comment on verse 3, Rashi declared that when the priest went out 

of the camp to meet the isolated person, he actually had to go a distance, since the 

affected person was sent outside of three camps during the time of his leprosy, 

"1u1?n 'D'=l 01!1 11',,l!lll!I 11Ul"ll'J l'll!l?l!I? '('In." He was cut off from all contact with the 

rest of the camp. Once he was allowed to re-enter the community, though, the process 

was gradual. Although he was allowed back into the camp, he was still not to enter his 

own tent. Rashi explained that this19 teaches that he was still prohibited from engaging in 

marital relations. 20 This is an intermediate stage. Eventually, he would be allowed back 

into his tent, back into his daily life. 

Not only is the process of re-entry broken down into stages, it is also highly 

ritualized. Hazakuni, the 17th century kabbalist, wrote that the re-entry process is highly 

ritualized, with the slaughtering of birds, and with hair cutting, and with blood, 

18 The JPS Torah Commentary on Leviticus, p. 85 
19 

That he is allowed back into the camp but not into his own home 
w Rashi on 14:8 
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was perfonned, there could be no doubt about the priest's judgment, or about the status of 

that individual within the community. In addition, it was clear to all that the ultimate 

declaration ofre-entry was the sole domain of the priest who had been guided with the 

detailed instruction that was provided for him. Therefore, when the priest went out to 

that person, it was a sign that that person's atonement was accepted by the community. 

As we saw in chapter 13, the priest was the ritual master and the public face of the 

community. Ritual and decisions about who was in and who was out of the community 

were, clearly, up to the priest. But he could not carry the responsibility himself, and the 

role of the afflicted person in this mix was not forgotten. Haz.akuni claims that, in fact, 

the responsibility was shared between the priest (through the announcement) and the 

afflicted person (by not entering the camp until iillowed, and by reporting to the priest). 

This, he claims, is why verses 2 and 3 are so close together here. Verse 2 ends with the 

afflicted person reporting to the priest. Verse 3 begins with the instruction for the priest 

to go out of the camp to meet him. Although the priest held the power in that 

relationship, both parties had to make an effort in order for the re-entry process to ensue. 

As the law and culture evolved, the role of the priest as the gatekeeper, detennining when 

one would leave or re-enter the community, was in place. 

Leviticus 19:14 

You shall not curse the deaf nor put a stumbling block before the 
blind. You shall fear Adonai, your God. 

21· Haz.aku . m commentary on 14:2 
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Although this section of text is short, as the title of this paper suggests, it speaks 

volumes to the attitudes and responsibilities of the Jewish community to provide for 

most easil examined in three 

a number of issues, each of which sets certain standards of communal responsibility. 

Leviticus 19: I 4a - you shall not curse the deaf. The question of language is 

.7.io, to afflict, or .)J.lJ, to touch22, might also have been used. Tekale/, the opposite of 

this word has the potential to, in a case where a person might otherwise never have 

thought in those terms, raise the awareness that a deaf person can be made light of or 

opposite to that which seems to be the intent of the Levitical text. Ultimately, this is a 

result of labeling. 

Commentators on this phrase have tried to understand what 'not putting a stumbling 

block before the blind' means in a metaphorical context. We are told to understand this 

verse as metap or. 

Just as most human beings have some area of helplessness, so too all people miss 

• 25 

blind about anything ... Give him good advice," "17 lJ'lll '.lN ;u1u M!l)I ,mm Nr.IYJ."
26 

c or 1 e, p. 
24 MeAm Loez, p. 22 
2

' Approximately 6th Century 
26 Sifra Kedoshim, 2: 14 
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Refraining from misleading this person is, they claimed, the same as refraining 

from placing a stumbling block before him or her. The Sifra goes on to apply this 

principle to the situation of a marriage agreement, demonstrating that every person, 

regardless of their level of functioning, has certain weaknesses. Each person has the 

ability to be taken advantage of his or her own stumbling block: 

nJ'N Nm1 m>~ ,, "1llMl1 '.:IN rum::i::i N>n MD 'll'!l 'VIN ro ,., 1DN IQ 

.1::i ronn nJ'Nl!I ri::oi ,, µ'In 'N n:n1 ll'JD ::i1m M'M .M,11'!) N':IN 
~"11'11!1'1!1 ,,:ll!l:l D'"ll"CO ~ .0'"1"!1 mln!lp>l!I MD:.>l!IM:l ~ 1, 1DN11 '.:JN 

.UDD i::ium l".:ill 'Will TIN'I 11l:ln 1' npi TTl!I nN i1::il:l ,, iDNn '.:IN 

Should he ask you: Is the daughter of so and so qualified to marry 
a priest? Do not answer him: Yes, she is qualified, when she is 
really unfit. If he comes to consult you, do not give him wrong 
advice. Do not say to him: Go out early when robbers would 
waylay him; go out at noon that he should get sunstroke. Do not 
say to him: Sell your field and buy yourself an ass and then by a 
trick take it from him. 27 

Rashi built on the Sifra' s discussion by explaining that this part of the verse 

means that the prohibition is from putting a stumbling block in front of the person who is 

"blind i:i;:i. in a certain matter." Rashi's discussion alludes to levels of weakness, since a 

person need not be totally blind or completely disabled in order to be protected by this 

law. In fact, it can be understood that each person is blind in some matter. Rashi's 

discussion makes this law applicable to most people. 

Nechama Leibowitz states plainly that a stumbling block is really a deception . 

Therefore, the prohibition is actually against deceiving others in one way or another. 28 

Members of a community are responsible for one another. This plays out in the negative, 

as well as in the positive. Community members are not to mislead one another when one 

is ignorant to the situation and its danger. Neither are they to misguide another, even if 

27 Sifra 2:14. Translation by Leibowitz, p. 174 
28 Leibowitz, p. I 77 
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that person is aware of the situation.29 Her idea was drawn from the multitude of rabbis 

and commentators who came before her. 

This situation is further expanded to discussions about financial stumbling blocks. 

In the case oflending money, there should be a witness. The Babylonian Talmud, Baba 

Mezia 75b addresses this concern. "Said R. Judah in the name of Rav: Whoever has 

money and lends it without witnesses violates the prohibition of 'Thou shalt not put a 

stumbling block before the blind."' Although the borrower might not be considered blind 

in many areas of his or her life, he or she does fall into the category of metaphoric 

blindness. If there are no witnesses when one borrows money, both the lender, and the 

borrower herself have the potential to be confused or to lie about the amount lent, or 

about any interest or repayment information. The lender here is prohibited from putting a 

stumbling block - the temptation to lie or the ability to be confused or any other potential 

situation - before the borrower. If there is no witness, "The borrower is likely to forget 

the debt, and he can deny it since there are no witnesses ... People curse [the lender] 

because they think that he is unjustly demanding money from the borrower." 30 

During the Middle Ages, Maimonides understood this verse in context of those 

who turned away from Torah. "Whoever misleads an innocent party (literally the blind 

in a matter) and gives him dishonest advice, or strengthens the hand of a transgressor, 

who is blind since the desires of his heart blind him from seeing the true path, violates a 

negative precept, as it is stated, 'Thou shalt not put a stumbling block before the blind." 

The prohibition against placing a stumbling block before the blind can also be 

understood in a ritual sense. 

29 Leibowitz, p. 175 
30 Me' Am Lo'ez, pp. 22-23 
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If on one side of a river there is a Jew holding a piece of non
kosher meat, and on the other side of the river there is a non
religious Jew who wants .to eat it, it is forbidden. f<;>r t?e ~ew to pass 

non-religious and has turned his back on Judaism, he will certainly 
eat it. The person giving it to him would then be in violation of 
the [aforementioned] commandment. 31 

ecommum y 

to violate Jaws, such as lighting a fire on Shabbat, for them. 

Beyond ritual blindness, the rabbis also understood this prohibition to be against 

32 

example, it extends to a parent's prohibition from treating his son with an abundance of 

severity. This is considered to be a stumbling block because it "is a way of encouraging a 

son to 1s parent, t e y encouraging 1m to go agamst the 

mitzvah of honoring his parents. 

are all capable of falling over some sort of stumbling block. We all have needs, and we 

all provide for needs within a communal setting. The bottom line seems simple. 

One communal stumbling block is passivity. Passivity and failure to respond to 

the community and its needs are viewed as negatively as deception. Not doing anything 

Sa: 

e oez, p. 
32 Baal HaTurim in Me' Am Loez, p. 23 
33 Yoreh Deah 240 in Me' Am Loez, p. 23 
34 

Code, Rozeah U'Shemirat HaNefesh 12, 14 in Me' Am Loez, p. 23 
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"Where can you find a hint in the Torah regarding the duty of marking 
graves? Said Abaye: Thou shalt not put a stumbling block before the 
blind." 

Nechama Leibowitz explains that not acting is the same as actively transgressing 

the command. 

"Here is a case where a man stays at home, completely passive, 
but knowing that there is an old graveyard in his neighborhood, 
which is unmarked. A priest might unwittingly tread thereon and 
be led into transgression ... the Torah teaches us that even by sitting 
at home doing nothing, by complete passivity and divorcement · 
from society, one cannot shake off responsibility for what is 
transpiring in the world at large, for the iniquity, violence and evil 
there. By not protesting, 'not marking the graves' and danger 
spots, you have become responsible for any harm arising 
therefrom, and have violated the prohibition: Thou shalt not put a 
stumbling block before the blind. "35 

In other words, to not act to help those who are needy is to put a stumbling block in front 

of a person who is unable to see it. This interpretation leads to the conclusion that the 

community must actively help those who ~eed help in order to keep this commandment. 

Leviticus 19: 14c - You shall fear Adonai, your God - This final segment of the 

verse raises a different set of questions than did the first two. Here, the responsibility lies 

not on the community, but on the individual to be completely honest with God. 

"Wherever the phrase 'thou shalt fear they God' is used, it refers to something entrusted 

to the conscience of the individual. .. Only the individual conscience can know whether 

the action was committed in good or bad faith." 36 It refers to acts for which there are no 

witnesses. 

Rashi and Ibn Ezra, contemporaries, both understood the addition of this last 

piece of the verse in the context of a just, punishing God. In the words ofRashi, 

35 
Comment on Mo'ed Katan Sa in Leibowitz, pp. 177-178 

36 Leibowitz, p. 173-174 
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Essentially, one should 'fear God because God is the only One who knows your 

intentions. ' Ibn Ezra wrote that a person should "1u11 Yl1n 11llYI' l''ll'lVil' 71;,> NlnYI." 

'fear God because God can punish the one who curses the deaf or places a stumbling 

block before the blind.' Although people might be able to get away with taking 

advantage of people's weaknesses within a communal context, Rashi and Ibn Ezra 

claimed that they would never be fully forgiven. Although the disabled may not know 

who did what to them, ultimately, God knows, and the combination of God's 

omnipotence and God's willingness to pursue justice should be considered when a person 

decides to act one way or another. 

In addition to God's role in human behavior, people's free will lends weight to the 

discussion of this command. 

Only the individual conscience can know whether the action was 
committed in good or bad faith. Our verse, therefore, cannot refer 
to the person who literally places a stone in the way of a blind man 
in order to cause him to stumble. That could be proved in court, if 
there were witnesses to the act. 37 

Instead, it must be a metaphor for all of life's situations for which there is no 
witness. 

Leviticus 21: 17-23 
:iim m oir.i 1:i ~ ,~ti 0~1 ~.1;1 \!J~ ibN';? f10~-,l'$ "lil'I v 

O';!I) 1N 1)1J'~ 1N 1ll! ~ :i1m m Olll 1ll·i~ti \!J>W~ ~ "' ,,?.!~ oo? :l'1i?lJ1 
1N pr1N 'P.Q'1,N :I '°T? °Q~ 1N 'ti °Q~ U n;o:J,'.1~tl ~ 1N I:>' :m,~ 1N 

)~ ~l;l Olll 1ll·1~1$ ~~ N:> ';i~,1$ 1)11)\l 1N .'1!1~ 1N :11~ 1N 1l>~i1 '~~ 
':l'.1i?lJ1 \!J~~ m vi,~ o~ ~ 1::1 011J nirr: ~WN/- :l'1i?lJ1 \!J~~ m )IJ~ 

N:I? m .nt"llliJ'~ 1Jt:t :0 ''.~Ki 0'1\l'fW:l')l;ll 0"¢f~ ""1ii'Q l>;;I~ O?;l°? D 
'O.~Wl\l nin~ ~ ~ ·~-NJ. '~~ N°)J 1ll Olll~ \!}~~ m ~llillJ-'1$1 

"Speak to Aaron and say: No man of your offspring throughout the 
ages who has a defect shall be qualified to offer the food of his 

37 Leibowitz, p. I 7 4 
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God. No one at all who has a defect shall be qualified: no man 
who is blind, or Jame, or has a limb too short or too long; no man 
who has a broken leg or a broken arm, or who is a hunchback, or a 
dwarf, or who has a growth in his eye, or who has a boil-scar, or 
scurvy, or crushed testes. No man among the offspring of Aaron 
the priest who has a defect shall be qualified to offer the Lord's 
offering by fire; having a defect, he shall not be qualified to offer 
the food of his God. He may eat of the food of his God, of the most 
holy as well as of the holy, but he shall not enter behind the curtain 
or come near the altar, for he has a defect. He shall not profane 
these places sacred to Me, for I the Lord have sanctified them." 

This section of the Levitical text, the O'ln::> mm, speaks directly to the priests. It 

lays out rules that apply to the priests and, therefore, sets a standard that can be 

understood as a paradigm for the people oflsrael, as well. The priestly paradigm laid out 

in Leviticus is perfection. Any priest who is less than perfect is subject to restricted 

access to communal places and roles. Rashi claimed "::l"lf"\11 l'i ll"N," that "It is not right 

that he should approach." 

What, the rabbis asked, would happen if every person who had a blemish could 

not perform the sacrifice?! "::1,.,p>111 tll'a t1N"U )"N DlT.I 1::1 ,\llN \ll'>N 7-i Nni,"38 "What if 

every person who had a blemish would not appear fit to make the offering?" If that fear 

were to play itself out, then, who would there be to make the offerings to God? And what 

purpose would that serve? 

Nachmanides understood that the answer to the question of 'who is pure enough 

or perfect enough' is alluded to in verse 17 with the words, )"mN '"' "l::li, "Speak unto 

Aaron." "1>n 'Nl 11t11'1 '"' "l::li 110::1 1DN N,," Nachmanides noted that normally, the 

text commands that one should "Speak unto Aaron and his sons." Here, though, it is only 

Aaron who is addressed. This change serves to keep Aaron apart from the rest of the 

38 Hazakuni 
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priests who were seen to need the warning, since Aaron was the model priest, and, 

therefore, free from all blemishes. Aaron's perfection would be difficult for future 

generations of priests to match. 

N'l ,c:nu ,,.,, C:JIJ \!l>N "l!JN'\!I "ll'n l'l:I 7Nl )'mN 7N 'l:li ,!JN ON )IO:J 
l:J i'l'!'l' N' Cll'J1 11!>' 1'1:> 'Tl \!lllf' )'mN ':> , pr.m:m m1ro ll»ll 1, 

nN JlN ,>nm' n~ 

In this place, if it said, 'to Aaron and to his sons,' it would appear 
as if it is said that he is one of you for your generations, and one 
would not want to warn Aaron himself of the laws of blemishes, 
because Aaron is completely holy to God, he is beautiful and he 
has no blemish. 39 

Now [that which the Torat Kohanim states] 'Aaron himself,' means [any] High 

Priest that shall be in his stead among his sons, [but it does not mean Aaron personally, 

since, as explained above, Scripture does not mention Aaron's name with reference to 

having a blemish or suffering from leprosy or an issue. It did, however, have to include 

the High Priest in the Jaw of blemishes], because having permitted the High Priest [to 

officiate] whilst he is an onen, one might perhaps think that it also permits him [to 

officiate] although he has a blemish or leprosy. "40 In other words, although Aaron was a 

known entity, future priests were not. Therefore, these well-defined laws were deemed 

necessary. 

What blemishes were deemed severe enough to prohibit priests from priestly 

duties? This is an important question to ask since the reality of human life is that no 

person, even the most pure priest, is perfect. Verse 18 lists four blemishes or conditions 

that disqualify a priest. Commentators have tried to understand what, exactly, each one 

is. The first blemished priest listed for disqualification from the priestly offering is the 

39 Leviticus 21 :17 
40 

Translation to the Ramban by Chavel, Shilo Publishing, p. 338 
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i1v, the blind priest. When defining blindness, one should consider that it may refer to a 

person with the use of only one eye instead of both, or to someone who has severe visual 

limitations. It does not necessarily connote total blindness, and anything less than total 

blindness as a marker is, ultimately, subjective. So too is the case for the priest who is 

IWJ>, ~1ame." Examining this term leads to an understanding that in order for someone to 

be classified as noJ>, that person might have a problem with only one leg, and not 

necessarily both.41 So too, judging a priest as vnw ~ oin, ~having a limb that is too 

short or too long" is subjective, since there are no fixed measurements which define the 

difference in length as 'too much.' Somehow, these terms were understood and applied 

to the priestly world. The question is, 'how'? 

The rabbis have examined the language of verses 18 and 19. In asking questions 

about difficult language, they show that a certain ambiguity about blemishes and 

conditions is inherent in the text. 

Ibo Ezra pointed out that there was something to be noted in the language of verse 

I 8. llliw1 oiri are difficult words to translate. oin, meaning 'perforated' or 'cut off,' is 

the opposite ofv1iw, which means 'joining' or 'adding,' as in a net. But oin is also 

understood to be 'flat nosed,' and if that is the case, then what is its corresponding 

characteristic for vnw? The two can also be understood in the sense of a limb that is 

either too short/broken off or too long/pieces gathered, respectively. 

41 
Comparisons to other uses and meanings of this word in Ex. 12: 13 and 23, to pass 

over; 2 Sam. 9: 13, lame; and Isaiah 31: S, protecting (rwl> 7>!r.') in JPS Torall 
Commentary, Leviticus, p. 209 
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is sunk between his two eyes, so that he is able to paint both his eyes [for cosmetic 

purposes] with one stroke." Here, he utilized Rashi' s language. 

do I know about] one whose nose is obstructed? Or one whose 
nose is turned up? Or whose nose overhangs his lips? From the 
expression um 1z.c, [the word 'o' includes these blemishes]. Aha 
Yosei says: The word cnn means only one who can paint both his . . . . 

n o IS eyes w1 one 
stroke' [because his nose is not so deeply sunken], he may 
nonetheless come within the term cnn. 

This discussion is evidence of the rabbis' inability to define the levels of affliction 

are hard to categorize. They are difficult to measure. Therefore, the rabbis struggled to 

quantify that which is, by nature, qualitative. 

urat1on 1s a so an issue that the rabbis found worthy of debate. The text speaks 

to some temporary blemishes and to other permanent conditions. Although the rabbis 

who looked at this text clearly differentiated between tern ora 

conditions, it is not apparent here whether or not they actually saw a different role for 

people with each sort. "21: 16-24 enumerates the bodily defects that render a priest unfit 

to officiate in the sacrificial cult whereas 22· I-9 · 

priests who become impure, but whose unfitness is only temporary. "42 In their 

discussions about the extended or shortened limb, the Ylil? or the oin, the rabbis tried to 

determination about the bearer's role in the community. "[The phrase )1111?1 oin] is used 

42 
JPS Torall Commentary, Leviticus, p. 120 

25 

l 

I 



in medical texts to describe birth defects. "43 The fact that this, which was more often 

than not a birth defect, is used in this text may be an indicator that the disqualifying 

blemish can originate from the most recent accident to a birth defect and, therefore, 

everything in between. The time of the blemish's origin is open for discussion. So too is 

the duration of the blemish or condition. In verse 19, the text identifies a 

"T' -CVJ lN ;li -CVJ, a broken leg or arm as a priest's disqualifier from his priestly duties. 

His disqualification was permanent. In that day, "normally, such injuries would be 

permanent because broken limbs were not set properly in ancient times." 44 

It seems from this D>r.o mm that physical appearance was key in the prohibition 

of priests from participating in the priestly rituals. Sfomo drew a connection between the 

priest's appearance in making offerings to God and the case in the book of Esther, in 

which the person wearing sackcloth was not able to approach the king's castle, 

45''pVJ VJlDJ 1'tr.l 1l1VJ m NJ; l'I'< >':I' l'llJJ 'n OVJJ mw; "l'l® ..... In other words, 

one must dress for royalty and, perhaps, blemished priests are not able to 'dress' 

appropriately for the ultimate royalty, God. These individuals' outward appearance 

renders them unfit. 

While some blemishes were visible with a casual glance, others were not The 

reference to Aaron in verse 17 answers the question of whom, ul~imately, could decide 

which priests were allowed to perform their duties and which were not. "Speak to 

43 CAD, s.v. Aramu, JPS Torah Commentary, Leviticus, p. 146 
44 JPS Torah Commentary, Leviticus, p. 146 
45 Esther 4:2 
46 Sfomo on 21 :18 
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Aaron". It was the responsibility of Aaron and his succeeding high priests to use these 

lists to weed out priests who were prohibited from performing the priestly sacrifice. 47 

Identifying blemishes in the priests was a task which eventually 

became a ritual unto itself. In the Second Temple, priests were brought in 

to work with woodpiles. Before they came in for their duty, the Mishnah 

details, the priests would be closely inspected by the Sanhedrin. 

