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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?
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Do not curse the deaf nor shall you place a stumbling block before the blind;
you shall revere your God--1 am Adonai (Leviticus 19:14).

Throughout Jewish history, Jews who are blind have functioned as full members of the
Jewish community, and in many cases, as spiritual and educational leaders too. In contrast to
many ancient societies which scorned and persecuted people with disabilities, Judaism has taught
us to see the infinite worth of human life and to preserve the safety and dignity of all people. One
measure of a person’s dignity is the extent to which he or she is included in the ritual
expectations of his or her community.

There is a substantial halakhic literature regarding the obligations of Jews who are blind
to observe the mitzvot and their ability to fulfill various ritual requirements on behalf of
themselves, their families and the congregation.® In this responsum, we will review the debate

' | thank Rabbi David Krishef for the initial inquiry and sources for this responsum.

% | am grateful for the advice on this topic of Professor Abraham Nemeth, a remarkable member of my congregation
who is the creator of the “Nemeth Code” for marking mathematical notation in braille. See his article in Braille into
the Next Millennium (Washington, D.C.: National Library for the Blind and Physically Handicapped, 2000). | have
also benefited from the advice of Rabbi Michael Levy, who is a board member of the Jewish Braille Institute of
America. His article, “To Stand on Holy Ground: A Jewish Spiritual Perspective on Disability” (Rehabilitation
Education, Volume 9, No. 2 and 3, 1995, pp. 163-170) deepened my understanding of the integration of physical
disability into the mission of serving God with one’s life. Rabbis Joel Roth, Mayer Rabinowitz and David Fine were
all very helpful in locating obscure sources and reviewing this teshuvah with me.

* Late in this project | found four excellent overviews on the blind and halakha: Dr. Avraham Steinberg, ‘3 ymnn)
mTmN Napwna wyn (2nwn, Rabbi Norman Lamm, mixna nmo avn (Ywn XD 09 Yyaw nmn), Rabbi Monique
Susskind Goldberg, m»naon moxw In51 Wy ,novna wwyn (unpublished Masters/Ordination thesis, Machon
Schechter, 1999) and Rabbi Aryeh Rodriguez, xmo 190 (2“own o Jan ma :oowrp). There is also a Hasidic
overview by Rabbi David H. Toiv, Director of the Jewish Heritage for the Blind, entitled Halakhic Rulings Relating
to the Blind (NY: The Jewish Heritage for the Blind, 1997). These articles are cited below.

The Committee on Jewish Law and Standards of the Rabbinical Assembly provides guidance in matters of halakhah
for the Conservative movement. The individual rabbi, however, is the authority for the interpretation and
application of all matters of halakhah.
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about the general obligation of Jews who are blind to observe the commandments, and then the
specific literature addressing their receiving an aliyah to the Torah, as well as reading Torah for
the congregation. This paper will not address all aspects of ritual practice, but will touch on
specific mitzvot which have been the basis for Jewish case law on the blind. Dr. Avraham
Steinberg lists twenty-eight mitzvot (e.g. 7900 n>13, the blessing upon seeing a king) that would
seem to require vision for which the blind are nevertheless obligated, as well as fifteen mitzvot
for which their physical disability prevents participation. Our question is into which category the
various roles of the Torah service fall.

Are Blind Jews Obligated to Keep the Mitzvot?
The foundation text for our question is a sugya found in Bava Kamma 86b-87a. The
anonymous Mishnah (8:1) states that:
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He who humiliates one who is naked, blind or asleep is liable.

In this text, three classes of victims are qualified for indemnification. Yet what if these
individuals were not the victims, but rather the perpetrators? The Mishnah states that one who is
asleep is not liable for humiliation that he caused, 12 ,v»ay . It does not, however, indicate
whether a blind (or a naked) person is liable for causing humiliation to others. The lack of a
parallel exemption in the Mishnah for Jews who are blind is understood to imply* that they are
indeed liable for any humiliation which they might cause to others.’

In the Gemara, Rabbi Yehudah is cited disagreeing with the Stam Mishnah,® stating that
N o px 8o, literally, “a blind man has no disgrace.” At first blush, this remark seems to
mean that Rabbi Yehudah exempts sighted people for the humiliation of the blind! However,
Rashi and Tosafot understand Rabbi Yehudah’s statement to disagree only with the Mishnah’s
implication that people who are blind are themselves liable should they humiliate others. As
Tosafot notes, a»n NMDN N w»ART N 11 NTnT, “for Rabbi Yehudah agrees [with the
Mishnah] that one who humiliates the blind is liable.””’

The true question is why Rabbi Yehudah exempts Jews who are blind for damage done to
others, and why the Mishnah holds them liable. The Talmud records, Y51 Y19 N7 27 N 1
MM mrn msn, “and so too did Rabbi Yehudah exempt [the blind] from all mitzvot
mentioned in the Torah.” Through the use of gezeirah shava and other interpretive techniques,
the Gemara shows how Rabbi Yehudah’s exemption of Jews who are blind from various
liabilities reflected his broader exemption of the blind from all mitzvot.

From this sugya in Bava Kamma, we learn that Jews who are blind are generally bound to
the mitzvot according to the Mishnah. Although the Halakha was established in accordance with
the teaching of the Mishnah, substantial confusion on the topic apparently reigned in the

* This is established in the prior discussion on B.K. 86a and is then reflected in the commentaries of Rashi and
Tosafot. See next note.
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® That is, the anonymous voice of the Mishnah. On B.K. 86a the source of this teaching is ultimately attributed to
Rabbi Shimon, though some Rishonim identify this view with Rabbi Meir.
NOYD 0T, DY Mavm
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subsequent generations, as indicated by the statement of Rav Yosef, who was blind:®
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Rav Yosef said, | initially said that if someone would teach the law like
Rabbi Yehudah, who stated “the blind are exempt from the mitzvot,” |
would make a feast for the rabbis [in his honor]. Why? For I am not
commanded, but nevertheless | perform the mitzvot. But now that | have
heard that said by Rabbi Hanina, “Greater is he who is commanded and
performs [mitzvot] than is one who is not commanded but still performs
[the mitzvot],” whoever can teach that the law is not like Rabbi Yehudah,
I will make a feast for the rabbis [in his honor]. Why? If I am commanded,
then I shall have a greater reward!

We do not learn the fate of Rav Yosef’s dinner party. Indeed, we are left to question whether the
D has a general requirement, or a general exemption, for observing the commandments. Thus
it is significant to learn on Pesachim 116b that Rav Yosef and his blind colleague Rav Sheshet
each observed Passover and apparently recited the relevant blessings on behalf of their sighted
guests:
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Rav Acha bar Yaakov said, the blind are exempt from reciting the
Haggadah. It is written here [in the Seder, citing Exodus 13:8] “because of
this,” and it is written there [Deut. 21:20, regarding the rebellious son]
“this, our son.”® Just as there--to exclude the blind, so too here, to exclude
the blind. Really? Did not Mareimar relate, we asked the rabbis from the
school of Rav Yosef, “who recited the Haggadah in the house of Rav
Yosef?” They said, “