N7'tll ,,., ,.,,m l'al'l .O>ill'l'll 'll:IY'1lll O>ill'IYJ'Q::IO .::rn,!l u loell'Jl'Q 'Jil:ll 
.c>m::m l'rlN 0)1 WD'tllll OJ:>l .O>)::t., ')l:l)ll'l)JlO>m 'tl::tl., .°'10!l 1::1 loC!Dl 

O>"lDlN l'TI V1 .'f'l:m ymN ~ 1)1"10 °'10ll loC!Dll'I~ .O>YJU) l'TI 311:1 01'1 
.N'll'I ,,-Ul .rmN .,'ti 1)1"1l:l °'1t1ll loelllJ N.,'tl.N'll'I "fl'"O Clf'Dtl ,,-U 

:0•YJ1pl'I '\?Ti' :n>:i::t •n 'lll., mw7nDY°' 1•l:l::t1 TITTN:l in:iw 

A priest in whom was found a disqualification used to put on 
black undergarments and wrap himself in black, exit, and 
depart ... One in whom no disqualification was found used to 
put on white undergarments and wrap himself in white and go 
in and minister along with his brother priests. They used to 
make a feast because no blemish had been found in the seed of 
Aaron the priest, and they used to say thus: Blessed is the 
Omnipresent [hamakom ], Blessed is He, because no blemish 
has been found in the seed of Aaron. Blessed is He who chose 
Aaron and his sons to stand to minister before the Lord in the 
Holy ofHolies. 43 

In all of the laws that relate to the standards for the priests, commentators have 

wandered about the role of God. In the case of these laws, God's role is not active, but 

God is completely present as the recipient of the offerings. While the priests worked for 

the ultimate goal of attaining holiness, the law focused on honoring God and God's 

places. In verse 21, :i>ipn.,, to offer, is used. Understanding that this word can also be 

translated as 'to approach,' or 'to draw near' adds a new level to the reading of this verse. 

47 Anchor Bible, p. 1823 
48 m. Middot 5:4 
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"No man shall approach (or draw near) so as to offer ... " If.:i>ipn:i is considered in terms 

of approaching or getting near a place, then it resonates with the issue of the purity of a 

location that is to be kept holy for God. Ifwe translate :i,,pn, as 'to offer,' then what is 

it about the offering that is forbidden for the person with a blemish? The ultimate 

question, then, is whether the limitation ultimately exists to appease God and God's pure 

sanctum, or whether it is a cultural norm of some sort that the person with a blemish 

cannot enter the sanctum? 

To an extent, verse 22 comes to answer this question. It states that one may eat of 

the food of his God, ":i:>w O"'ll"tpn )l:ll D"'ll"tpn "ll'fPD m!iN orti" A priest who was 

disqualified from making the offering was still allowed to remain as part of the 

community, since he was still allowed to eat from the remains of the offering. It seems 

clear that the intent of the prohibition was to keep this priest out of the sacred spaces 

which were pure for God.49 This verse is evidence to the fact that the limitation was 

intended to maintain the purity of the holy of holies. Its effect was the isolation and 

distancing of certain members ofthat community from that space. 

Leviticus 22:19-25 

N':r>l;I l:J>")'P,tl M:i DlD tlr1Vtl :i:;, :> :O~.~l O':J~~ ~ D~~":r)';? U> 
1N ,~ n~n':? 1N i1rx'i:'~':? n~ c>1;1~-iw :i..,i??~ ~l l'O :O?.~ "!i.''. 1t:rt? 
1N JW?"1,N '"11;r1,-< 1':1"" 1N JT))ll ::0 '1,lnlr-;i.~ m °'D-~ )1!11':? to/,!~ D'l',l~ ~ 
i1'l!J n '1"1Jn~ Oil!~ti-:i~ CtJl',l i~-1'</ n~~l nln'';? n?~ l:J'1WN::i n~?? 1N :ii~ 
N; ~l i'IJ'Ql rnJi;ll ~)l>;ll U :n,ri~ M:i 1jP,l 1nN il~l!,~ il'11~ "l'Vl ~n~ 1il'. 

O?'tl~ oi;i~-m:i U'Tl?l) m i;in~ 'T!Ql ro ~:v.il!.u . m c:;i~.' n)~ l:J'1P,tll 
:D?.~ ~ m CiJ OlD Di)il c~r,i ':ii' n~-~l',l 

A freewill offering "must, to be acceptable in your favor, be a male 
without blemish from cattle or sheep or goats. You shall not offer 
any that has a defect, for it will not be accepted in your favor. And 
when a man offers, from the herd or the flock, a sacrifice of well
being to the Lord for an explicit vow or as a freewill offering, it 

49 JPS Torall Commentary, p. 146 
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must, to be acceptable, be without blemish; there must be no defect 
in it. Anything blind or injured or maimed, or with a growth in the 
eye, boil-scar, or scurvy - such you shall not offer to the Lord; you 
shall not put any of them on the altar as offerings by fire to the 
Lord. You may, however, present as a freewill offering an ox or a 
sheep with a limb extended or contracted; but it will not be 
accepted for a vow. You shall not offer to the Lord anything [with 
its testes] bruised or crushed or tom or cut. You shall have no such 
practices in your own land, nor shall you accept such [animals] 
from a foreigner for offering as food for your God, for they are 
mutilated, they have a defect; they shall not be accepted in your 
favor. 

The mere fact that the Levitical text goes into so much detail about blemishes and 

other imperfections on the sacrificial animals leads one to question its importance. At 

closer examination, though, it is clear that there are parallels between the blemishes or 

conditions which disqualify an animal from sacrifice, and those which make a priest unfit 

for making an offering. The list of exceptions for sacrificial animals, once again, makes 

the point that not all sacrifices are the same and neither are their blemishes. Below is a 

tableS<J which reflects a striking parallel between the list of blemishes that disqualify a 

priest from officiation and which make a sacrificial animal unacceptable. Clearly, it is 

not a coincidence that the lists are almost identical. The question left, in examining the 

lists, is whether, in fact, the condition of the sacrificial animal was as crucial as that of the 

priest, and why; 

Blindness, ,,)I 
Broken arm or leg, 
'T> "UYI lN '.:ll, "UYI 
Scurvy, Tl!I,_ 
A boil-scar, ::i,l 

50 Anchor Bible, p. I 870 

Sacrificial Animal 

Blindness, l'l"Tl)I 

One injurecl,"Yl::IYI 
One maimed, 01,n 
Scurvy, Till,, 
A boil Qr a !K:ar, ::i,l 
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Limb too short or too long, 
llli¥/ 1N cin 

Crushed testes, 
1WN n1ir.1 

Growth in the eye, u>ll:l '<:m 

Extended or contracted limb, "l'Pl l11i¥1 

Crushed, bruised, tom, cut testes, 
:nro1 j7111)1 rnroi iwr.11 

A wen, n':l' 

Given the parallel lists for animals and human beings, it seems that the paradigm 

set in the laws for the sacrificial animal apply also to human conditions and blemishes. 

In verse 19, options are presented for the offering. "A male without blemish of the cattle, 

of the sheep, or of the goats," the verse states. Rashi expanded and gave exceptions. 

"But in the case of a burnt-offering that consists in a bird, the unblemished condition and 

the male sex are not essential, and it does not become unfit for sacrifice by reason of a 

mere blemish, rather only by the reason ofa loss ofa limb." It seems that Rashi here 

made the point that all sacrifices were not the same. In fact, they had different 

requirements depending on which type of sacrifice it might be. For him, there existed, in 

the laws of holiness, a precedent for acknowledging that all conditions were not the same, 

and for allowing for adjustments based on individual need and, even, for individual 

your appeasement. This brings a thing that it fitting for your (plural) appeasement before 

it· will be for them, for the reason of appeasement." 

Rashi also drove home the point that exceptions for individual circumstances do 

exist in the text. On verse 22, he pointed out that the phrase "1:i>iprt N,," You shall not 

offer, is used three times, "O'l'Jll.!l ¥1-,.P in this section of Leviticus 22. 51 The purpose of 

this, he contended, was to lay down three separate prohibitions involving the sacrificial 

51 Verses 20, 22, 24 
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animals: designating blemished animals as sacrifices, µi'll-rp;i ,ll ,'Mm,, slaughtering 

them, 1'1">nl!I ,lll, and sprinkling their blood, llJ'T 1lp'"ll !!vi." Again, Rashi pointed out 

that for different needs, there were separate requirements and restrictions. 

By examining the limitation of offering animals with testicular problems, Rashi 

spelled out the different problems. "m-o1 PlM mro1 11.l!lJl are forbidden as sacrifices 

whether the mutilation be in the testes or the membrum. 'flVt.3 means, one whose testes 

have been pressed by hand. mro. means crushed - it implies more than 'flllt.3. -

i'lJll means that they have been tom off by the hand, so that the threads on which they 

hang have snapped but they are still in the scrotum, the scrotum itself not having been 

tom off. - m-o, they have been cut away by an instrument but are still in the scrotum." 

Here again, Rashi pointed out that the laws and guidelines were not simple because every 

creature had its own problems. Ultimately, there were different degrees of disability, 

which could not fairly be grouped together. 

Rashi was not the only commentator who emphasized adjustments that he 

believed were implied in the text: Nachmanides, too, found room in the text for people to 

participate as they were deemed able. Nachmanides supported the notion that simply 

because an animal was blemished, it did not necessarily need to be dismissed outright 

from service. ·Rather, the type of sacrifice it might shift for each blemished animal. 

"n:mm !Ill l~!I IC !!JN ,l'l':m P"f:l!I ,.,l lN n:i'Tl imN ll'lllllYJ," "(a blemished animal] 

may be given as a freewill gift or as a vow [to be sold so that its money is used] for the 

Temple repair, but not for acceptance [to be offered up itself] on the altar_ "52 

Nachmanides continued, 

52 Chavel translation to the Ramban, Leviticus, p. 350 
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distinction [between the kinds of offering] is not found in the Torah with reference to 

blemishes or impurity in those who perform the rites of the offerings [i.e. the priests)!"53 

Ramban ointed out that the Torah is more 

animals than it is for blemished priests. Although strikingly similar, the two lists of 

disqualifying blemishes did not have the same byproducts. Thus, while the priests were 

unable and not capable of performing the expected ritual acts, animals were different. If 

animals were not qualified to be sacrificed for one purpose, another purpose could be 

"The common denominator among the twelve blemishes listed [above] is that 

they are noticeable to any observer. "54 The case is made that appearance and visibility of 

disqualification. "This also holds true for the twelve priestly blemishes (21: 18-20), with 

the exception of 'a crushed testicle,' which indicates that the list of animal blemishes 

lJ Chavel, Leviticus, p. 352 
l
4 Anchor Bible, p. 1876 



individual's ability per se, but rather it is an issue of public perception and communal 

life. Regardless of the origins of the lists of prohibited disabilities, the two lists are 

animal or priest, for the public who see it and are affected, and for God whose sacred 

space might be made impure by the presence of an 'impure' condition and therefore, 

blemishes is also evidenced by the fact that the lists are noticeably missing such 

disabilities as deafuess and mental illness. This is "an omission that the rabbis - free of 

chapter, the list of disqualifying conditions evolved, as did the times. 

"ni:m:o l'1Y1:>1 O°Tl'C ~!I l'1l"" o>)ll:I ~ll:ll 1):>\!lm n011m1, "
57 

" ... the imbecile, and 

beasts. "58 

Another potential blemish that concerned the rabbis was moral in nature, not 

e actions o t e pnests, and those done to the sacrificial animals were for 

the ultimate goal of sanctifying God. Obviously, any person or animal with a history of 

involvement in moral wrongdoing, can never be pure enough for. God. With animals, 

w 1c were not considered ca able of differentiatin ri ht from wr n 

what had been done to them. Physical defects were not the only ones of concern with 

regard to the animals. There was concem that the animal which came to be sacrificed 

Anchor Bible, p. 1876 
56 

Anchor Bible, p. 1877 
51 

m. Bekhorot 7:6 
18 

translation by Neusner, Jacob 
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concerning a stolen sin offering, that was not publicly known, that it effects atonement. "60 

Regarding the moral character of the priests, Josephus remarks,61 "Nor is it only 

private life be beyond reproach." However, not everyone agrees that moral purity takes 

precedence over physical perfection "Indeed, one scholar concludes flatly that H [the 

priests from physical effects than to moral character'. "62 

Other scholars eKplain the lack of discussion in the text about morality in a variety 

subsumed under the category of kadesh63
, which is eKpounded in Leviticus 19 which 

requires all oflsrael to live the laws of holiness. Therefore, priests' requirements would 

focus on physical rather than moral disqualifying conditions because it is an incomplete 

list of priestly instructions. 'At best [it is} an extraordinarily fragmented [list}.'.64 

blemishes: "the list of blemishes for priests (21: 17-23) was compiled to match that for 

sacrificial animals (22:22-24). Since animals have only physical imperfections but no 

61 
Ant. 3.279 in Anchor Bible, p. 1821 

62 
Elliott-Binns 1955:26 in Anchor Bible, p. 1821 

63 
Anchor Bible, p. 1821 

64 
Gerstenberger 1996:312 in Anchor Bible, p. 182 I 
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physical imperfections."65 

One question that remains constant in an examination of this entire section of text 

Holiness Code, delineate restrictions and standards for the priests. 66 Perhaps these 

instructions are in this visible location so that all Israel will learn the laws as guidelines 

surrounds it as binding upon them. With this strategic location in the text, it would be 

difficult for any Israelite to miss the lesson delineated here. 

srae ts pois to earn from the priests' 

own instruction, a contemporary consciousness leads to a concern for the practical 

application of such laws. It seems that Sforno, in his day, was concerned that there were 

C:J) l"J'!1> ,~, N) '>:I ,u>ipn N) ClD u "11!/N ~ 'rll'JIO "IN>~ rni ,n:n> c>IJ:l"ll" 
'"'1'l!l Nv>n 1N n:n>n rw 

He is supposed to be pure, and this is for fear of what is said, "all 

In other words, the values sometimes conflict and this can lead to a lack of qualified 

aruma s an pnests. 

From that point forward, the Israelites have been poised to compare themselves 

with the standards established for the High Priest, which were set for the descendants of 

Aaron, so that the could serve God 

6
s Jacob Milgrom in Anchor Bible, pp. 1821-1822 

66 JPS, p. 140 
67 

Sfomo, citing n N '>:JN)D 
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generations living after the destruction of the Temple, the priests were no longer our 

representatives of service to God. 

Conclusions 

The c•m:i mm is largely irrelevant for day-to-day life in the twenty first 

century, but the values which are at its core continue to serve as guides for communal 

attitudes towards individuals with special needs. Many of the issues that confront 

contemporary Jewish communities are similar to those laid out in the biblical codes. 

Given the chain of Jewish tradition, it is likely that these modem questions and 

community dynamics had their origins in Leviticus. 

In chapter 13 it was apparent that the details of disease and affliction served as a 

guide for the priests in their communal roles. Still today, communal leaders take 

guidance from experts in different fields. Clergy and Caring Community Committees 

need medical explanations when providing pastoral care to sick patients. 

Also, chapter 13 offered insights into the community's understanding of 

individuals with special conditions. People were addressed not as specific individuals, 

but as their conditions. This dynamic is not unfamiliar in our world. In hospitals, 

patients are referred to as the condition which brought them there. Often, medical staff 

speak to one another as if the person who carries the condition is an irrelevant part of 

their work, for example, "Have you seen the appendectomy in room 4?" It is clear that 

this phenomenon has foundations in biblical times. One can see this dynamic as 

inhumane and ignorant. From a communal or a pastoral perspective, it is tempting to yell 

that this person has a name, that she is a person with qualities and traits beyond her 

disease, and that she should be cared for as such. But from a clinical perspective, this 

36 



. 
A • - • A • -' . ~ .. - ••• :~ .. 11Cgue u1a1 oy 1auenng a person oy - - ., ' , - - - --- - . - . ···--· . -

his disability, a doctor is more able to remain impartial and to focus on the task of 

physical healing or reconditioning. 

vnapter ... c1an11es the power dynamic that existed. The Priest was the agent of 

the community. He both represented the community in service and made authoritative 

decisions. which affected the commnn:+. Th6f .. ,, ---- - , . ,. -• . - ... 

would be included in the community and who would be excluded from it placed a power 

in his hands which affected the entire community as well as the lives of individuals 

•• , • Ji__ "'"~ •. 11 - .. 
:_ ~.::: ,o ..;e;;ne ... e ro1e 01 its - . , 

various leaders, professional and volunteer. Once those roles are defined, the individuals 

in whose hands the power lies make decisions about the inclusion or exclusion of people. 

: •• ·-· ... ~ -· inu1v1uua1s w1u1 spec1a1 ne..us, 1t ts abundantly clear that. for examnle if a 

congregation's clergy or board decide to invest in having a sign language interpreter at 

every service, deaf individuals will be more likely to attend and, ultimately, to be part of 

the communitv_ 

The question oflabeling which appeared in chapter 13 comes to the fore once 

more in chapter 19. The above discussion about the word '.?)pn shows that labeling 
., 

' .Ll L 

. :-: __ ---··- :_ u w- in :i:ng"tlsu. ,,. nen a person ts called . 

'disabled', the outside world is clued in solely to what that person is not able to do, as 
j 

that person is, in fact, disabled. This word gives no hint as to what that indivitlrn•l i~ I 
' 

capau.e or aomg, oesp1te his or her challenges. The world at large might always think of 
' 

that person according to his or her disabilities, and never consider what abilities he or she j 
might have. This is al~o th .. ,. .... =i•h ·•- ... _.,., •· -, . ..ll' ~ . u -• -• . . ~ 

- - - - ···- "· " 

~ 
* '" 
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person with this label will ever be fully included in the community since it may happen 

that the affected person will never have an opportunity to become fully 'valid' in the eyes 

of the community. It is imponant to examine what impact the choice of language has 

upon the community's perception of those who have special needs. As new words 

develop to describe new and already existing conditions, it is the responsibility of the 

leadership as well as each community member to consider the possible ramifications of 

their own language and that which they promote within their community. 

In addition to discussing the treatment of the deaf, Chapter 19 also addresses 

communal obligations towards the blind. However, as was discussed earlier, the rabbinic 

tradition has encouraged a metaphoric reading of 'the blind.' Therefore, throughout the 

generations, our sages have attempted to answer two key questions. Who are the blind 

and what are the stumbling blocks for them within our communities? Discussions of the 

fact that each person has the ability to be blind in a cenain matter are nothing new. We 

all have special needs of some son, and no person in the community is to take advantage 

of them. It is clear that it is the community's obligation to do what it can to provide for 

those needs. However, this realization raises a difficult situation. Given its limited 

resources, the community must make tough choices about which needs will be met by the 

communal striicture and which will not. Priority setting is an imponant and arduous task 

which each community must face. 

The nTlN, story, about the duty to mark graves showed that the command given in 

I 9: I 4 is about being proactive. I~ is about taking the negative command and turning it 

into a positive action. By remaining passive, a community or individual transgresses. As 

Jews, we are not to stand by passively when there is a need for action. This value, like 
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the others transmitted from the Levitical code, is easil translated into modem term 

into individual communities. 

Although much of this discussion has focused on the responsibility of 

communities and individuals within the communiti 

the two. In the last part of Leviticus 19: 14, we are told to fear God. Since relationships 

with God are highly persona!, it is clear that ultimately, the responsibility for one's 

people involved in the interaction and God will know how an encounter was experienced. 

Tensions arise when communal responsibility, which plays a role here as well, confronts 

different ways, since the relationship between the individual and the community has 

continued to change through time. The responsibility falls on both levels. The 

representatives of a community and the individuals within it who work together to take 

action for those in need. 

has clearly infused the rest of communal life, starting from the da s when the Tern 

stood in Jerusalem, and lasting until today. However, balancing this with the imperfect 

If the paradigm depicted in 

, I 

to find qualified leaders. In addition, this sets a standard for everyone in the community 

t at is unrealistically elevated. The result is that in many cases, people's self perceptions 

39 



and that, regardless of their effons, they cannot attain thn•a 

Jewish community must balance the need for perfection with the need for people who are 

able to offer their gifts to God, both as leaders and as members of the community. The 

case Of the Driest Anrl hi• nnal. - tn l..iC! ..1 ••• : .. . _, .. . .. 
. . ----- -----

balance is something with which the community has struggled since the days when the 

Temple in Jerusalem stood. 

A'·' •,.;1;•••··· •• - . .. 

. . . 
· . .::. :-_ . .... imais ... a, are m oe - - .. 

sacrificed raises issues about Leviticus' standards for humans, as well. Given the 

rabbinic connection between the set of priestly standards and the standards set for 

. . 
_:ear Whu regaru to now tnose standards can play -

themselves out in modem Jewish communities. Specifically, there is an annarent 

flexibility with regard to the animals. From this, we may see a precedent for adjustments 

: .• ::._,,. :e.,;y re •• n .. .ions """"" on mutvidual ability and disability. This flexibility 

would clearly allow for more individuals to offer their izi fts as leaders nr " · ·-.. -:...in 
. 

the community. Then, clearly, the question that remains to be addressed later in this 
,.. 

paper, ts now the rest ofisrael, the community, fits into this picture, now that we no 

longer have priests who serve God on behalf nfth .. • ... : ..... l\.T...,.,._,,._, ..... • •• '..J _1 

' 
and as a community, have replaced the priests in serving God. Every individual, 

I regardless of disability, has abilities which should be recognized. 

68 
Abrams, p. 26 
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CHAP'l'ER Two 

Well before the Medieval commentators cited in the previous chapter were alive 

to !end their voices to the discussion of the biblical text, rabbis and students gathered 

together in the great academies of the diaspora and the Land oflsrael to discuss the 

meaning inherent in the written text, as well as the meaning that could be found in that 

which the biblical text omitted. The evolution of the Mishnah, and then of the Gemara, 

was the result of these discussions. Not surprisingly, the discussions about people who 

were blind, deaf, lame, insane, or had a blemish of some son, developed. The role of 

people with all sorts of special needs within the community was the focus of many of the 

discussions within these academies. 

Given the thousands of citations found in the Talmud which mention different 

disabilities and blemishes, the examination which follows is a mere sample of the laws 

which discuss people with different needs in the context of the larger community. The 

citations referenced below are outgrowths, whether direct or indirect, of the biblical 

citations discussed in the previous chapter. They reflect both the scientific knowledge 

and the sociological biases of their days, and they serve as a foundation for the centuries 

ofhalakhic discussion which would follow them. 

Hagigah 2a-5b 
Mishnab 

In many ways, this Mishnah, which begins Tractate m•m, sets the stage for many 

of the issues which were discussed throughout Rabbinic literature, and which continue to 

be addressed today. 

,trl.))ln1JN1 ,onn:n1:11 ,l'Tf'l ,M\)l\!I ,l!liM 'fin ,n"N'U l'.l"n ~ 
ll'N'V •r.n ,wm1 ,n'1nrn ,Nrnonl ,il>nn ,0>11m1i11:1 o.»Nl!I 0'1.l.lll ,O'l!ll'I 
1>:lN ~ v!lrc 'll .l1:ii' m• ll'Nl!I ':i - l"P m'l'N .1•,l1.l rn'll' 'o' 

ll'N\!I ~ •0'11:1lN "" TP.ll .'Nl:l\!I l'l'.l '1.11 ,Jron 11"1' O>~l1'1:1 1Tl'll'l 
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(l":! mow> "11JN:Jw ,l't':in in' c"'UM'IJ 111'"1 'P.:IN ::iw lT":i nnN' ''O' 
69.c,,li YI~ 

All are bound to appear, except a deaf man, an imbecile and a 
minor; a person of unknown sex, a hermaphrodite, women, unfreed 
slaves, the lame, the blind, the sick., the aged, and one who is 
unable to go up on foot. Who is [in this respect deemed] a minor? 
Whoever is unable to ride on his father's shoulders and go up from 
Jerusalem to the Temple Mount. [This is] the view ofBeit 
Shammai. 

But Beit Hillel says: Whoever is unable to hold his father's hand 
and go up from Jerusalem to the Temple Mount, for it is said: 
Three D''l,-'° 

The fact that this Mishnah raises a number of questions is evidenced by the 

extensive Gemara, which accompanies it, and which attempts to understand the 

background and intention of the Mishnah itself Beginning with the first word, potential 

biases are laid out. "All" are supposed to make the pilgrimage to Jerusalem. It is a 

communal obligation and experience. However, it is immediately made clear by the text 

that this obligation does not, in fact, apply to "all." What follows is an entire list of the 

'types' of people, who have different conditions, which exempt them from this 

obligation. So, the question that stands out is about communal inclusion: If the whole 

community is obligated to go to the Temple except these individuals, then are they in fact 

considered part of the community? This text does not prohibit these individuals from 

making the trip, it merely keeps them from the obligation. So, it is not clear what role 

these individuals are intended to play within the community. 

The disagreement which ensues between Beit Hillel and Beit Shammai is an 

indication that just as the expectations for these groups of people is not clear, so too, it is 

not clear who fits into the different categories. The Rabbis attempt to define the 

69 Hagigah 2a 
70 Translations of Talmud by Soncino, unless otherwise noted 
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categories in Jewish law, which began here with the definition ·of a minor, and which has 

evolved ever since. The definition of the minor, whether in accordance with Beit Hillel 71 

or with Beil Shammai72
, has to do with his73 ability to participate in the activity at hand. 

Whether this qualification applies to the other categories listed remains a question, due in 

part to the lack of understanding that the rabbis had about some of these conditions. 

Gemara 

The Gernara comes to clarify some of the questions which were raised in the 

Mishnah. In doing so, it successfully raises questions ofits own. 

,,1.JN'T .~ . rnn µ l'~nl 'Tlll l'lifl'tl 'll .,,,l"lN) - !'Nil ~ ~l"l 
!'Nil .,,,l"lN) m ,rrr>z.rm VJ ,,"!! rnn µ l•~rn nil l'!m'O •ll 

'll!I Dl'l 1'\!/ !11111 ll\!/N"l Dl'l "ll'Tl ..... TIN~ -

What does [the word] ALL come to include? - It comes to include 
one who is half a slave and half a freedman. But according to 
Rabina, who says: One who is half a slave and half a freedman is 
exempt from appearing [at the Temple], what does [the word] ALL 
come to include? - It comes to include one who was lame on the 
first day [of the festival] and became well on the second.74 

Immediately, the Gemara attempts to define the word "all" from the Mishnah, and 

immediately, the Gemara recognizes that these categories are not always clearly 

identifiable. There is, for example, the person who is a slave - in part. And there is the 

person who is lame - in part. And the Gemara goes on to identify the other conditions 

which a person can have partially, all the while trying to define what happens in those 

circumstances. While the Mishnah stated the black and the white of certain individuals 

with varying conditions, the Gemara here identifies the gray area. Over the course often 

71 Whoever is unable to hold his father's hand for the trip . 
72 Whoever is unable to ride on his father's shoulders for the trip 
73 "Or hers" is not included here because if a girl is not considered exempt by means of 
her childhood, then she is exempt because she is considered a woman 
74 "b"d I I . 
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o•!li, the categories listed in the Mishnah are expanded upon, explained, and more 

questions arise. 

For example, the distinction is made between different kinds of participation: 

appearing for the pilgrimage and rejoicing. "nMY/:11 n»Ni:i l':1"n m," "All are bound 

to appear [at the Temple) and to rejoice." Of course, exceptions are made in this case as 

well so that where the Gemara says "all," it is not really speaking of every person. Some 

are included in the communal obligation for certain elements, while others are included 

for other elements. The definition of who is 'in' and who is 'out' of the community is 

becoming complicated. The Gemara continues, 

.n»N"m )I:> 11"!11!1 ,"1:11D U'N'I )ll:JlYI ,JIDlYIU'N'I "l:l"Tl'Jn 1!111'Vl 'fin 
.nl'Vll!l:i :i»n- il»N1Tl )I:> i1"!IY1 '!I ::i)I 'JNl 

Except a heresh that can speak but not hear, [or) hear but not 
speak, who is exempt from appearing; but though he is exempt 
from appearing, he is bound to rejoice. 75 

Another distinction that is made here is between mitzvot which originate in the 

Torah and those which come from the Rabbis. 

)I:> 'JN 'f'11"!1 - )"i'l n"l\!ll ,"l:liD 1¢1 )llJll!I lO U>MV l'lMl 
.mm:i mi11:JMT1 ru~ ~D 'f'1l"!li ~Mm ,nnovn 

The one who can neither hear nor speak, an imbecile and a minor 
are exempt even from rejoicing, since they are exempt from all the 
precepts stated in the To rail. 76 

By focusing on the distinction between rejoicing and appearing, the difference 

between mitzvot which come from Scripture and those which come from the rabbis 

becomes clear. In this case, rejoicing is a scriptural command, while appearing at the 

Temple is a rabbinically ordained mitzvah. This situation can be applied to other 

75 Hagigah 2b 
76 

Hagigah 3a 
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conditions, the gray area of their role in the community increases. 

While a bi-product of the classifications and definitions is the appearance that the 

ca egones 1s mcreasmg, m act, 

there is evidence, as in this discussion of the ""11:1; that the rabbis were hesitant to add 

people to these marginalized groups. The evidence is clear in that th 

associated with the category of the ""l't'. 

Who is [deemed] a 11\:rl't'? 'One that destroys all that is given to 
him'; he would have retracted. The question was raised: When he 

· s garment, ecause II resembles 
this [case); or would he have retracted with regard to all of them? -
It remains [undecided). 77 

e tension is clear. While the rabbi 

community, the attention paid to defining the community and its boundaries continued to 

increase. The rabbis' motivations seem mixed and, therefore, complicated and unclear. 

WI 

the mainstream of the community Toward the end of this Gemara, they admit their lack 

of understanding. Every decision will, inevitably, include some and excl 

so t 1s remam to be seen. To make this point, the following 111':11'< is told: 

77 Hagigah Jb 
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.l"l'J>l:l ..,"ll'l:l nn >::> .TMn:i ~Nl l"l'll;nl .l"l'llN "JPNl WN "l'N 
D'lll ":ipn::i om - )'Nn )l'N1 D'N'Wl IJ')ll 011::i:ipn DJiN :1n::i il:lN 

.Nl"O"l'J 'Nl'll:l 'µUlll:) N1ll!ln l::J'N :n>) 11:3N .')'Nil )l'N'I C'Nl1n 

s go an pay our respects to him. ' They were told, 'There is 
one disciple of the wise here, but he is blind.' R. Hiyya said to 
Rabbi, "Stay. You must not lower your patriarchal dignity. I shall 
go and pay my respects for both of us.' But Rabbi took hold ofR. 
Hiyya and went with him. As the w 

to one who can be seen but cannot see; may you be granted the 
privilege of paying your respects to One who sees but cannot be 
seen.' Hearing that, Rabbi said to R. Hiyya, 'And you would have 
deprived me of such a blessing!' 78 

Ultimate) it is clear 

conditions they mentioned in order to clearly define the role of these individuals within 

the community. As communal leaders, they were concerned with maintaining the 

were in touch with their own lack of understanding and that by excluding certain 

individuals, there may, inevitably, be blessings missed for themselves and for the entire 

c 

Middot 5:4 
Mishriah 

e emp e m erusa em. In it, there were 

three courts, which have ascending levels of requirements for entry. To be admitted into 

the Temple at all required a physical purity, which, as we will see, was extremely rare 

were allowed to enter, the requirements became even more stringent for entry into each 

78 
Hagigah Sb, Translation in Sefer HaAggadah 
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of the other two chambers. This Mishnah describes the Temple courts one at a time, from 

the outside in. The messages implied in this passage reverberate into historical and 

conlemporary attitudes towards purity and impurity within the community. 

ll i1~'.:IN •:ii ,~ .'QJTI n:tl!I' .TPun ta\!/' .n'11n Jl:)V-7 .'Qin n:tl!I' 
N'iil .ml r.o n:l\!I' ic1N '1Nl!I N:IN .11\!IDl!ID i'll"PT1 nD >nrcl!I .:li')I' 

'1'1m J11:ip i1:i n>n Dl!I .n'11n re~ .ml!I µw~ m .'J!l'J11!1 >i1nN nrrm 
>iiruo nrm Dl!I .?l'llrl TO\!I' .m1Jm "' o•c D'J"!IOD Dl!llll .1',ll i1ru 

w:i1' .'1o!I 1:1 Nlm:ll!I vr::n .ruu o.r M l"UTI n:iwi> '.:1Nil!I> 'l!I n'111 
o>l::i' \!1:11, .'10!1 1:1 l'CIDl N,1!11 .1, tnm l'a1'1 .tMlnl!I '"l".\ll1DI O>ill"ll!I 

1¢1!1 .D'\!llll 1'l"'I :11" 01'1 .o>~ 1">f'!N O)I l!IDl!llll Ol:lJ .C'll' '"l"l'Ml 
.Nm Tl'1:l Oljml"l Tl'1:l C>iDlN 1'l"'I T-11 .)rDn f1l"IN '\!I lnl:I '10!1 l'Cllll 

1lt>ll' l'l:l:ll f1\"ll'CI in:!\!/ .Nll"'I ,,-01 . f1l"IN '\!I lllil:I '10!1 l'Cllll N~ 
:e•111ipn '1111? lT>ll ·n 'l!I' m111' 

The courtyard "of wood," the courtyard "of the exile," the 
courtyard "of hewn stone." The courtyard of wood: R. Eliezer hen 
Jacob said, 'I have forgotten what purpose it served; Abba Saul 
says, the compartment of the High Priest and was situated behind 
the other two and it is of equal height. The second, "of the exile," 
has a well in it which supplies water to the entire community 
gathered there. The third, "of hewn stone," is where the Sanhedrin 
sat to judge the priesthood. Any priest found to be invalid 
donned black and wrapped himselfin black and went out and left. 
The one who was not found to be invalid donned white, entered, 
and ministered with the priests. And they used to observe a 
festival day since no invalidity was found in the seed of Aaron the 
Priest, and thus they used to say, 'Blessed is the Omnipresent, 
blessed be He, for no invalidity hath been found in the seed of 
Aaron, and he blessed the One who chose Aaron and his sons to 
stand and minister before the Eternal in the Holy of Holies. 79 

·There were two possible judgments that the Sanhedrin would make. In the first 

scenario, the priest would be judged 'lC!I, unfit to enter the Tempie. In this case, he 

would put on black garments and leave the area. In the second scenario, the priest was 

judged '10!1 N' so that he was, in fact, fit to enter the Temple. In that case, he would 

dress in white garments and enter for service to God. In this situation, a ll" 01', a 

79 Though not a direct translation, this interpretation of the Hebrew, written by me, 
expresses the message of the Hebrew. Hebrew translations are direct translations, and 
mine unless otherwise noted. 
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festive holiday, was declared, and a blessing was said which blessed God for not entering 

anything that is ~0!) into the seed of Aaron, and who chose Aaron and his seed to stand 

in service before God in the Holy of Holies. 

This Mishnah seems to scream out just how rare it was for anyone to pass by the 

Sanhedrin and enter the Temple as ~O!) !¢. This is evidenced in the language itself. 

Although the word ~09 is referenced multiple times, there exists no word here for the 

priest who is, in fact, fit to enter. For that rare person, the text uses the negative 

construct, )lo!) N'.:I. In addition, having somebody pass through into the next chamber 

was reason enough for a holiday to be called, and for special blessings to be said. 

Bartinora, in his commentary on this text, drew a mental picture of the scene. He 

told the reader to picture the court of hewn stone (the one for the Sanhedrin) as a gate. 

The Sanhedrin are the gatekeepers. On one side is the everyday life, the ~n, where 

people approach and try to enter. On the side that is l!ITp, even the Sanhedrin could not 

sit, except for those who came from the House of David. 80 

Bartinora seemed to drive home the point that a select few people were admitted 

into the first or second chambers. Not even those who were qualified to sit on the 

Sanhedrin were guaranteed entry beyond the office of hewn stone. A number of 

questions arise from the picture that is painted here. The first, regarding the blessings 

which were recited upon finding a priest who was fit (or rather, not unfit) enough to enter 

the Temple. If a majority of priests were, as the Mishnah comes to be interpreted, being 

turned away, then the blessing recited does not make logical sense. How could the 

Sanhedrin thank God for not allowing blemishes into the line of Aaron when, in fact, 

80 Bartinora commentary on Middot 5:4, English interpretation written by me 
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these same people were facing and turning away blemished priest after blemished priest? 

Whether the reasoning for this blessing is rooted in denial or in a spirit of exclusivity, the 

disconnect stands out as worthy of consideration. 

Another question, which follows. is about the middle chamber. If so few priests 

were allowed into the Temple, then for whom was the water being drawn? One possible 

answer acknowledges that the needs of the priests who were turned away were, in fact, 

recognized. Perhaps the water was brought from the court of the exile out to the people 

who were not permitted to enter. They, too, had needs, and it was the responsibility of 

those who were 'in' this exclusive community to take care of them to some degree, just 

as they were somewhat responsible for the basic human needs of those who were deemed 

'out' of their own communities. 

Knowing the tension that existed between the Pharisees and the Sadducees at the 

time, it is not surprising that this Mishnah, which portrays the Sadducees as the decision 

makers, seems almost absurd. In this case, the Sadducees label almost every priest who 

approaches the Temple as 'unfit,' and then, when they find one priest who is fit for the 

Temple service, they tum around and bless God for maintaining purity in the line of 

Aaron. By portraying the decision-making attempts of the Sadducees as asinine, the 

Rabbis were able to use reason to claim the power to serve as the communal 

"gatekeepers". This Mishnah is a reflection of the power struggle that existed during its 

day. 81 Given that there is no Gemara to comment on this Mishnah, the issues raised 

remain open for interpretation. 

81 Seltzer, Robert M., Jewish People, Jewish Thought, pp. 216-217 
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Ma!shsbirin 6:1 

In this Mishnah, halakhic rulings are seen as more lenient for people with certain 

examining. 

Mishnah 

lT!'!:lll ~ ~llJ111!1 >!) !:Ill "JN · l"Pl nl:rlYJ YJ,n l!:llln . µn> >JJ m >'ll"I :p; 
'i"!JllJM ')Tl!:! l'Nl nYJlll'J 1n!:I ~ .µn> >JJ ')J'IN .::iun 

A person puts fruit on the roof (to make an offering to God) 
because of the maggots (which are resumed to 

w e upon the ftuit and, therefore, this does not count 
(as an offering. The mitzvah is not considered to have been done 
because the water from · 
the person's intention was right, the fruit is considered unclean 
and, therefore, it is as if his mitzvah does not count. However, if a 

· · o e 1 mg o the 
fruit, then it does not count as unclean because although these 
individuals are capable of doing the act, they are not ca le 

go m o e mtent1on. 

benefit of the doubt, it disregards outright their ability for thought. A couple of issues 

arise here. The first is that the rabbis who made this decision grouped all the deaf, the 

human being, have their own abilities and disabilities v 

capacity. The question is whether or not the rabbis realized this. In addition, it is 

mteresting to note that the word invoked here for what these people are not capable ofis 

e rabbis who made this 

decision disregarded these individuals' thought, not their heart. 

mind and heart is one which reappears throughout the rabbinic literature. 
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In additio what is the benefit that is derived if these 

counted? If they are not bound to the mitzvot, then what difference does it make if their 

offerings count? Perhaps this is simply an effort of the rabbis to eni:ourage these 

This may be a case of baseless charity that, in the end, disregards the mental capabilities 

and sensibilities of the affected parties. Again, there is no Gemara on this Mishnah, so 

we are e o interpret II on its own. 

Peab 8:9 

Here, issues of communal responsibility for the care of persons with special 

needs, is raised in a legal context. It is, clearly, a serious topic for the rabbis who 

Mishnah 

lPN'll >1:1 ~1 .711" ?O m >in .cru )lWI NW Nlm m C"Ol:ln ,, \?>YI >1:1 

l'°CIYI 'ti ~1 .m>i:I' 11"~YI 1)1 °'um 11:1 1"!1) u>N -'"Ul '1"' 1'°CI 

")'1 11YI 1'1 'Pl .ln":ll:I » l'l'Ml »:i TW:I' 1YIN 1:1.lTI 1l1:i {I" 1"1'1:11') 11:11N 
11'lN:I 1ml1 nYlllll .n'O!I N'1 .Nl:llt) N'1 :un N' u>NYI >1:1 ni .ll"VlN' l'1l:IN 

nN n"1:11 1nYI npi~ "l'1 ~1 . .,,Tm pi~ pi~ Ct" c>1:1'TJ ["ll:INll .llNl:ITI 
>:> npn N' 1nYl1 (:0 Tlll:IYI) 17.lNlYI .nr.c 'PJ>)IYI 1ll ropm 11:1 111:1 ll'N . ,,,n 

,• 

The person who has 50 zuz and gives it away, should not then take 
e 

and takes from this communal fund will not die until he really does 
have a need to take. Similarly, any person who needs to take from 

e n u r ses to o so, wi not 1e untl e supports ot ers 
from what he has. About him, it is said, 'blessed is the one who 
trusts in God and in God's judgment.' An one who is not lame or 
blind and pretends to be, he will not die until he really is like a 
blind one or a deaf one or a lame one. 
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Here, a couple of assumptions are being made. The first is that the lame or the 

blind person is presumed to be in a monetary crisis of some son. Perhaps individuals 

with these conditions had difficulty finding work, either because their condition made 

them physically unable to perform work-related tasks, or because the cultural status 

associated with their condition made them undesirable to employers. The second 

assumption is that the community takes good care of the people who are blind and lame 

in its midst. Therefore, people are willing to fake a disability to get the communal care 

that goes to these individuals, and the communal leaders are in a position to legislate 

consequences for such an action. 

The other aspect that bears notice has to do with the consequences of the 

forbidden action. If a person feigns one of these disabilities, his punishment is to live 

with that very condition at some point in his life. Lameness and blindness are 

punishments. Are they seen as punishment for those who are born with or develop the 

conditions naturally, as well as for those who feign one of these conditions? The 

discussion which attempts to answer this question pervades the Talmud and, ultimately, 

there is no agreement made on the issue. Since there is no Gemara to comment on this 

Mishnah, we do not know the intentions of the rabbis who wrote here. 

Yebamot t13a 
Ge mac a 

After a discussion about offering Terumah, the discussion goes on to talk about 

what type ofa woman should be entitled to her ketubah: 

li"l:l11D "' n>7T li'l.1'111 Nl\!I 'NJ:ll , n:Jll'O "' l1'N1' n"'J' NlV.I 'Nl.31 .n, ':lOJ N,1 '.lllr.l'r.I ,:>"Ni 

"And why is the minor different [from the deaf woman], that she 
should have her ketubah? And why is the deaf woman different 
[from the minor] that she should not be entitled to her ketubah? -
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woman were en 1 

In this Gemara, the community's attitude towards the deafis couched in tenns 

that do not, at first ance seem to be what it reall i . 

legislating that the deaf woman is not entitled to her ketubah is discriminatory. However, 

the law laid out in this Gemara can also be interpreted as existing to protect the deaf 

woman. "While deafness, as a rule, is an affliction for life, a minor does not forever 

remain in her minority."82 Therefore, a minor is seen as more appealing than is a deaf 

her to forge a relationship, or perhaps there is a concern in the community that marrying a 

deaf woman will be more taxing than marrying a woman who can hear and, thus, be a 

was, in fact, true in its day, then this law in fact exists to help the woman be attractive to 

potential marriage partners by offering a financial incentive. Marriage to a deaf woman 

Two issues jump out here. The first has to do with the ramifications of not having 

a ketubah on a deaf woman. If the marria e w 

some day, then the woman would be left stranded. Who would take care of her? It is 

possible that the thought behind this law is that, ultimately, the community is willing to 

husband. However, this situation is a reflection of another issue that stands out from this 

Gemara. 

Footnote 2, Soncino translation to the Talmud, Yebarnot IL p. 794 
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a difference in attitud 

expectations of members of the community and the community as an entity, as 

represented by those making the ha/a/chic decisions with regard to deaf women. Men in 

the com 

part of the community. The community wants to ensure that these women are cared for. 

Although the difference is clearly recognized here, the question that remains is whether 

Baba Kamma 86b-87a 
Mishnah 

One who insults a naked person, or one who insults a blind person, 
or one who insults a person asleep i$ liable [for degradation], 

The list of conditions listed in this Mishnah is a new grouping, which equates the 

three with regard to their liability and the liability of the community for them. If the three 

wit one another, then the blind and naked individuals are 

likened to a person who is sleeping and, therefore, cannot be held accountable for his 

actions. While an existence withou 

ways, it also sends the message that their actions, whether positive or negative, do not 

matter. Since blindness is usually a permanent condition, this Mishnah, clearly, has 

is understood as a statement of their ability to function and take responsibility. 

54 



mara 

The Gemara adds the category of the minor, the deaf person and the Ml)l\9 to the 

discussion about degradation payments. A minor and a deaf person are subject to be paid 

cannot comprehend being disgraced. However, since people living with these three 

conditions were typically grouped together for halakhic pu 

presumed mental limitations. "
83 

Although the M\)l\9 cannot, according to this belief, get 

embarrassed h 

"nD n)l·n l'Wl:J "P )'N - M\1119i1" "The idiot - you have no embarrassment greater than 

him."84 

laws from which R. Judah claims that the blind person is exempt. 

- T'.J mn>D >:J»Ml m>it.ID >:i»nr.n m>::il >:rnnD 1ll)!:J -:'lDlN MTIM> '1 
.N>ll'TT · ,m>:il •:i>'l'VJ .N::i >mo N:ln N::i 

So also did R. Judah exempt him from the liability of being exiled 
and from the liability of lashes and from the liability of being put 
to death by a court oflaw ... just as there85 blind persons are not 
included so also here blind persons should not be included. 

aside from the mainstream, ha/akhica/ly bound, society. Rabbi Judah is upfront with his 

assertion that while the blind are excluded from areas of communal life of 

83 Wertlieb, p. 197 
84 

Baba Kamma 86b, translation is mine 
85 

Reference to the situation of the blind parent who is unable to publicly declare his or 
her son a "stubborn and rebelli " · 
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responsibilities, which are not generally seen in a positive light. The good comes with 

the bad and for some blind individuals, that notion may be a comfort. This idea is further 

e ressed in a Barai 86 

m~ti T.ln ni:m> nnn> •:ii n>n 'Pl ,nllll:i ,, l'N Nl:3ltl i'll:llN tml'1' .., 
''1:> nm illNi ')NJ:! :Nl'IJN mn '0'"11J , 'l1'l' :i., "l1JN -min:i nn11:JNM 

N)'T m·n , .,ni) N:il,) Nl:31' N:Mlll Np .nu1m VJ i1"'ll Nl:3ltl •it.>N"T ,mm• 
:Nl'ln ., ~'T ' 

Rabbi Judali says, "A blind person is not subject to [the law of] 
degradation. So also did R. Judah exempt him from all the . . 

to 
e ac 1s m accor ce 

with R. Judah who declared that a blind person is exempt from the 
commandments, I would make a festive occasion for our Rabbis, 
because though I am not enjoined, I still perform commandments, 
but now that I have heard the statement ofR. Hanin · 

o [good deeds] than of those who without being enjoined [but 
merely of their own free will] do [good deeds], if someone would 
tell me that the halachah is not in accordance with R. Judah, I 
would make a festive occasion for our Rabbis, because ifl ll1ll 

r 

In other words, R. Yosef claims that it seems like a person who is not bound by 

all of the Torah laws is better off than the one who is obligated, since that 

om o c oose to participate m the actions without the burden of potential 

consequences for not participating, or for doing any part of the action improperly. In 

fact thou 

are bound by commandments. Although being 'in the community' can be burdensome, 

Baba Kamma 87a 
Rabbi Yosefwas, himself, blind 
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than oneself 

Bekhorot 43a 
Mishnah 

at come wit a sense of bein a art of somethi 

)J1ll7.'il 11!7>:m "11"1>))1 "Ul"l .O"TIO 'P~trlll - O'"UlV p:i 'P)ll:lp 1':1 , l>N l'Dltl 
o>'"n1 , ~D MTln> 'li - mi"n '))1:11 ,11ll'Ptrl ,"1P'U wmY11 , µp1:1m 

1t1Nn 11llj]lll 1)11!1 ~ Tl\)>\!/ l~ l'NYI " - mp lTll'N ,~Oll - mpn . 'P~trlll 
.1¥/:l l"n - l~ YI' ON , 'JllH~ 

T 
' , 

make·human beings unfit. To them must be added [in the case of 
blemishes of human beings], kilon, liftan, makkaban, one whose 
head is angular and one whose occiput has the shape of sekifas 
[lintel]. As regards humpbacked men, R. Judah considers them fit, 

o a - ea m the legal sense] is he 
who has not a line of hair from ear to ear. If however he has, then 
he is fit. 

This text identifies a number of 

discussed in the Torah, and it goes on to add a number of other blemishes to the list. It is 

interesting to consider why the rabbis felt the need to add to the list of disqualifying 

ns were mm 

One possible explanation is that there existed blemishes that were not understood during 

the days of the Mishnah. Therefore, to be safe, the rabbis decided that the list of 

understanding developed, the rabbis were able to identify specific blemishes, which, 

perhaps, would have been grouped together with others during earlier times. Taking both 

ex 

the base of people who were deemed unfit to perform the priestly duties. 

Also, in examining the wording above, we see that in some cases the 
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ion emishes which are identifi 

phenomena and those which are referred to by the people who live with them, is not 

clear. It is likely that those conditions which were more familiar to the rabbis.through 

were 

wholly unfamiliar were referred to as the condition itself. For example, it is likely that 

the rabbis who discussed this matter had never before come into contact with a rson 

[in the case of blemishes of human beings], kilon, 88 liftan, 89 makkaban,90 ... " However, 

when they refer to a person who has an oddl sh 

and one whose occiput has the shape of sekifas [lintel]." 

Immediately, the Gemara asks 'why' these blemishes were added to the list and 

not others. "l"l):i> l'O'Nl'll r>WJN," "But why [do these blemishes make a human being 

other blemishes which, in biblical literature, prohibit animals from being fit for sacrifice. 

The Gemara argues that, ultimately, the list of blemishes associated with sacrificial 

animals i 

Later on, the discussion picks up on the Mishnaic line, 

To these must be added in connection with blemishes of human 
beings - Where is it proven? Said R. Yohanan: Scripture says, 
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~~~----------.............. ..... 
'No man of the seed of Aaron the priest that has a blemish (Lev. 
21 ), [intimating} that a man who is like the seed of Aaron [is 
considered unfit). 

H 
Out, 

,\el l)l'lt:i nwJ l'N Nn NIJlD 'll:IT Nm ")'lnN ~ lll'IO niwn lel'N 

7'0!1>D 'I'll NIJlD N,:i )'lnN 

Aaron's descendants are understood to be nonnal in appearance. The question 

that remains is about the word "Ii " 

connection between the priests and the Israelites. Can an Israelite be qualified for the 

priestly duties ifhe does not have these blemishes? Most likely, the answer to this 

. . 
Only the priests have a chance to be 'like the seed of Aaron.' The blemishes referred to 

here are truly skin deep and have nothing to do with a person's lineage. To the contrary, 

this seems to be co 

the line of Aaron, he is not automatically fit for the priestly duties. There are a number of 

other factors which are, ultimately, beyond a person's control, includin 

an , sometimes, t e lemishes which mark his skin. 

The Gemara asks, then attempts to answer this very question on page 43b . 

. n"IUll •'1nN 011e1c 

Cl\elDl nnN ,\el lll'lt:i "1\el ll'Nlel 1•:i IO'N 'ND .nTU)I 7>nr.i N, - )'lnN ,\el 

!l'lln '1>N'ID 

What is the practical difference between [a priest] with a blemish . . . 

L..-----~ 
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blemish, that he profane not. '91 U: however, it is a case of not 
being 'like the seed of Aaron', then the Temple service is not 
profaned. What is also the difference between the case of one 
'who is not like the seed of Aaron' and of a priest who is unfit 'for 
appearance sake' ?91 

This discussion goes on and on, defining each blemish listed above, and 

discussing why it does not qualify for the priestly duties. All of the discussions about 

being 'like the seed of Aaron' emphasize the origin of the disqualifications. Although it 

may appear that some of the disqualifications were chosen and added at random, they 

were not. They are rooted in a variety of earlier sources. These exemptions raise the 

question about the meaning of the word "ll\:l!I. Does being "exempt" imply that 

individuals who fall under this category are relieved of the burden of commitment, or are 

they excluded from participation? Although there is no simple answer to this question, it 

is worth considering in the context of an evolving community. 

With regard to the profaning of the Temple service, the rabbis tried to bring an 

explanation for excluding certain individuals. It seems that the assumption was made that 

the people reading the laws would, without any disagreement, understand the weight and 

importance of not profaning the Temple service. However, that assumption carried with 

it cultural norms and priorities which look different from a modern perspective. 

Ultimately, this is a question of priorities: Was it more important for the ritual to be done 

"properly" so as to do what we can to ensure that God •. according to our best guesses as to 

what God wants, is pleased? Or was it more important to provide for the human need of 

91 Leviticus 21 :23 
92 "Some blemishes, more particularly the lightest, disqualify merely 'for appearance 
sake' as, for example, one whose eyelids are hairless or one whose teeth were removed," 
in footnote #2, Soncino translation to the Talmud. "This reason only applies to the case 
of hairless eyelids," footnote in Soncino Talmud. 
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belongingness? From the perspective of the rabbis, the priority was clearly proper service 

to God, with a nod to human needs (as expressed in the need for the lengthy explanation). 

Bekhorot 441 

This section of Gemara continues an ongoing discussion focused on defining 

different disqualifying conditions, and trying to rationalize why they do, in fact, 

disqualify priests. This part of the discussion adds a new perspective by returning to the 

Mishnah's word '11'~. and graphically discussing it as, 

l' !ll'1rl ,,..m • !'Un JTr111" rn!l>l'T mvnn ,rn,,,,~ rn"11n 1>.»ll· fl'lm 
.J'!l•t lnml -i-nn ,n•!l>t )'l!l'llrT • l'lll) ,n>.»» -maT·1'n 1'nnm 

J'lll'l l'PN"Vl 'llln 7lt1.!l i>.»» ,,,,., 'l"l'tll'O :µmi, m) ll11 )'tnn •:u •:in1 

"Ziran -One whose eyes are bleared and granulated; weeping, 
dripping and running. A Tanna taught: Zewir, lufyon, and tamir 
are blemishes. Zewir is one whose eyes are unsteady. Lufyon is 
one having thick and connected eyebrows, and tamir is one whose 
eyebrows are gone. And is the latter defect reckoned among 
disqualifying blemishes? Have we not learnt (in the Mishnah): 
One whose eyelids are hairless is unfit [for the priesthood] 'For 
appearance sake'?" 

The grammatically odd insenion once more of the phrase 'for appearance sake,' 

stands out as wonhy of examination. It implies that it is not an actual blemish which 

warrants concern, rather it simply appears strange to others who see it. If, in fact, we are 

only discussing unpleasant appearance, then the ultimate concern of maintaining a pure 

sanctuary for God seems out of place. These individuals are not, by the original 

standards, impure. Why, then, would they be deemed 'unfit' for service to God? There 

is a good chance that the communal leaders who made this decision were, from their 

perspectives, ultimately concerned with maintaining God's holiness. However, the 

reality of any human decision that is made in the spirit of God's sanctity, is just that-

human. Th.is judgment was made by human beings who were, most likely, unfamiliar 
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and uncomfortable with the above-mentioned conditions. Their discussion was rooted in 

their own limited exposure and their own sensibilities, which were based purely on what 

they did know, appearance. 

Mdab 19b 
Mishnah 

All are qualified to read the megillah except a deaf person, an 
imbecile and a minor. R. Judah declares a minor qualified. 

Here, again, 1Upl n111vi ,viin are grouped together. What follows, in the Gemara, 

is a test of how much they, in actuality, should or should not be grouped together. 

Gemara 

In the discussion about whether or not, in fact, the same requirements and 

restrictions apply to people with all three conditions, the rabbis compare this situation to 

that of the requirement for reciting Sberna. Much of the aforementioned discussion is 

reviewed here. The difference between the two cases, though, is that for the Sberna, the 

discussion is about whether the affected person can perform his obligation, namely 

hearing. Here, the concern is whether these individuals are "qualified" to do the act 

itself 

The discussion continues about the grouping of the three categories together. 

While some rabbis question it, the Gemara ultimately states, 

T:Jll'T l"Pl Tl\:11\!I nr.i l"Pl Tl\:11\!IT N>tl"IT 1!11n 
io •m T:u>'i l!lin 'IN N' •m 

For a deaf man is mentioned in the same category as an imbecile 
and a minor; just as the reading of an imbecile and a minor is not 
accepted, so the reading ofa deaf man is not accepted. 
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Since the three are grouped together in the text more often than not, we must 

consider the ramifications of this grouping upon the individuals themselves, as well as 

upon the community that gets used to thinking of them as one and the same. In fact, they 

are different. Each person, in each of the categories, has different needs and abilities, 

which need to be considered. Ultimately, by grouping them together, there were 

ramifications on the individuals who were subject to the classifications as well as upon 

the community, which received them. 

Mnillab 24b 
Mishnah 4:6 

This Mishnah outlines what religious duties could be performed by Israelites who 

had different blemishes and disabilities, and which ones could not. 

TIN Nl!IU Nml ,Tl!l'>nn 'l.!1) "l!llll NlTll ,llll'U ))I tnl.!I NlTI l'rol!I 1'1).!l/m 
,Cl"'IJIJ:ll lTIU1!1 N'ilp l"P .YI"' ))I 1'1!11.11 l!l1 lN l'!IN - l"P n>n CJNl .l'.!I::> 

nm!l .1>.!1::> TIN NW U!N"l .n:i>m 'l.!1) 1!11)1 U">Nl )llJl!I ))I trll.!I u>N )!IN 

u>Nl ,n::i>M >l.!I) "l!llll u>N1 ,muo Nilp u>N )!IN ,Cl"U11J1 lllJl!I nN tril.!I 
TIN'i 1-()111 )::> '17.llN TITITI' >:n .CJl"U11Jl lllJltl TIN tm.!I NT.lltl . l'~ :nN N\!lll 

.)llJl!I ))I trll.!I U">N - l'IJ'>XI l'O"llNIJ 

The one who says the Haftarah from the prophet repeats also the 
blessings before the Shema and passes before the ark and lifts up 
his hands. Ifhe is a child, his father or his teacher passes before 
the ark in his place. A child may read in the Torah and translate, 
but he may not pass before the ark nor lift up his hands. A person 
in rags may repeat the blessings before the Sberna and translate, 
but he may not read in the Torah nor pass before the ark nor lift up 
his hands. A blind man may repeat the blessings before the Shema 
and translate. R. Judah says: One who has never seen the light 
from his birth may not recite the blessings before the Sberna 

A few points arise from this Mishnah. First, a, distinction is made between the 

person who is blind from birth and the one who becomes blind later in life. This seems 

consonant with Berakhot 15a in which two distinct blessings are prescribed for seeing 

people with disabilities either from birth or that are later onset. Second, while the minor 
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is allowed to translate •I.a Tnr~h ti.a . . - . . - - . 
~· ~ ··-- -·- ·- r-·--·· ~ .. o JS 

blind are allowed to translate the blessings before the Sberna. Why the difference? 

Perhaps the answer is simply that a minor is ex:pected. some day, to be able to particioate 

f;-"- • . II .., -• •• . 
· · · __ -11i. since ne currently nas representation for the others, . ----- --

he is considered fully participatory at this point, thus allowing him to participate in the 

I scripturally based activities ofreadimz from and transl 0 •;n'.:'. • " I:' ... - t_ 1~ .. I -- . ' - . -·-
mose with r~ed clothes, that ex:pectation does not exist. Therefore, while they are 

welcome to participate in those actions which are rabbinically ordained, those from the 

Torah itself"~ 11 na• - L ... -· 

Again, the question of levels of engagement within the community appears. Here, 

individuals with different conditions are allowed to participate at various levels. 

The Gemara claims that there are two main reasons that these rules were set. 

'11NT 0111/IJ :"ll'JM >IJ>\11 'C l1l1 ,,,~ l:nl!IJ:) :"llJN N!l!I :11 INIJ))O >NIJ 

. ClnJ 1':1))1 ln»J"l:l "°'" -,. - ·- -·~ . 
. 

What is the reason? R. Papa said: As a mark of honor. R. Shimi 
said: Because otherwise quarrels might arise. 

Both reasons, to avoid quarrels and to maintain respect, are left vague at the 
_ __..__.=...... "T'L.~ -· -

. 0 -w ;.:u __ ,,,;, """" v• me categones ot people. it gives ' --

specific reasons. For the minor, a parent or a teacher could do it for him. This is out of 

respect for both of them, as well as to avoid ouarrels between ti.a- T~ , ••• L~ • 

uresscu m tom clothes is forbidden specifically out ofrespect for the congregation. Here, 

the Gemara draws a comparison to a naked person standing up in front of the 
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congregation. For the blind person.93 it is oka 

Shema. To make this point, the Gemara deviates from the pattern of assigning either the 

reason of respect or that of minimizing conflict, to the ruling. Instead, an aggadah about 

a blind erson 

T11:1 1'1lll n>n~ Nllltl '11>N"ll ,M,!!Nl n)>' '(llel'IO 1'1lll >n>'M nnN 0)1!1 
npi:JN~ t 7.1 "' , 

" 
sawa m man 

walking in the road with a torch in his hand_ I said to him, My son, 
why do you cany this torch? He replied: As long as I have this 

· save me an save me from 
the holes and the thorns and the briars." 

ne rts from the light. So too, although he cannot 

see the light and creation that he blesses in the Yotzer 

presumed to derive other benefits from the light and creation by merely living with it. 

Rashi added to this discussion of reasons. 

Out of respect - to pass before the ark, since he finds himself in 

He claimed that it is out of respect forthe Torah that the person dressed in s 

should stand in one place rather than pass before the ark, essentially parading his dress. 

en peop e will sense a diminishment of respect for the 

Torah. Public perception of the actions is a crucial co 

bears keeping in mind. People might, for example, witness this ill-dressed person 

parading back and forth in front of the ark and see that as a model. They could then 

follow that I 

93 
As opposed to the Mishnah, the Gemara does not distin ish between the 

65 



Mishnah 4:7 

This Mishnah adds to the list in 4:6 one category of blemished person, which 

ments an entire discussion. 

say the priestly blessing]. R. Judah says: Also one whose hands 
are discolored with woad (red dye) should not lift up his hands, 

This Mishnah alludes to the custom that people in the con 

supposed to look up at the priests while they give the priestly blessing. This custom is 

blessing, God's presence becomes manif1 

that a person cannot survive after having seen God, the custom of the people oflsrael 

covering their eyes and simply listening to. this blessing began. 95 The prohibition 

outlined· 
peop e s attention, thereby 

encouraging them to transgress the law. 

Gemara 

o t e disqualifying blemishes are on exposed surfaces 

such as the hands, feet and face. This Gemara r · 

expanded the list of blemishes and exemptions, which they had inherited. 

R. Joshua ben Levi states that there are limits to how they can participate, 

, ' 

or curved hands were added to this category_ All of these conditions would make 

94 
Exodus 33:20 

95 
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stare. But note the difference in the afflictions. The original ones were on the surface of 

the skin, while Joshua b. Levi adds structural problems that go much deeper than the 

structural blemishes had more of an impact on the blemished priest, himself 

R. Assi says that not onl are we talkin 

oretgners, as well. 

,nll>n '1':1 'Y.llN N)l , )NY.I n>:i 'Y.llN N) n::t'Tltl)Jl)., ,,,....llJ l"N 
. pll.,N l'l»ll.,1 p:J»)I )'ll.,N) )>'ili'YJ >.l!llJ , )>.llll:ll:I 'IYJlN N)l 

because they might pronounce the letters differently than would a 
local priest. 

Here, the reasoning is for the benefit of the 

nug ea peop e astray, or teach them in a way that is somehow deemed wrong. 

This prohibition also introduces a new category of disqualification. Here, the condition 

that make 

the priest is excluded because he is foreign. The question, then, is whether or not R. Assi 

equated foreign status with that of the mental or physical conditions which disqualified 

well. 

service. 

R. Hiyya, in his conversation with R. Simeon b. Rabbi, added to the discussion, as 

;n., 'li>:>m rn 1n>:iiY.1>J ., :rn ll'lr.l rmNYJ::i :n>., NtJ>N ':i>t :n>., itJN 

'rflr.ll 'l"lnlJ '1N::ID.l N) 
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Again, the concern is about teachin 

concern arises and that is the concern that it might be blasphemous to God. In this 

evite s attempt to chant 'n) 'TOnl, 'I will wait for Adonai, ' there is concern that it might 

sound like 'ti) >n:>, 
simi ar enou t at someone 

who does not have clear enunciation might mislead the congregation. Time and a ai · 

seems there is a direct relationship between familiarity with a condition and the inclusion 

e more familiar a condition is to the 

community of worshippers, the more 

R. Huna claims that if a priest's eyes run, he should be disqualified from reciting 

not one in the neighborhood ofR. Huna who used to spread forth 
his hands? - The townspeople had become accustomed to him. 

Again, it seems like there is a direct relationship between familiarity with a 

lt. That familiarity allowance is 

evidenced again in the words ofR. Judah. 

_ R. Judah says that if his hands are discolored, he should not perfonn the duty of 

stated, 

most o t e people in the town follow the same dccupation [as 
he does], it is permitted. 

The presumption here is that if they work with him, they are familiar with the 

cause of the disc 
mse ves. 
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essmg. 

The more exposed the people are to a particular condition, the more the people with that 

condition can participate fully in their communal duties. 

Th 
e earlier texts, often expanded 

categories in ways that later sages revoked. "A priest who bas a blemish on · 

hands, or feet, lo this one should not raise his hands [in the priestly blessing] because the 

person's condition takes away from the abilit 

he should not do them. However, by the time of the Tosefta, the sages realized that this 

gen 1zat1on was overly broad. 

But if he was an 
lo, this is permitted. 96 e - own, 

·on o ese aws regarding the priest and 

the priesthood. The main additions of the Ba vii are that priests whose 

inaccurate and those whose vision is impaired are disqualified. The former 

: too er the blessing one must be able to pronounce it 

correctly. "
97 

But what remains unclear is th 

conditions that do not make logical sense. 

im 116b 

This Mish 
concerns o people with special 

needs, but it does set the stage for the relevant Gemara by discussin the ke d · 

96 
T. Megillah 3 :29 

97 
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obligated individuals during the Passover festival. These obligations, namely the 

Passover offering, the matzah and the bitter herbs, are all symbols of the events of the 

Exodus from E 

questions that the Gemara addresses have to do with the 'ins' and the 'outs' of the 

Passover festival and its requirements. 

J>.n:n m 1l:Wl lOl'1 J>to .m1n ·u::n~ 1lti!l NlllO 'lPJ.I> 1l NnN :ii ,IJN 
!>)>II( 'l"Dltt.:i 01!! - ")l'O 'll'I ,Nllnt.;i 1'1.!l - ,)ti~ "" ,m UlJ CIO D>1J'T) o.nn 

a b. Jacob said: A · 

Haggadah. fFor] here it is written, it is because of that (n,), while 
elsewhere it is written, This is our son (m).98 Just as there the 
blind are excluded, so here the blind are excluded. 

Passover festival, the Gemara draws a comparison between the laws regarding the 

The 

recitation of the Haggadall and those regarding the stubborn and rebellious son, as laid 

out in Deuteronom . 
sis our 

son," implies that they are able to see him, and to point and identify him as their son. 

This fits with the Gemara's discussion about lifting the unleavened br 

the seder points to each of the symbols respectively and says, "m" to identify the symbol 

of the Exodus from E 
is associate t e 

exclusion of persons with certain disabilities to the actual act that needs to be done, citing 

that their disability impedes them from being able to perform the actual act. It is specific 

9
! Deut. 21:20 
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Sanhecirin 7la 
Mishnah 

The discussion in this Mishnah is focused on the rnbl ,,,tr µ, the stubborn and 

rebellious son. 99 

,,,0 µ nwlll U'N - Vin lN Nl:llO 'IN o:m lN 11'1'1 lN OT>l Ol'11J "TnN l"PM 
- lTIN lN"ml ;pD"Tl N71 - ll'JNl 'P:JN l.l 1\!l llrn (l'('j 0""01) 11.lNlY/ ,ni1r.n 

W1 - 1"p:l )ll!l'll llPN ,pDltr N)l - rn un ,p1.:1)N N)l - 11l'JN1 ,piln N71 
.nw)\!11 o>'ll'.lll.l i1n -~ 1tn .1"1\K '1"1"r.n ,nw!:lw »Jn 1.:i 1>"UVJ . ')'\el1n 
.to'lll.l l"Jp)w 1rn m un "lllNlW ,O>ll\'.IN"ll'I nw)W ow m>W 1ll 'Pol 'll'Nl 

If one of them [his parents] had a hand or fingers cut off, or was 
lame, dumb, blind or deaf, he does not become a 'stubborn and 
rebellious son', because it is written, 'then shall his father and his 
mother lay hold on him' - this excludes those with hands or fingers 
cut off; 'and bring him out', excluding the lame parents; and 'they 
shall say', excluding the dumb; 'this our son', excluding the blind 
[this implies that they can see him], 'he will not obey our voice', 
excluding the deaf ... 

The son, in this case, cannot be acknowledged publicly and punished. The parent 

has a certain disability and is not perceived as being able to take control, to accuse him in 

the ways that are required. Since all of the steps outlined above are required to declare 

that a son is mb1 ,,,o, the Mishnah here is rigid and, thus, non-responsive to special 

needs. A person must be able to do all of the listed actions in order to classify his or her 

son as a stubborn and rebellious son, and no exceptions are made. By maintaining these 

strict guidelines, the communal power leadership is limiting the number of instances in 

which a son is deemed a n111.:11 ,,10 µ. As a result, there may have been very few 

people who were actually eligible for communal rebuke. The extent of the detail 

involved in the litany of abilities which are necessary in order to make this declaration is 

strikingly similar to the requirements that were held up for the priests to qualify to 

perform their priestly duties. The paradigm of perfection is matched here. 

99 Deuteronomy 21: I 8 
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~~-------------------------

Bera!shot 15a 
Mishnah 

Thi 

".~ - uuo ll'l'.Wn !Ol l!IJYJ .l'1N irnpn," "If one recites the Shema without hearing 

what he says, he has perfonned his obligation," R. Jose disagrees, claiming that this man 

" 

Gemara 

n.l'1NYJ n1J 'PlN' l!IJYJn - l!IJYJ ~ DlYJIJ - >ov ~,, Nill!" 'NIJ 
- >1;11> >:rn l ."J'!llJ N'!fllJ 

What is R. Jose's reason? Because it is written, 'Hear' which 
implies, let your ear hear what you utter with your mouth. The 
first Tanna, however, maintains that 'hear' means in 

The Gemara adds to the discussion by invoking the example of offering Terumah. 

With this additio 
's~: 

While the first Tanna believes that "hear'' means any language that one understands, R. 

Jose seems to believe that "hear'' means, "Let your ear hear what you utter with your 

" 

"A deaf person who can speak but not hear should not set aside terumah; if, however, he 

does set aside, his action is valid." This is a clear cut case ofi::Jll'1::i ,n7>nrm' in that 

u no set as1 e the terumah, if he happens to do 

it, then the terumah is accepted. 

The question is about the meanin 

1sa 1 1ty 1s told that he is exempt from a religious obligation, but then he does it and it 

counts, then it sends a message about the nature of being ii"!I. He is exempt. In that, he 
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is neither forbidden from participating nor encouraged to do so. Perhaps, this was a way 

for the rabbis to keep the door open to people who were exempt from the mitzvot. But in 

the en 
were, m act, t e1rs. 

The other distinction that the rabbis make keeps the offering ofterumah and the 

recitation of the Shema in two different cate ories.' While 

µ:rrr, because "the setting aside ofterumah [is forbidden] only on account of the 

blessi 

depend upon the blessing. "
100 

It seems that the Gemara teaches that there is room for an 

act which is forbidden n~~ to be done °TJll'T:l if, in fact, the prohibition is µ:i-rr 

0 NTI lN"T. 

The Gemara continues with a discussion between R. Judah and R. Meir. 

"R. Judah said in the name ofR. Eleazar b. Azariah: When one 
recites the Sberna', he must let himself hear what he says, as it 
savs, 'Hear 0 IsraeL Adonai is our God, Adonai is on ' · 

upon y eart : on the intention of the heart depends on the 
validity of the words. 101 

The connection between mind and heart is evident here. It is as if R. Meir 

e to understand the 

words and, then, confer validity to his recitation of them. Clearly, both mind and heart 

are crucial elements of comprehension and, clear! 

100 
Berakhot I Sa 

101 
Berakhot I Sb 

ose who make these laws. 
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Berakhot JOa 

This Mishnah states clear! that men ar 

benedictions of the Tefillah each day. Immediately, it begins a discussion of exceptions 

tot e 1sted rule, showing that, in fact, when life does not allow for the full recitation, 

adjustments to the r 
·on can str 

These exceptions are described in the Gemara which follows. 

Gemara 

, , ' un .''O'! 1n:mn ))I :on n>n 
ll:llpll~ ~\!/> - lN' DNl ·''lm'l nl)l'J) T"I' l'Tll'Jn l"IN lllN'l!I 'l'J i; \!I> ON 

UUl"I )'NY/ >!)) ,»lln>i ll'Jll'l'J~ ~YI' - p ~l "P ~ :"ll'JlN >:11 »lll'l>l 

Nl ~ 11'JN . iry31 l'DY/l>l'J 
,O>l.:IYl~YI l'~ "Ill:) l~ 1>1:7> - mnnn JlN 1''0) 71:>• l.l'NYI 'Ill Nl'JlO 

.'n m i;;llm1 rn 'n o>:>)D) 11JN>\!1 

If one was riding on his donkey, etc. - It was taught in a Baraita: 
If one was riding on his donkey and the time for ra er · · 

o o on to 1s donkey - he should get down and 
pray. And if he does not have anyone [to hold his donkey J, he 
should sit in his place and pra . Rabbi sa · · , 

ou sit m 1s p ace and pray, because his mind is not settled. 
Rava and some say Yehoshua ben Levi said that the halachah is 
with Rabbi. It was tau t · 

w o cannot discern his directions should direct his heart towards 
his Parent in Heaven, as it is stated, "And they will pray to 
Adonai." 

tiled. 

Given that one of the requirements for the recitation of the Tefillah is that a 

person should face east, the Gemara recognizes that a person who is blind might not 

the best of his ability. 

1s au t: A blind man or one who cannot tell the 
cardinal points should direct his heart towards his Father in 
Heaven, as it says, "And the " 
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This Gemara gives weight to the idea that intention holds weight. The rabbis 

debated elsewhere], but they did not. Rather, they acknowledged that accommodations to 

the law could be made for people with certain disabilities, since it is, ultimately, the 

However, it is interesting to consider that blindness is judged different! than the 

other three categories of people. This can be seen in the contradiction between this 

teaching and that in m. Makhshirin 6: I which states clearly that a l"i' 1N ""WI ,'ll1n, a 

action, but fully incapable of the thought that goes into the intention. There is an 

interesting insight here related to the connection. of heart, insight, and mind in Jewish· 

assumed that he also has the heart - or does he? This connection comes into view in a 

couple of locations in the laws regarding persons with special needs. 

Berakbot 58a 
Gemara 

'1N Dp'I ,!0~11::1 '!IN ~:lj:t.i NT.l')I >:;.r.i >'71Np 11" ,mn 111'1l 'lO l'l'll'll :11 

1tlN m»:::i 'll:I ,Niro:::i >:i.:m '"'' 11:1N N.l'tl Ninn n>ro'llN .l'l'll'll :i1 1nwrn:i 
m:::i 1DN N'llllN >J t) N1lll ::in . l'D '!l" Nl 

>:> ,NP>:m N1lll 'l'n .'>l'INp N' 'l'l'lll!! :11 "'' 11:1N w:::.1:1 NM ,z.tl>):I Ninn 

N:::i 'l'l'll'll :11 "'' 11JN .io:::.1:1 'TIN Np Nmm '10'D Ninn "'' 1l:IN N'll11N Np 
Nrl'tm >N,, '31'll'll :11 n>:::i 1l:IN \!! N >:> 'Nl'1''11 •::in .io:::.D 'TIN 

J'llJ Nll1Ni Nn1J:::iD1 :n>'1 1tlN ?Nn 1:::. Nll:i '10'1:1 N1nn "'' 11:1N .io:::.1:1 'TIN 
1:lll 'n rnn1 'n >J!l' in:i m1:1J11 ~ !IJ"' 'N c>:>:::i1:1J:i>ro1 Nl/>jni NrnJ:::iD 

nlin 1nz.t1 •n nm z.t:::i 'n 'l!l' c>ll:::io i:J'lllJI c>in !ll:i n'11l nm 
>:i .npi nDDi :::iw 'llNn inz.t1 'n 'llN:l N:::i 'llN 'llll1n 1nz.t1 'n 'llll1:1 x:::i 'lll/1 

z.t:::.1 lND:;. ,z.tl>l:i Nr.m n>:;. 11:1N .n>:;, TUD Np! 11\\l'll :11 nn!l ,NJ:::.1:1 NM 
>nn:in ''1r.IN1 IO'N !Nl'l:i N1nn1 n>:;.)I >ln >Nr.Jl 1l1J1:ll:i N n>:::i J'Pln 
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king, and R. Shesheth arose and went with them. A certain 
Sadducean came across him and said to him: The whole pitchers . . 
will show you that I know more than you. The first troop passed 
by and a shout arose. Said the Sadducean: The king is coming. . . . 

and when a shout arose, the Sadducean said: Now the king is 
coming. R. Shesheth replied: The king is not coming. A third . . 

es ow 
indeed the king is coming. The Sadducean said to him: How did 
you know this? He replied: Because the earthly royalty is like the 
eaven y. or 1t 1s wntten: ort an stan upon the mount 

before the Lord. And behold, the Lord passed by and a great and 
strong wind rent the mountains, and broke in ieces the rocks 
before the Lord; but the Lord was not in the wind; and after the 
wind, an earthquake; but the Lord was not in the earthquake; and 
after the earth uak a fire· u · 
after the fire a still small voice. When the king came, R. Shesheth 
said the blessing over him. The Sadducean said to him: You, you 

that Sadducean? Some say that his companions put his eyes out; 
others say that R. Shesheth cast his eyes upon him and he became a 

This aggadah comes to teach that one should not doubt the ability of a person with 

a disability. Although R. Shesheth was blind, he was more able to see God coming than 

ucean. t 1s a so mterestmg to note that the two possible punishments that 

see-God had to do with eyes and vision. The first, that his eyes would be put out, rings 

back to Mishnah Peah 8 :9, in which the person who does not understand what it is like to 

condition. This is a lesson of understanding through experience. The second possible 

punishment, that R. Shesheth cast his eyes upon the man and he became a heap of bones, 

ucean c early did 

not believe that the eyes ofR. Shesheth were ca able of doin 
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and, as a result, the Sadducean' s whole body fell apart! These are definitely powerful 

eyes, backed by a powerful will. 

upon seeing persons with different disabilities . 

. l'"OM MWD 1l1J. "1D1N D>ljmJ.M NI nNnn :'1' 'P ll't'ln' 'J.'l 'lDN 
Nil 1'.lln Nil n!lpn TIN1 Wll'" nNl 'llTT'ln :rva "t'l:m nN MN"l ='J.'11'D 

, NI .rn>i:in nN Ml't'D 111-l 'lD"!N 01p>:n1n 
J'.IDN lWf Tl'll. 'lD"!N c>ljm:in :rva ")'nl!I n:mm 1lNl 'llnn 1lNl 'lllN'ln 

n seemg poc -m persons, one says: Blessed be He who 
makes strange creatures. An objection was raised: If one sees a 
Negro, a very red or ve white rso a hunchbac a dwarf or a 
dropsical person, he says: Blessed be He Who makes strange 
creatures. Ifhe sees one with an amputated limb, or blind, or flat 
headed or I · · · 
Blessed be the true Judge! 

over a person who is less than perfect. God is Creator and Judge. In God's creation and 

in God's judgment, people live with these conditions. For that, the rabbis taught, God 

Gemara continues . 

. N'D11 >J1lj7T ,>Dl Np>i .1'~N1 "Ut1 - N.'l ,lDN >)IDD - NM ,N>'t'p N' 

.Ml'll )IJ:l't' )I" 

There is no contradiction; one blessing is said if he is so from birth, the 
other if he became so afterwards. 

Here, again, a differentiation is made betwee~ conditions that exist from birth and 

those which are acquired through ·the course of life. The words of the blessings give a 

. ' 

Having to do with extra fluid or water 
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stran e creatures " t 

condition and places it on God. In other words, this blessing implies that the fact that this 

person has a condition is completely God's doing and has nothing to do with the person 

The second blessing, "Judge of truth," which is also recited immediately after a 

person dies, gives evidence to the rabbis' attitudes towards people who acquire 

con 1tmns at some pomt during their lives. Inevitably, this formula invokes both God 

and the erson. The affected erson was somethi 

Therefore, the responsibility is no longer solely on God, but on the affected person, as 

well. This might very well be a hint that the rabbis saw acquired conditions as divine 

behind prescribing this blessing here, one would have to understand the connection 

between this blessing and death. 

to e 1 1cult to say immediately after a person's 

death, since we are presumably distrau t about the death. To affirm 

Judge" at a time like this is a way of admitting that God's judgment is beyond our 

comprehension. So, too, in the case of a disabled person. It is a way of admitting that 

does what is right. Second, it can be assumed that since one is distraught immediately 

after finding out about a death, so too a person is distraught when encountering a person 

a 1s e source o t 1s great upset? Perhaps it is for 

the condition itself, or perhaps it is for the deed or deeds that the rson must have done 
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to merit this affliction. It can be a visible reminder of what God can do when God is 

upset. 

Althou 

prescribed, the role that blessings and, therefore, God plays in the understanding of these 

conditions is crucial. 

Throughout the Talmud, the rabbis clearly grapple with issues regarding persons 

with ial needs within their communiti 

into practical laws, complications and questions arose. The sacred text which has been 

passed on to us is the result of their attempts to make meaning out of that which did not 

examining the text from a contemporary perspective. What is clear is that the rabbis who 

dealt with these issues in their academies in different locations throughout the Jewish 

world had similar 

of themes arise in the discussions that have been reviewed, many of which served ~ 

catalysts for the discussions that go on in Jewish communities today. 

the lengthy Hagigah passage about who is obligated to make pilgrimage to Jerusalem. 

Those who were obli ated were II 

who were exempt were given a special place associated with the communal structure 

which, inevitably, kept them from full inclusion within the community. 

formal religious communal setting. In its discussion about the examination of the priest's 
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physical purity, the text sets standards for purity and excellence which spill into the 

expectations of and for the Israel it es. 

1 e some o t e amers or peop e with s ial needs are the result of 

intentional exclusion, other barriers arise as a byproduct of the rabbis' attempts to help. 

The Mishnah in Makhshirin is just one example of how the person with special needs is 

necessary to begin with, are accepted when tbe standards for the rest of tbe community 

remain high. The question is about what weight the community laces u n the efforts of 

ut whether there is room to consider their abilities as well as 

tbeir disabilities, on an individual basis. 

people with special needs; so much so that there is fear that fully able minded and able 

bodied individuals might pretend to have t~ose needs. This text sets the tone for the rest 

much energy on the people with special needs that the rest of the community is suffering? 

The question of communal assistance is asked again in the Yebamot text. In 

institutionalized community, this text effectively legislates the expectation that the 

members of the community would not consider her as a suitable wife. It is unclear 

w et er or not the efforts to help these individuals actually provide the benefit tbat was 

intended by tbose who made them. 

individuals with special needs, the text in Baba Kamma raises the question of the 
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responsibility of persons with special needs to the community. While these people are 

exempt from accountability for their actions to the rest of the community, they are 

person is part of the obligated community or exempt for special conditions, there are both 

positive and negative outcomes. 

list of people who are exempthlU!I, raising the question once more of what it means for a 

person to be ,,..,!I. In addition, it is clear that there was eat unfamiliari with m 

exemptions which were made were based on an unfamiliarity and a discomfort with 

surprising that some of the disqualifications were "for appearance sake." Again, this is 

not about the affected individual. It is about the community around that person and their 

In Megill ah I 9b, the rabbis try to involve the minor, the deaf person and the 

mentally ill person in different ways. In so doing, they play with the idea of partial 

24b, when a person is more involved, the community becomes more comfortable with 

him and his condition and, in turn, he can be even more involved. B 

participate in certain, clearly defined ways, the community is partially exposed. The 

benefits that result from this partial exposure are enormous, but they are only a portion of 

81 
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generation, it is a judgment call that needs to be made, balancing the comfort of the 

community and encouraging it to push itself in new directions . 

Certain disabili•:a. . - ··-. . ·- . . - - - - - . . -, . . ••w•• < - ..... " 
act, even if that person wanted to. In many circumstances, for instance Berakhot 43a, 

relating to the holiness of the Temple and synagogue, laws of purity are restrictive. This 
. -

_;; oy ,i.e 1eaaersmp, baseo solely on its assumptions about what God .. ", 

wants in God's holy places. In other instances, there is a physical barrier to participation. 

The case drawn out in Pesachim :. nna ~·~" . .,, ft :_ . .. . - . 
-- ~ -- ~- ... •4 --· ,.. ........ , ... 

cannot look at and point to his or her son in a public setting. So too, a blind person 

cannot look at the matzah during the Passover seder to point to it in the reading of the 
- . 

Despite the I ogical exclusion of persons with special needs, it may appear that the 

standards of the Jewish tradition are unrealistically high and unbending. This theme is 

alluded to in the S - - . . ...... -! .... -~ L~- ..-. - . - - - -· - --· - ... r-- ---- -- . -~·~ ·~ . .. ____ _.~ ---nis 

or her child to be in the category of the "stubborn and rebellious son," he or she must use 

a number of faculties. If one of those faculties, such as vision, is missimz, then that 

n h an ar . 
i I pm""! ·~ kepi ftom chis pul:lhc aecJarat1on all together Give t e h gh st d ds, 1t s 

' 

likely that a significant portion of parents were prohibited from making this declaration 

remains has to do with the motivation of the rabbis who created these standards. It is 

likely that they intentionally made it difficult to be able to make this declaration, since 

wasg1ven, 

parents to the community. The community leaders Who created these laws were 
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concerned about providing for the needs of individuals within the community, and they 

were not looking to take on the care and discipline of any additional people. 

although the rabbis effectively defined who was 'in' the community and who was 'out,' 

they were reticent to close the doors completely. Althou certain individuals ar 

m certatn act1V1t1es, Berakhot 15 shows that there are cases in which 

although a person is not supposed to do an act, his actions will be accepted after the fact. 

This text serve 

gray area for the participation of these individuals. In Berakhot 30a, the situation with 

the donkey proves that while rigidity is often the result of these discussions, there is 

y. 

is important. Finally, the case of Rabbi Shesheth, who was blind, clearly depicted the 

abilities of a person with disabilities. It also showed, however, that those disabilities are 

notn 

The rabbis of the Talmud took a gigantic leap toward understanding the role of 

persons with special needs within their community. The also left an enorm 

or future generations to learn and to understand who might 

actively participate in the Jewish community. 
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CHAPJ'ER 1lfREE 

Ever since the Babylonian Talmud was redacted over fifteen centuries ago, Jewish 

o evo ve. 1m1 ar to the laws 

that developed in other fields, new questions have arisen in the area of special needs. 

These have caused the rabbis of different generations to consid 

m t e eVJttcal code did or did not apply to their times. In some generations, 

the questions were based on reexaminations of earlier decisions. In other generations, the 

understandings of different conditions. 

The genre ofresponsa literature developed in the Middle Ages to answer 

Responsa literature has come out of every generation since that time and continues to be 

produced today. 

, onsa us prov1 
a growing collection both of specific precedents based on concrete 
cases and also of general interpretations of key Talmudic passages, 
interpretations that might now be applied to any case where these 
passages were thought pertinent. 103 

e num er of responsa which deal with halachah and special needs is enormous. 

A search oftWentieth century responsa alone produced thousands upon thousands of 

cit . 

special needs within the community. It is also clear that although the questions have 

changed over time, many of the issues which underscore the questions are the same as in 

us generations. 

103 
Holtz, Back to the Sources, p. 160 
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What follows is a sampling of contemporary responsa· from some key Orthodox 

rabbis, as well as from the Conservative and Reform movements. Although there are 

many responsa written by Orthodox rabbis, I was not able to locate any responsa which 

reflect an official ruling of any major Orthodox organization. Therefore, although the 

responsa of Rabbi Moshe Feinstein, referred to here, are authoritative in many Orthodox 

communities, they do not reflect a general movement-based Orthodox discussion, as 

there is no si_ngle opinion issued by an Orthodox organization. The Reform and 

Conservative responsa, on the other hand, do reflect the efforts of the movements to 

address concerns related to this issue. 

The major movements of contemporary North American Jewry are composed of 

rabbinic and lay arms, each of which expresses its ideology in different ways. The genre 

of responsa literature, m:nYJm mmYI, is, historically, made up of contemporary 

questions posed by rabbis based on situations in their communities, and the 

corresponding answers written by rabbis. 

Wherever a new community was being built, as in Algiers, Turkey 
and sixteenth-century Poland, or wherever new influences created 
new situations and where these requirements were able to call upon 
a broad, Jewish, scholarly competence, there the responsa literature 
awoke to a new springtime. So, too, as the problems of the modern 
day impinge upon the historic Jewish faith, there will be need for 
more and more responsa writing. 104 

Responsa provide guidelines and decisions, but they do not necessarily translate 

into action. Within the Reform and Conservative movements, resolutions have been 

passed by both the rabbinic and lay arms which function to translate ideology into a call 

for action. These resolutions will be examined, as well. Although the Orthodox world is 

104 Freehof, The Responsa Literature and A Treasury of Responsa, p. 45 
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not organized into a single movement, the Orthodox Union represents a large segment of 

contemporary Orthodox Judaism. Since that organization does not issue resolutions, 

there are none to be examined. However, this is not to say that the organization is not 

working to respond to people with special needs within the Orthodox community. Those 

actions, along with others, will be examined in the conclusions of this paper. 

It is interesting to consider the varying types of questions that are being addressed 

by the major modem North American movements, as well as to examine how they each 

have interpreted the earlier laws to answer contemporary questions from their differing 

perspectives. Also, in recent decades. Jews of all backgrounds have been doing research 

and producing books and articles on Jews with disabilities. ios Many of the questions that 

led to these responsa could never have been imagined before the contemporary period. 

Since we do not know what technological advances lie ahead, we have no way to predict 

what ha/a/chic questions will arise or how they will be answered. It will be up to the 

communal leaders of those days to set the stage, as has been the case since the days of 

Leviticus. 

Orthodox 

Although a number of authoritative Orthodox rabbis did write responsa during the 

twentieth century, the writings of Rabbi Moshe Feinstein stand out as particularly 

relevant to questions of special needs within the community. It seems that there are two 

types of questions which he addresses in his responsa. The first, in keeping with the 

chain of tradition, is a detail-oriented 'what-if' question about two or more seemingly 

ios See Bibliography 
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conflicting traditions. The second type of question has to do with the meeting of 

evolving medical technology and existing halachah in order to create new precedents. 

In his comments to cnn ,,lN of the earlier inN p~, Feinstein addresses the 

question of whether the person with a withered left ann should be obligated and/or 

permitted to don tefillin on that arm. This questioii, which may very well have existed in 

earlier generations, had not been clearly answered by Feinstein's time. It is based on the 

laws of donning tefillin which themselves did not develop until later. As is common for 

this genre of halakhic literature, Feinstein draws comparisons to already existing 

comments and examples as a foundation for his discussion. In this case, he uses the 

Rambam's case ofa bird with an injured wing serving as a sacrificial animal in the 

YJ"JPDfl 11'.l. He writes, 

- 77.l -itm l'.l>iptl l'NYJ 'T.lll'l Nm 'TJJ!.l llll nYJ.J> 7IO!IYJ nll'tl l>i:i'T"llO.l" 
'l/DJ:J "I.JN ion .lYJn:JYJ 1lDnJ:l N7l ml ClD M'll"IYJ 11Dntl M'ln-

'In the end, it is like the bird's body that is dried up and not pure, it 
is as if we do not offer [an animal which] lacks anything ... it seems 
that it is a large blemish and it is not thought to be missing the wing 
itself. .. " 

After citing his predecessors and their decisions with regard to offering an injured 

bird, Feinstein goes back to the actual question, about a withered left ann and tefillin. He 

considers issues of severity and staying power of the injury, as well as of perception by 

the rest of the community and of maintaining the sacred nature of the mitzvah. In the 

end, he clearly states his answer, therein setting a precedent for other situations of this 

nature: "7'JJ7'T:> YJ.J> )"T::J U>NYJ ClYJD n>7JJ P"!ln n>m7 ::i»nYJ," "That person is 

obligated to don tefillin upon himself because he is not, according to the judgment, 
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essentially dry." 
106 

Despite this person's blemish, he has much to offer the community. 

Although his arm is dry, his entire being is not. Thus, Feinstein's decision impacted the 

communal involvement of these blemished individuals. 

Themes which came through in the earlier literature reappear here as proof that 

many of the concerns of our ancestors are still relevant to the Orthodox community 

today. The fact that this issue was addressed shows that there is concern in our day about 

maintaining the holiness of the mitzvoth. This, of course, is a balancing act between the 

strict letter of the law and the sacred inclusion of individuals who seek it. 

Rabbi Feinstein addressed other cases that attempt to weigh those two priorities. 

In one such instance, he is asked to decide whether or not a blind person can be 

accompanied by his or her seeing eye dog to shut: 

m>ro :i7.m rro1m ~m) J.'r.J) rtl:I) iYJN Nl:lltm i:i'T:i run 
l'l"nPl n'tll'fPl l!l"Tp )lll:IYJ71 11:1D ))lll'ln) :>"n>J., tlr.iry "1:>> ON 

-M~lT.11'1 l'lN"'1p1 

Here is the case of a blind man who taught his dog to go with him 
and he depends on the dog to be with him always, if he can enter 
the synagogue to pray with the community and to hear the Kaddish 
and the Kedushah prayers and the reading of the Torah and the 
reading of the Megillah. 

Again, the leader is faced with deciding whether a person will, essentially, be 'in' 

or 'out' of the community, since in this case, it is clear that the blind person cannot 

participate in these activities without his dog. Taking hints from his predecessors, 

namely Rashi and the rabbis of the two Talmuds, Rabbi Feinstein decided that if the blind 

106 
Feinstein, Iggerot Moshe, Drach Chayim, 1:8. Note: All Feinstein translations are my 

own, unless otherwise noted. 
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person was, indeed, attached to his guide dog, then he could go with it to the synagogue 

and it would not be a desecration of the synagogue. 107 

Questions with regard to the application of technology in a ha/akhic community 

were common for 201h century rabbis like Rabbi Feinstein. Many, though not all of these 

questions, had to do with using essential medical technology, which is, largely, 

electronic, on Shabbat. Seemingly, the laws of Shabbat would conflict with such usage. 

In such cases, dueling values had to be weighed: the holiness of Shabbat and the ultimate 

mitzvah ofl!l!ll rnp!I. Since every situation was different, a number ofresponsa address 

seemingly similar issues in very different ways. 

In the third section of his commentary on e»n 111N. Feinstein answers the 

question of whether or not a microphone can be used on Shabbat and holidays. While the 

usage of such technology would help to include persons with hearing impairment, it 

would also go against the laws of Shabbat. Of course, as technology advanced, options 

about different types of microphones appeared. On this question, Feinstein is direct with 

his answer from the outset of his discussion, 

")N!l)l1p>l3 011013 --- 1ll"O'll1"11 ")N!lll1p>l3) m!l'1N 11l>N 1!1'1!1 '")N 
7i:m) fNl .ll" Ol'.l f.l Jl::ll!l.l 1'.l 1lOMTI 1.lT Nl11 13"13 

Even ifthere is a preference for a transistor microphone over 
simply a microphone, -- it is a prohibited thing, whether it be on 
Shabbat or on a Yorn Tov, and there is no distinction. iog 

Again, citing rabbis who came before him, Feinstein formulates his argument so 

that it appears as ifthere is no other conclusion that can be drawn. From the perspective 

that he represented, once this responsa was written, there was no alternative. In this case, 

the Jaws of Shabbat outweighed a person's desire to be able to hear the Tefillah. 

107 Feinstein, Jggerot Moshe, Orach Chayim, 1:45 
108 Feinstein, Jggerot Moshe, Orach Chayim, llI:55 
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However, Feinstein's bias was different in each situation. In response to a 

question about using a microphone for reading the megillah, he permitted it so that the 

person who wouldn't otherwise be able to hear the reading would then be able to fulfill 

the obligation, which is specifically about hearing. 

And in this opinion it is possible ... that [if] they want to read the 
megillah ifthere is a microphone, [it is] on the side of the 
halachah. 109 

Jews are commanded to hear the public reading ofMegillat Esther on Purim. 

However, Feinstein used this platform to remind his community that his earlier decision 

about using a microphone on Shabbat or Yorn Tov still stood. They are two distinct 

situations. 

l'l:l'll::J mum liN"lPl i!ll'll' N1ll'll rninN rn::.n' '1p7i'1 
1'">1 l'l:l'lll lN!lllTf"l!ll i::J1' ,.,ON Nl'l1 i'lll!l N:I' W!>N 'N 1'">1 

And for the disgrace of the other mitzvot, which are for the shofar 
and the reading of Torah on Shabbat and Yorn Tov, it is 
impossible to come from this to that, which it is forbidden to speak 
on a microphone on Shabbat and Yorn Tov. 110 

In his fourth section of comments on D>>n n1N, Feinstein goes into more detail 

about the use of medical technology on Shabbat. He declares that wearing electric 

mechanisms is permitted on Shabbat if they serve physical needs and are used for 

medical purposes, and if they are worn and not carried. They are, after all, articles of 

protection, and they can be compared to soldiers' armor in war. 

':JN l'' '':>::i c>i1::11n ll!ln~ 'Ni'll' 'll Cl rnl:ln'l:l l>n>'ll 
0,llll Dll Ol'll' D'1llll'lll!) 1'"' N~ 'Ni'll'ln::ll' rnl!ln,1Jn ~:I'll ir.:nN 

109 ibid, II: I 08 
110 .b'd I I . 

"l'l ''r.J' ~ rnl!ll'Dl!l m"ll inNl:l1 
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... (It was the intention of Samuel) ''that there will also be wars 
against Israel, and the heroes will fight with tools of protection, but 
he says that in every war in which Israel has succeeded and was 
not lost among the people of the world, the difference was that 
they had the tools of protection that they needed. lll 

Feinstein dedicates a responsum to the issue ofa deaf person wearing a hearing 

aid on Shabbat. Again, this might seem as if two Jaws are contradicting one another, but 

Feinstein made this a clear cut issue. "i1tn¢ l'N," he states, "It is not a prohibition." 

That is, however, if a number of conditions are met which keep it from being a :i:>N,O, 

one of the actions specifically prohibited on Shabbat. He can wear it on Shabbat, since 

then it is considered an article of clothing and not something that he carries. The volume 

is to be set before Shabbat starts so that he will not have to work with the electronics 

during Shabbat. And the device serves a protective purpose, as well, such as allowing 

him to hear traffic and commotion when he is in public. It is a matter of 

":nm l'CllJJ N1:1'1J:> lllDYI' ~'ti :ir.i," "What he needs to hear when he enters the 

street. "112 

Finally, Feinstein addresses the issue of using assistance devices such as crutches, 

wheelchairs, canes and walkers on Shabbat where there is no eruv. Ifhe needs these aids 

in order to go out for the sake of a mitzvah, and if he is able to propel himself with this 

aid, then he is permitted to use it on Shabbat. 

7lll1Jt.l 'f'Ul 17'1J 'lJJO::l Nm1 ID:!!ll:I 7l'l' 71:>"0 CPJ!llN Oll NO:> 'll :i'IJ>'IJ'' 
'"QI ''IJ 'lJJO:> l"ll 'IJ:I ~ 'Ullt.l ... 

111 Feinstein, Iggerot Moshe, Drach Chayim IV:81 
112 ibid. IV:SS 
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[The person who ]sits on a wheelchair and can wheel himself as if 
this chair is lik · · · , · 
permitted to go out on Shabbat with a wooden foot. "m 

a. 

This decision brings out another issue with which the rabbis have wrestled for 

generations. By permitting this person to go out on Shabbat, Rabbi Feinstein is allowing 

him or her to go through a public area with his or her assistance device. The fact that this 

about public perception. Perhaps, by this point, this communal leader thought that his 

community was ready to be exposed to and to learn from people within it, and that the 

e public exceptions for special needs. 

As stated earlier Rabbi M 

lives and responsibilities of people with special needs, and about the communities that 

these individuals may call home. For him, there seems to be an ongoing battle between 

unprecedented advances. 

Conservative 

Although issues relating to Jews with special needs have undoubtedly been an 

topic was a challenging task. 

Professor Louis Ginzberg began the discussion in the Conservative movement 

when he answered a question which was posed to him in 1938. This question, asked by 

113 Feinstein, Iggerot Moshe, Orach Chayim IV:90 
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"the deaf and dumb, the blind, and the cripples of all kinds" 114 as they have evolved since 

pnes s. s response to Dr. Neustatter, Professor Ginzberg states Clearly that people 

with disabilities are not viewed as unacceptable by the community, " ... while a good deal 

of 

is not the slightest attempt to consider the cripple inferior in any respect."m In his 

responsum, Ginzberg sets the tone for a welcoming and inclusive Conservative 

In addition, the Rabbinical Assembly of the Conservative movement has its 

Committee on Jewish Law and Standards, which sets policies and examines halakhic 

eeon 

and Special Needs, which has issued both responsa and resolutions to address the 

pressing issues in the movement. 

n two separate resolutions for movement-wide action, the United Synagogue for 

Conservative Judaism has voted to encourage a general welcoming attitude in its 

with disabilities a priority. After framing the need for action in terms of the need which 

plainly exists, combined with the "moral, ethical and practical obligation to encourage 

community," 116 this document makes the following resolutions: 

114 

p.263 
rg, ques ion o eustatter, r. Otto, 

15 
ibid, response ofGinzberg, Dr. Louis, p. 264 

116 
Resolution of the United Synagogue for Conservative Judaism, "Measures for Persons 

with Disabilities" 
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That the United Synagogue of Conservative Judaism provide 
guidance to its constituent congregations for the implementation of 
measures to make synagogues accessible to ersons with 

... that all member congregations of the United Synagogue of 
Conservative Judaism are urged to take immediate steps to make 
all synagogues physically and programmatically more open and . . . . . . 

, o or es1gt 
impaired, infra-red sound systems for the hearing impaired and 
ramps for entry to the premises and to the Bimah for those in 
wheelchairs; and 

levels become involved in the process of welcoming persons with 
disabilities into our synagogue; and 

... that from this date forward all future conventions and public . . 

with disabilities. 117 

The fact that this resolution was proposed and passed by the Conservative 

movement m es a bold statement about the i 

already seen that, in reality, many of the desired results listed above may conflict with 

other halakhic principles, for example the use of electricity on Shabbat and Jll:> Cl' for 

e pnont1es are set m avor of working 

· towards inclusion of all who desire it. 

It is also noteworth that the auth r 

the responsibility of working to create a welcoming environment does not fall on the 

leadership alone, as it did in earlier times with the o>mp, rather it is explicitly the 

e community to welcome o le with 

117 
Resolution of the United Synagogue for Conservative Judaism, Measures for Persons 

with Disabilities 
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special needs. The community members themselves have responsibility in the 

community and the role of the leadership has shifted within the structure. 

m y, 1s reso utlon extends beyond the synagogue walls, acknowledging that 

while the synagogue is the building block of the community, the Jewish community is 

g, as 

this resolution claims, "all future conventions and public programs of the United 

Synagogue of Conservative Judaism." 

para e reso ut1on onservative movement e 

aforementioned responsibilities towards persons with disabilities to individuals who 

suffer from mental illness. In a recognition that mental illness is common and that the 

ynagogue 

of Conservative Judaism once again resolved to act on its moral and religious obligations 

to people with mental illness. 

Now, therefore, be it resolved that the United Synagogue of 
Conservative Judaism: 

a) establish a campaign to promote destigmatization of mental 

Awareness Week; and 
b) calls on its regions to work with local social service agencies to 

develop in-service training programs for the clergy to instruct 
them in the classifications and s m toms of mental illn 

and their families within their community; and 
c) develop methods to encourage synagogues to help reintegrate 

the mentally ill back into the synagogue community; and 
d) develop program models for matching congregants and the . . 
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e) develop USY programming and/or guidelines to define the 
categories and demystify the behaviors of those affiicted by 
mental illness; and 

f) suppon efforts to establish housing for the mentally ill that 
reflects Conservative Jewish practices; and 

g) encourage religious schools to train their teachers in the 
education and inclusion of mentally ill children. 

Presently, the Subcommittee on Halachah and Special Needs has drafted a 

responsum entitled "Stumbling Blocks on the Bimah" and is currently waiting to pass it 

through the larger Committee on Jewish Law and Standards. In this lengthy responsum, 

Rabbi Danny Nevins, Chair of this Subcommittee, reviews the halachah relating to the 

role of the blind within the community in order to answer the question posed by Rabbi 

David J.B. Krishef, "Can a person who is blind read Torah by memorizing the parshah, 

or by placing a scanner on top of the Torah text that would translate the text into 

Braille?" 

Rabbi Nevins sets the tone for his answer by immediately citing Leviticus 19:14, 

which was discussed here in chapter one. 

Do not curse the deaf nor shall you place a stumbling block before 
the blind; you shall revere your God-I am Adonai. 

After reviewing the trends in halo/chic attitudes over time, Rabbi Nevins states 

clearly that a tension exists between the desire to include blind persons in the communal 

Torah reading ritual and acknowledging the precedent set by established halachah. 

Three ha!akhic obstacles lie in the path of Jews who are 
blind and who wish to read Torah. As we have learned, the 
first obstacle is the status of their obligation ... 

The second obstacle is the prohibition of reading "even one 
letter of a written text from memory."· This Talmudic 
maxim is cited by all medieval authorities on our subject, 
as noted above. Clearly this rules out the first suggestion of 
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the Mml!I. But since the tkvelopment of a Hebrew Braille 
system in the 1930s and the printing of Braille Chumashim, 
and the more recent advances in optical scanning, the 
objection that blind Jews would hmre to rely on memory in 
order to chant Torah has been removed The specific 
objections raised in the codes of the Rosh and his followers 
are nullified when the Jew who is blind reads from a 
Braille Chumash. 118 

Nevertheless, there remains a third obstacle which is not so 
easily cleared. The congregation's obligation to hear the 
Torah read is fulfilled only via a kosher Torah scroll, not 
from a printed book ... 

Although these three stumbling blocks to the inclusion of blind persons are 

important for this discussion, I included the entirety of only the second explanation. This 

underscores the critical element of technological advances. Just as advances such as the 

Chumash printed in Braille eliminate certain ha/akhic problems, they introduce new ones. 

It is for this reason that this discussion is, necessarily, an ongoing one in Jewish life. 

Ultimately, Rabbi Nevins acknowledges that including the blind in communal life 

is a value that needs to be part of the decision making process with regard to the posed 

question. To answer the original M!:INl!I, he presents a couple of options that, in his 

opinion, satisfy both the needs of the blind individuals to be pan of the community and 

the desire to comply with the established ha/akhic tradition. 

Jews who are blind should participate in synagogue rituals together 
with sighted Jews, all of whom are obligated to keep the Torah. 
Indeed, it is in the interest of the Jewish community to include as 
many Jews as possible in the rituals of studying Torah and 
fulfilling mitzvot. As we have seen, Jews who are blind may 
certainly lead the congregation in prayer, count in the minyan, 
chant Haftarah and otherwise participate in the liturgy. Because 
the Torah must be read for the congregation directly from a Torah 
scroll, and not from memory, Jews who are blind may read Torah 
in one of two ways: 

118 These italics are the format of the responsa itself 
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a. A sighted reader chants the Torah, and the Jew who is blind 
recites the blessings and repeats the reader's words softly. 

b. The Jew who is blind chants Torah from a Braille text while a 
sighted and Torah-literate n7!ll recites the Torah blessings and 
follows the text in the Se/er Torah. 

In either case, the congregation would listen to a reader who is 
blind, but would also observe that a kosher Torah scroll was used 
for the chanting. The primary restriction would be that when blind 
Jews chant Torah from the Braille text, the n7lll must in fact be 
sighted and capable of following the reading in the Torah scroll. 
This system would allow Jews who are blind to experience the 
sacred act of chanting Torah for their congregation, thereby 
removing a stumbling block on the Bimah and augmenting our 
collective reverence for God. 

The practical suggestions given here and in the previous responsum are insights to 

the practical complications involved with the general desire to encourage a communal 

inclusivity. Communities have many elements within them, each with its own needs. If 

each segment of the community is to be involved in the welcoming efforts, then each 

needs assistance and guidance to prepare for its task. This, then, is where the role of the 

leadership, ideally, comes back into play. While the leaders of the biblical community, as 

described in Leviticus, were the sole welcoming agents for the community (and, 

therefore, they were the sole individuals who would send people away, as well), in 

today's Conservative Jewish community, everyone involved is an agent. It is the job of 

the leaders to prepare them for their task 

Reform 

Twentieth century responsa that came out of the Reform movement are markedly 

different from those from the Orthodox and Conservative worlds. When the questions 

addressed are asked, there is no assumption in the Reform movement that the answers 

will be binding upon the individual rabbi, congregant or congregation. In addition, while 
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the Refonn Responsa committee uses tradition as a guide, it reevaluates past laws to see 

if they maintain their relevance in guiding modem Reform Jews. 

than on ha/achah as a binding force, the very nature of the questions be in asked is often 

different from those being asked in the other movements. These patterns will be explored 

later, after an examination of some policies set forth as examples in the modern Reform 

One issue
119 

relating to special needs with which the Reform Responsa committee 

dealt had nothing to do with synagogue life per se, but rather it was about the obligations 

the insane Jews who are in 

The response to this question begins by acknowledging that this question is a 

contemporary one, regarding psychiatry and techniques of psychoanalysis, and that it is 

conditions_ Freehof does cite new halakhic studies w · 

another sign that halachah has evolved and that it is not solely Reform Jews who deal 

with contemporary issues. 

suggestions of the halakhic studies. Underlying all of its statements ofideolo 

discussion about who is obligated to the mitzvot, since the Reform community is one that 

does not define any of its members as obligated to the mit:vot. In this responsum, it is 

119 
Most of the responsa cited in the books ofResponsa did not have dates with them. 

· , e a es o ese responsa cannot be traced. 
120 Freehof, Today 's Reform Responsa, p. 9 
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clear that if a person is deemed a ""1YI, he is not bound to religious duty in the first place, 

in which case the nature of this question changes but does not dissipate. Regardless of a 

sense o commandedne the communi " 

doubt in the mind ofMoses Sofer is that although they are not obligated to eat only 

kosher food, nevenheless it may be a sin on our part to send them to where they will eat 

begin in the Reform movement, rather it is a discussion which others, such as Moses 

Sofer and th 

Ultimately, the Reform responsum answers that in a health care situation such as 

the one discussed, missed religious observance is permissible ifit cannot be helped. 

them and should be provided. But it must be borne in mind that if 
these religious observances cannot be provided for, then no sin has 
been incurred by the patient. 122 

commun 

obligation: "What, in accordance with Jewish law, is the status of the insane, and our 

duties to them?"
123 

To reach its conclusion, the Responsa committee cites a discussion in 

the Talmud 

If a man is insane, the court must appoint trustees to conserve his 
property so as to provide for his wife and children. 124 · 

121 

122 ibid., p.' 11 , . 
123 

ibid., Question asked by Rabbi Melanie Aron, Morristown, NJ 
124 Citation ofKetubot 45a 
Ill Freehof, Today's Reform Re!ip<>nsa, . 12 
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The Reform Responsa committee is clear in its directive for communal 

responsibility to those who live with mental illness. From this position, two key 

questions arise. First, "How should the community actually go about taking 

responsibility?" The very last sentence of the responsum offers an answer, "Each 

[person] must be judged individually."126 Another responsum addresses a second 

question, "How does this position apply to communal treatment of people with other 

conditions?' 

In the compendium entitled Current Reform Responsa, the question of inclusion 

of individuals with special needs is addressed. 

"A graduate student from out of the city came to the local 
university. She asked for comp Ii mentary tickets for the High 
Holidays. When assured that she would be given them, she added 
that she is blind and cannot come without her seeing-e~ dog. May 
she be admitted with the dog to the Holiday services?'' 27 

It is interesting to compare this dis~ussion with that of Rabbi Moshe Feinstein 

about a person entering the synagogue with a seeing-eye dog. While much of Rabbi 

Feinstein's discussion is focused on checking how dependent that person was on his 

seeing-eye dog in an attempt to balance the needs of the community with the needs of the 

individual, here the discussion takes a different tum. It begins by acknowledging the 

tradition that exists which exempts a person who is blind from attending public services 

at all, 128 and in attempting to explain that exemption, it cites the Talmudic discussion of 

Rabbi Joseph, who was blind. "Although I was not commanded, nevertheless I have 

126 Freehof, Today's Reform Respon.sa, p. 12 
127 Freehof, Cu"ent Reform Responsa, p. 74 
128 Note that in the Reform Responsa, the fact that the person being discussed is a woman 
is not mentioned until later. This is fitting with Reform ideology but would, 
undoubtedly, be a major deciding factor in other Jewish communities. 
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obeyed God's commandments-" 129 Although she is not halakhica/ly bound to appear in 

the synagogue, it is clear that she has a desire to do so. "In this, of course, she deserves 

our res ect and eve assistance." 

woman, the Reform Responsa committee is clear about trying to define and find meaning 

in the term i1~ll. 

herself is welcome in the community. This responsum then turns to discuss the 

and his source, the mandate of the Palestinian Talmud to welcome a stranger in search of 

lodging into one's synagogue along with his donkey and his possessions, 131 the Reform 

congregation's prayer experience, which existed even in the early days of the Talmud, 

still exists today. 

brings it back to the value of communal obligation set out at the beginning of the 

discussion. 

119 • 

"It would be better if she be asked not to bring the dog but that a 
member of the congregation be assigned to bring her to services, to 
sit by her during services, and to bring her home after the 
services ... and it should be a special privilege, a mitzvah, for a 

e congregation tot e compete char e of her on that 

' ' . 13° Freehof, Cu"ent Reform Responsa, p. 75 
131 

Citation of Palestinian Talmud, Megillah III, 3 in Freehof, Current ReformResponsa, 
r:· 76 32 Freehof, CuTTent Reform Re 
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In December of 1988, Rabbi Stanley Davids submitted a question to the Reform 

Responsa committee about working to change the physical structure of the synagogue he 

served to make it handicapped accessible. However, since that synagogue, Central 

Synagogue in New York City, held historic landmark status, certain individuals were 

concerned about making the proposed changes. 

In this case, two clear and distinct priorities were at play. The first, inclusion of 

persons with special needs, had been previously discussed. The second, maintenance and 

establishment of beautiful houses of worship, has not been previously discussed. In 

scanning the tradition on this issue, in order to reach an answer for this rabbi, the 

Responsa Committee cited a medieval responsum, which touched on both concerns. "In 

the medieval period when synagogues were often located in a common courtyard, access 

could not be blocked in any way, nor could it be made difficult. "133 This respons~m was 

the foundation for a clear decision, in this case, which prioritized the individuals who 

wanted to use the synagogue for its intended purpose over the landmark status. "It is an 

obligation for us to serve all segments of the community and to provide access to our 

synagogues for those who are handicapped." 134 

In the early 1990 's, the CCAR Committee on Justice and Peace asked about 

communal obligations to persons with special needs. In examining the "'N'tl and its 

resulting n:il'tll'), one would be amiss not to wonder why this committee felt the need to 

133 Freehof, New American Reform Responsa, Citation of Meir of Rothenburg Responsa 
#541, 542 Shu/khan Arokh Drach Chayim 150 in "Handicapped Access," 43 
134 "Handicapped Access," New American Reform Responsa 43 
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pose the question, "What are the obligations of the community, and specifically of 

congregations, toward physically and mentally disabled persons?"135 

What follows is a uential discussion w · 

to persons who are disabled in different ways: Blind persons, otherwise physically 

disabled persons and mentally disabled persons. This responsum sets the stage for the 

"Reform Perspectives," a conclusion begins to fonn which highlights the issues at hand. 

to the principle. We deal here with a mitzvah and include it under 
the obligations we have with regard to our fellow human beings 
(mitzvoth bein adam /'chaveiro), and the important part such 
mitzvot play in Reform Jewish life and theolo . 

congregation's and rabbi's resources. We cannot obligate any rabbi 
or congregation to provide special services to all di sabled persons 
who come within their purview, but the obligation to be of 
whatever service possible has the status of a mitzvah. Without 

The responsum goes on to outline areas in which communities can work to 

print and Braille prayer books, hearing aids, sign-language interpreters, and wheelchair 

access all around the synagogue), individual or special needs education, and inclusion in 

prohibitions. 

The fate of the tablets of the Decalogue describes our obligation: 

m CCAR Responsa 5752.5 
136 ibid., p. 3 of 6 
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in the Ark.' 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. We should aim 
for the maximum inclusion of the disabled in the life of our 
communities. 137 

This general principle can be applied to synagogue and communal life. Rabbi 

Richard Address, Director of the UAHC's Department of Jewish Family Concerns, 

conducts a critical examination of the process that synagogues go through to become 

transformed into communities that encourage the inclusion of all who seek them. In his 

paper, 138 he acknowledges that "caring communities" do not come naturally, given the 

reality of contemporary Reform synagogue life, and that for the transformation to happen, 

a concerted effort must be made by the congregation's leadership and membership .. 

Successful caring-community programs rest upon a fuundation of 
personal relationships. These relationships serve as the vehicle 
through which individuals, and thus congregations, can evolve ... 

Many of the caring-community programs began out of a desire to 
involve a greater segment of a congregation's membership in direct 
support of the clergy. Given the increased demands being made on 
them, it was not unusual for clergy to seek a method to broaden the 
responsibility of doing sacred work, that is, to "democratize the 
mitzvah." In addition, congregational leadership, both lay and 
clergy, began to understand that the realities of modem life were 
acting as a deterrent to the ideal of the synagogue as an 
interconnected community of faith. What emerged, was more than 
just a new program. In both Buffalo and Atlanta 139 it became clear 
that helping congregants during crises triggered deep feelings and 
raised powerful emotions. A feeling of personal involvement 
enhanced the volunteer's sense of self worth. My project 
demonstrates the hypothesis that congregational change can be built 

137 CCAR Responsa 5752.5, p. 4 of6 
138 Thesis written in partial fulfillment of his Doctor of Ministry degree at Hebrew Union 
College, New York. 
139 Cities where Reform congregations agreed to pilot the Lehiyot certification program of 
the Department of Jewish Family Concerns, UAHC 
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on seeing how individual members care for and suppoit each 
other. 140 

The challenge of this project, as mentioned in the 5752.5 responsurn, is that every 

synagogue and institution must make serious decisions about priorities for itself. Just as 

no two individuals with special needs are the same, so, too, no two Jewish communities 

are the same. However, implicit in the need to make choices is the reality that no 

community can have or do everything. The question that lingers is: What happens to the 

individuals whose needs do not make the cut? This reality, and this challenge, have been 

addressed by various communities in recent years. They merit consideration here. 

In I 972, the Central Conference of American Rabbis acknowledged that putting 

resources towards serving people with special needs meant making sacrifices in other 

areas of communal life. In a call to action, the CCAR pledged to support entire 

congregations that exist for the deaf. "We also resolve to give our moral and financial 

support to our congregations forthe deaf in New York, Chicago and Los Angeles."141 In 

fact, students from the New York and California schools of the Hebrew Union College

Jewish Institute of Religion were, for many years, sent by the College142 to provide 

rabbinic services to these congregations. By lending support on a communal level, the 

· Reform rabbis encouraged the already existing deaf community to flourish. 

It is clear that this support is not as easy to provide as one might like. Rabbi 

Elyse Goldstein wrote of the challenges that face the Reform community in its attempt to 

provide for these deaf congregations, 

140 Address, The Synagogue as a Caring Community: Possibilities/or Personal and 
Communal Transformation, pp. 73-74 
141 "Jewish Dea(" Digests of Resolutions Adopted by the CCAR Between 1889 and 1974, 

r.· 96 42 Representing the Reform Movement 
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... for to have meaningful ceremonies for the Jewish deaf we must 
have Jewish professionals, especially rabbis and educators, who can 
serve them effectively. A familiar lament, over and over again, is 
that young, interested rabbis who serve deaf groups leave in rapid 
succession, sometimes even before they have mastered sign · 
language. This is not necessarily the fault of the student rabbi who 
cannot afford to live on a part-time salary after ordination. The 
Jewish deaf community, on the other hand, cannot afford full-time 
professionals. Part of the solution is the outside suppon of the 
larger Jewish community, which should be seen not only as an 
obligation but a privilege. 143 

The Reform movement acknowledges that people with special needs should be 

welcomed within their communities. That being said, the Union of American Hebrew 

Congregations recognizes that the Jewish community is only one part of these 

individuals' lives. One can hope that these individuals' Jewish identity can enrich every 

aspect of their lives. In 1978, the UAHC passed a resolution urging the Jewish 

community to fulfill its moral obligation to provide for those with special needs by 

serving as a model and teacher of this value to the outside community. 

In order to respond to our commitment to a just society in which 
each citizen lives in dignity, the Jewish community must become 
more sensitive to the plight of the disabled, the blind, and the deaf 

TIIE UAHC, THEREFORE, URGES: 

I. The United States Congress, the Canadian Parliament, and 
state and provincial legislatures to provide tax incentives for 
businesses to hire and train disabled workers and to provide 
funds to make structural changes in the offices and factories of 
companies that employ substantial numbers of disabled people. 

2. The labor movement to recognize its obligations to the 
disabled and, together with management and government, to 
take initiatives for the encouragement of handicapped workers; 

3. Our congregations to modify as necessary our physical plants, 
grounds, and camps so as to be more accessible to the disabled; 

4. Our congregations to take steps to encourage the participation 
of disabled Jews in synagogue life; and 

143 Schein and Waldman, The Deaf Jew in the Modem World, p. 58. 
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5. Our congregations to initiate community-wide educational 
forums, together with other religious and civic groups, to 
sensitize the public to the needs of our disabled citizens. 144 

resolutions that were rooted in the value of inclusiveness. The first, entitled simply, 

... 
" . " 

functions and tacilities accessible as soon as possible," 145 as well as to encourage the 

hiring of qualified disabled persons. This resolution seems to be a logical follow up to 

reso utron or action, givtng a so 1 commitment on the art of the UAHC itself 

The resolution cites that the national board ofNFTY, the Reform youth movement, made 

working with the disabled and advocacy on their part its primary national project for that 

passed by the CCAR two years later, as evidence that all areas of the Reform movement 

was concerned about this issue. 146 

The next resolution, "The Synagogue as a Caring Community," changed the focus 

from 'disabled' to 'special needs,' claiming that we all have special needs which need to 

people with all sorts of needs. 

144" 

145 
"Disabled Persons" Adopted at the 56tli General Assembly of the UAHC, 198 I 

146 
"On Persons with Disabilities" Resolution adopted by the CCAR, 1983 

147 
"The Synagogue as a Caring Community" Adopted at the 56 ... General Assembly of 

the UAHC, 1981 
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With this resolution, the notion of communal obligation was once again phrased in 

general tenns, as if a new movement was beginning. As with the other literature about 

peop ew1t 

of a synagogue as a caring community would continue to evolve into specific terms and 

resolutions for action. Much of the detail about how this resolution played itself out will 

paper. 

In 1997 and 2001, the CCAR and the UAHC, respectively, passed resolutions 

national, local and communal levels. With terminology similar to that of the 

Conservative movement's resolution on mental health and mental illness, the Reform 

with mental illness to 

welcome these individuals and their families into our synagogues, and to train communal 

professionals to work with these individuals. These arc just a few examples taken from 

Rooted in a Jewish drive for justice, these resolutions put a generations-old item 

back on the table for discussion. Emotional and h sical wel!-bein 

they are the responsibility of the community. In the most recent resolution on this issue, 

passed by the General Assembly of the UAHC, the words of the medieval commentator, 

Maimonides wrote: 

"When someone is overpowered by imagination, prolonged 
medit ti n · · · 

were in him before, the physician should do nothing before he 
improves the soul by removing the extreme emotions." 
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The reality is that mental illness continues to be stigmatized in our 
society. While people with physical illness are usually treated with 
solicitude and concern, persons with mental illness are frequently 
the objects of ridicule contem t or fear. · 
Jen hs to accomm 
the mentally ill are frequently marginalized and excluded. 148 

Conclusions 

often intermingles with secular society. In addition, it is difficult to identify a single 

Jewish community. These demographic changes have affected an evolution of the 

contemporary streams of Jewish expression has taken the discussion about the role of 

people with special needs in the community in a different direction. However for I 

Jews who live as part ofa Jewish community today, some sort of discussion on this topic 

is relevant. Across the spectrum, the values ofinclusion and creating a welcoming 

1c prece en s. 

In many cases, as we have seen, the two values conflict, and each community has set its 

own standards for just and compassionate resolutions to these conflicts. 

Ultim 

· individually, and each outcome is unique. While, for example, Rabbi Moshe Feinstein 

ruled that a hearing impaired individual can be included in the community by wearin 

microphone on Shabbat and Yorn Tov. In the Conservative movement, weight is given 

14~ "Establi~hing a Comprehensive System of Care for Persons with Mental Illness" 
UAHC Resolution, 2001 
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inclusive as possible is made clear in the conditions that are ultimately decided upon, as 

was evidenced in the discussion about the blind Torah readers. The Reform movement, 

The incongruities between the two create tension in the Reform movement 

seen in the discussion of the blind college student who wanted to bring her seeing eye 

dog to the synagogue. Ultimately, these decisions and commitments for actions by each 

same perspective, even within a particular movement. 

This trend toward a case-by-case, evolving attitude has been strengthened with 

the higher levels of comfort with and understanding of special needs that are prevalent in 

rooted in Jewish texts and tradition, and we profit from the highly advanced scientific 

understanding that enlightens our interactions with people who have special needs. 

on this issue makes it clear that there are no easy answers. 

Each communit must contin 

practice and values. 
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CONCLUSION 

You shall not curse the deaf nor put a stumbling block before the 
blind. You shall fear Adonai, your God. 149 

In the section of Leviticus which gives instructions on how to live a holy life as 

of the instructions about dealing with people with special needs is focused on what they, 

themselves, can or cannot do within the community. Essentially, the discussion is about 

s early dearth of 

who are challenged was a red flag for me when I began my explorations on this subject. 

I attempted to answer the question of why the material weighs the way it does, and to 

text. I asked the question, "Is the Jewish community breaking the command to 'not curse 

the deaf nor put a stumbling block before the blind' by creating barriers to entryr What 

• 
149 Leviticus 19: 14 
llO 

references to 'people in the community' in this context are about Israelites. To be fair, 
we must also consider the role of the il and the :Jllm'l il in the _communal setting. Clear 

1 1ca examp es eXIs o e non- srae 1te 1vmg wit m the Israelite community. Anchor 
Bible Dictionary (Vol. VI, p. 103) states that the il of biblical texts is usually understood 
as either Israelites livin amon forei ers or fi r · · 
communities. However, the term il can be used to describe the role of the Levites living 
among t~e Isra.el!tes. According io these d~finitions, th~~ is_ precedent for b?th Israelites 

Although Israelites were the mainstream of the community, they did not live in isolation. 
There was always some element of'in' and 'out.' It is only in the discussion of modem 
· e iscussio m es no assumptions t at t e community is made up primarily 

of Jews. Therefore, if the reference is to Jews in the community, it must be so stated. 
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struggle with conflicting values and priorities. 

In her book, Judaism and Disability, Judith Abrams claims that a 

complete perfection was established with the requirements set out for priests to be 

considered "fit." "These qualifications - correct blood in a blemishless, perfectly life-

between God, and God's heavenly retinue, and lsrael."131 Abrams' claim is substantiated 

in much of the Levitical text that was examined in Chapter One. The natural byproduct 

o e attempt to e ne holiness in Leviticus, was the identification of who did not fit that 

definition. Therefore, it excluded individuals who did not fit the paradigm of perfection 

that had been set forth. "The Tempie, seen as the link between heaven and earth. was 

dangerous, and the priests who performed those rituals were in a dangerous, high stakes 

position." isz 

This paradigm, established for the priests with regard to their responsibilities in 

the Temple in Jerusalem, earned well beyond the realm of the Kohanim. It set a standard 

grown from those times, the priestly standard has remained a constant paradigm. 

Therefore, given the imperfect reality of human life, there have, since biblical days, been 

cat numbers oflsrae!ites and Jews who are measured b st 

impossible to achieve. This has caused their disabilities to be magnified in the eyes of 

m Abrams, p. 16 
132 Abrams, p. I 7 



the Jewish community, thereby increasing the perceived tension between inclusion and 

maintaining a sense of n'llnp, holiness. 

At the root of this tension is a need to define who is 'in' and who is 'out.' Over 

time, this definition has evolved. In addition to defining who can serve as a priest and 

who cannot, Leviticus goes into great detail about who can be in the camp and who 

cannot. A protocol was established to deal with persons who were excluded from the 

community: 

... the priest shall isolate the affected person for seven days. On the 
seventh day, the priest shall examine him, and if the affection has 
remained unchanged in color and the disease has not spread on the 
skin, the priest shall isolate him for another seven days. On the 
seventh day the priest shall examine him again: if the affection has 
faded and has not spread on the skin, the priest shall pronounce him 
clean. It is a rash; he shall wash his clothes, and he shall be 
clean. 153 

After the biblical period, the rules of communal life became more complex and so 

did the definitions of who was 'in' and who was 'out.' The seemingly endless Mishnaic 

and Talmudic citations on this topic, which were sampled in Chapter Two, lay the 

foundation for an evolving set of definitions. The Mishnah that begins Tractate Ha°gigah 

exemplifies this phenomenon. 

All are bound to appear, except a deaf man, an imbecile and a 
minor; a person of unknown sex, a hermaphrodite, women, unfreed 
slaves, the lame, the blind, the sick, the aged, and one who is 
unable to go up on foot. Who is [in this respect deemed] a minor? 
Whoever is unable to ride on his father's shoulders and go up from 
Jerusalem to the Temple Mount. [This is} the view ofBeit 
Shammai. 

153 Leviticus 13: 1-6 

114 



But Beit Hillel says: Whoever is unable to hold his father's hand 

this regard are clear to all. With an evolvin definition of who is obli a 

not came a barrier between who is 'in' and who is 'out' which was increasingly complex 

as time went on. Underlying the question of obligation is that of involvement in the 

In truth, the word, iw!l is difficult to define. With that difficult comes an 

ambiguity about what role the person who is ,,"ll plays in the community. Although 

being classified as exempt from religious duties did not prohibit a person from 

important distinction. The person who was il"!l was clearly not considered an equal in 

the life of the community, but it was not made clear what role that person did, in fact, 

l 
play. This ambiguity is only heightened when we consider that there likely was, as in 

Rabbinic literature) and popular reality. It is not entirely clear how people who were 

exempt from religious obligation for various reasons were greeted when they chose to 

participate m t e mit:::vot. It is abundantly clear that these individuals were on the 

individuals remain. 

Another interesting evolution that can be traced through the texts we have 

examm 

154 Hagigah I : 1 

I 15 
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ers, name y t e pnests and rabbis, did the definin . Leviticus 13 

clearly empowers the priests to make the decisions, given the clearly defined criteria that 

are given to them. Similarly, Leviticus 14 instructs the priest to interpret the person's 

This shall be the ritual for a leper at the time that be is to be 
cleansed. When it has been reported to the priest, the priest shall 
go outside the camp. If the priest sees that the leper has been 

If s, wood, crimson stuff; and hyssop to be brought for him 
who is to be cleansed. us 

Although the priests were the ones interpreting the blemishes, to do so, they 

1'6 

during the time when the Priestly code was written were those who were able to influence 

the text. In this light, some priests were merely pawns, actin out the desires of the true 

power. ers were the leaders of the priestly community, and they created the policies 

for their community. Their policies, the texts, have impacted communal life from biblical 

In the Talmud, the rabbis held decision-making power. Although many of the 

rulings came from an anonymous Rabbinic source, those that were identified with their 

Rav Yosef stated: Formerly I used to Say: "If someone would tell 
me that the halachah is in accordance with R. Judah who declared 
that a blind person is exempt from the commandments, I would . . . 

, , ear 
the statement ofR. Hanina, as R. Hanina indeed said that greater is 

iss Leviticus 14:1-4 

relevant to this discussion only in that it acknowledges who held the power of communal 
leadership. 



the reward of those who being enjoined do [good deeds] than of 
those who without bein~ enjoined [but merely of their own free 
will] do [good deeds] 1 

matter. However, we do not understand most of the sources as resonating personally with 

the vari 

how historical trends and power struggles, such as the aversion of the Pharisees and the 

Sadducees1s8 to one another, are reflected in the texts. 

er, has to some de ee 

left the realm of the rabbinic leadership. Although rabbis still exert their power to 

influence the community make-up through responsa and resolutions, as well as through 

community to play a role, as well. In a day when people choose whether or not to 

affiliate with a Jewish communit the attitudes th meet when a ~ 

community can serve to define who actually affiliates. In its resolution, "Measures for 

Persons with Disabilities," the leadership of the Conservative movement shares the 

ecommumty. 

Synagogue of Conservative Judaism resolves 

... that all segn1;ents oft~e congregation on the ad~dt and youth 

This language, created by the rabbinic and lay leadership of that community, 

resonates with the language of Leviticus that coaches the riests to act in a articular 

way. The difference, though, is that these instructions are general, rather than being 

is7 Baba Kamma 87a 
IS8 
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communicated as specific instructions. In modem times, each Jewish community is 

unique. Within the world of liberal Judaism, it is the case that although the general 

another, is still put forward by the leadership, the specific encounters are left for 

community within a secular society that is driven by individual self-interest. "The 

creation of personal designer religions can only weaken the communal fabric and extend 

Another phenomenon which has remained constant throughout the evolution of 

the sacred Jewish literature is that with an increased exposure to persons with special 

incorporation of these individuals into the community. This point is made most clearly in 

Megillah 24b. 

A priest whose hands are deformed should not lift up his hands [to 
say the priestly blessing]. R. Judah says: Also one whose hands 
are discolored with woad (red dye) should not lift up his hands, 
because [this makes] the congregation look at him. 1

(;0 . . 

Human nature is to fear the unknown. Therefore, the attention which is drawn by 

physical manifestations of unknown conditions, leads to an increased isolation of the 

individuals who live with these conditions. Thankfully, as scientific understandings have 

evolved, full-functioning community members, on a whole, have gained a better 

"
9 Address, The Synagogue as a Caring Community: Possibilities for Personal and 

Communal Transformation, p. I 0 
160 M. Megillah 4:7 
161 Tanna on Megillah 24b 
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translates into increased acceptance within the community. The reality is that there 

remains a chasm between intellectual understanding and affective familiarity. Therefore, 

unless mo1v1aua1s wno are 'm' the community actually Decome acqumntt:0 wtrn peop1e 

with different special needs, their acceptance of them will, most likely, remain formal and 

, ' • . .a.1..-- t.. ... : __ . • L .... L ... • .. . . . ... . '-·· . - -

inclusion. 

In different ways, the Reform, Conservative and Orthodox communal structures 

are eacn wo11ung to proVJoe resources ror persons wtu• spec1a1 n"""s m u•e•r auemprs m 

l transform their communities into genuine, welcoming communities. 

In response to the responsa on creating a caring community, the Union of 

A . ... • _I • ,... ... ,..,. .. . .. . -. , - , 
- .. - • - -· - • 

grew a decade later into an entire department., whose mission it is to help congregations 

transform themselves into welcoming, caring communities. Although this department 

exists on the macro level ottne Retorm movement, its key constituents are 

congregations, because synagogues are seen as the foundations of Jewish communal life. 

~ _,,- - - - .. - -L'" ... L- TJAI'I,,... ·-- ,,_ , , . 
•nn~ • . -. 

to address issues of handicap accessibility within congregations. Because a primary goal 

of the Department is to "make our synagogues more deeply human and caring 

' commumt1es, tne Lemyot program was createo snortty mereaner to cert1rv 

' 
congregations as caring communit_ies. When congregations register for the program, 

they are guided through a series of self-examinations which determine the areas in which 

162 UAHC Resolution, "The Synagogue as a Caring Community," 1981 

... 
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I -



the congregations are strongest, and those in which they need the most work in the area 

of inclusion. 163 Once these congregations implement changes based on their self-

" " . 

to provide a Jewish home for those who seek it there. 

As time went on, the Department of Jewish Family Concerns, directed by Rabbi 

Richard Address, evolved. Within two years of the time that the Lehiyot program was 

needs in preparation for Bar or Bat Mitzvah. "Al Pi Darco; According to Their Ways" 

was the guide that was produced for distribution to congregations to assist them in these 

1s ocument, t e epartment s 1 

ears it established the "Mental Health Initiative." Ac 

the need to address issues associated with mental health and mental illness in 

ocusagam. 

congregations, the Department ran a series of think tanks around the country. By 

ngrega ions, congregan s an 

health care professionals, among others, the Department of Jewish Famil Concerns has 

worked to identify aspects of the issue with which congregations need assistance. This 

led to the resolution discussed in Chapter Three, "," which was passed at the 200 J 

Department of Jewish Family Concerns is to create a study guide for congregations on 

issues of mental health. Surely, once this project is complete, the UAHC will take 

another look at what barriers of entry remain in Reform congregational life. Then, it will 

163 See appendix for outline of the Lehiyot: Access to Judaism program 
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In a time of increased isolation, individuals are looking to synagogues for 

interpersonal connection. The Reform movement has clearly acted on an institutional 

1 ......... 1 TL- 1..---.... ' .~ ... . •. -. . . . . . - . . 
. -. ... .. -

.. _ 
-· ···- .. 

who greet newcomers as well as long-time community members. "In the face of a 

society of isolation, the synagogue has a unique opportunity to stand alone as a vehicle 

through which Jewish values are studied, transmitted and modeled."164 ; 
; 

The:- .. -.a +LIO. I -· . fT '~_t_ _____ t.._ ... L . . -
offices that exist to advocate for people with disabilities within the respective 

movements. Although I am not as familiar with these organizations as I am with their 

counterpan m rne Kerorm movement, one a1stmct1on is clear. In the Orthodox Union, the 

"National Jewish Council for the Disabled " and in the• +1.-

"Accessibility Committee" work to provide structural and physical access for the 

disabled within their movements, as well as to ensure that education is provided to 

.. , . . . . , . . 
, :t. nowever, .... ey ao not, oy way or tnetr ...... . .. ~~ ""~" 

missions, examine the intangible barriers to entrv that exist within conareRations. 

The Reform movement's focus is on special needs, rather than disabilities. By 

couching its concern in these terms, it acknowledges that it is not only the disabled who 
. . ··- . ~ -- . • . . . . , ') r .. ... -·- ~ .• H~ H---.... u..uu~ y, ... e 

congregational structure should proactively examine what those needs are in order to 

provide for them. Perhaps, by understanding it in these terms, individuals within the 

community will more closely identify with those who have classically been excluded and 

I uuHI 1- ..... _ . . - •L---
• • ; 

164 Address, p. 13 
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By examining what the Jewish community has done and is doing to provide for 

individuals with special needs within it, we can gain insight into what the future may 

rabbinic times, continue to exist. In the future, it is likely that these issues wi[] be 

reinterpreted and that all segments of the Jewish community will continue to work to 

define its obligations to Jews with special needs. 

discussions that have occurred to this point are the result of conflicting values. As we 

have seen, there are times when the letter of the halachah conflicts with the drive for 

eq One example already 

examined is the wearin of electronic h 

when core Jewish values, when played out, conflict with individual or communal 

measures of comfort. The discussion of the role of a priest (or prayer leader) with a 

examp eo tcts 

have fed the discussion for generations before us, and the will continue to en 

and future generations in dialogue. Ultimately, making policies about the role of Jews 

with special needs within the community is a question of priorities. It is, if you will, a 

In every generation, that analysis must be reexamined. As times chan e, so do 

the needs of communities and the individuals who are part of them. However, exploring 

Abraham Maslow's "Hierarchy ofNeeds," 165 displayed as a pyramid, can help us to 

core needs. 
to exp am peop e's 
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ground our examinations in an understanding of the core needs which remain constant for 

every person within a community - regardless of ability level. 

n upon the one before it. The bottom level of 

Maslow's pyramid is the need for physiological well-being. Oxygen, water and food are 

am 

for safety; physical and emotional. 

The third level ofMaslow's pyramid, which most informs the present discussion, 

seek the top levels of the hierarchy, namely the need for esteem and, ultimately, the need 

for self-actualization. 166 

involved is a daunting task which contemporary Jewish communities face in a way that 

Jewish communities of the past never would have imagined. After describing our current 

1ty as a society o 1so auon' in which people are beginning to "seek meaning 

within a sacred community,"167 Rabbi Richard Address cites the work ofRobert 

The fragmented lives that many of us lead provide an incentive to 
seek community in support groups. [Additionally,] the religious 
traditions that are so much a part of American culture legitimate 
this quest by telling us that community is important, and, indeed, 

166 Maslow, Abraham H., The Farther Reaches of Human Nature, p. 366 
167 Address, p. 4 
168 

Robert Wuthnow. Sharing the Journey. The Free Press. New York, NY. 1994, p. 31 
in Address, p. 4 
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It is important to note that the meaning of"community~ has changed immensely 

since biblical times. No longer can Jewish communities take for granted that Jews will 

affiliate. Gone are the days of a Jewish community of which everyone in the area was 

part. Today, it is a choice for Jews to affiliate with a Jewish community at all. In 

addition, there are multiple avenues of affiliation. In many areas where Jews reside, there 

are many synagogues, community centers, Jewish Federations and other Jewish 

communal institutions. And people who live largely assimilated lives, and choose to 

affiliate, have limited time to commit to the Jewish community. Therefore, the leadership 

of a synagogue, for example, cannot take for granted that the Jews who might need to be 

reached by social and programmatic outreach are being reached. The reality is that in the 

Jewish world of today, we may never know who is being excluded from the community. 

These individuals may be so far 'out' of the community that those who are 'in' may never 

know that they are out there at all. Whereas the community depicted in Leviticus was the 

starting point from which the leadership sent people with different conditions out and 

brought them back in, the task of today's Jewish community is primarily to bring people 

in. The starting point is a nebulous mix of individuals who share a certain amount of 

religious ideal, seek a sense of community, feel a sense of connection to that community 

and are willing to make a commitment. 

Given the contemporary reality of Jewish communal life, the focus has clearly 

shifted from defining who should be excluded from the community, to identifying who 

should be included within it, and how. For each community, the 'how' looks different. 

Given the variety of communities that exist, each one must, for itself, actively engage in a 

process of inward reflection to assess how it welcomes and includes persons with special 
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needs, and how it can improve upon its efforts. If the community, with the support of the 

leadership, reaches 'in' to provide for its members with special needs, the effect will 

likely be that those efforts will function to reach 'out' to those who are currently 

disenfranchised, as well. In truth, every person has needs. And every person has gifts to 

offer, simply by being part of the community. The whole community can be 

strengthened if efforts are made on every level to remove the stumbling blocks, and to 

welcome all who seek to belong. 
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APPENDIX 

Lehiyot: Access to Judaism 
Guidelines for Congregational Certification 

Part I: Project Orientation 
What is Lehiyot: Access to Judaism? 
Why we Need Lehiyot: A Parent Speaks 
Why we Need Lehiyot: A Rabbi Responds 
What is a Lehiyot Congregation? 

Part II: Congregational Certification 

Outline 

Becoming a Lehiyot Congregation: Starting the Process 
Becoming a Lehiyot Congregation: Requirements for Certification 

I. Draft a mission statement outlining the congregation's philosophy regarding 
people with special needs. Share it with the congregation and have the board 
of trustees approve it. 

2. Have an annual Shabbat worship service highlighting Lehiyot themes 
3. Conduct some sort ofShabbat dinner or similar program for members with 

special needs and/or disabilities, together with the rest of the congregants 
4. Have some sort of a study session on issues related to disability 
5. Compile a list of congregants who are interested in receiving the Lehiyol 

Connection newsletter from the UAHC (note: this newsletter is no longer 
being published) 

6. Determine how many members of your synagogue have special needs and/or 
disabilities 

7. Conduct a self-study of congregation• s current accessibility and programming 
for Jews with special needs. Develop an action plan for improving both 
facility access and programming 

8. Conduct Lehiyot Sensitivity workshops with seventh and eighth graders in the 
religious school. Invite students to describe their reactions in a brief essay. 
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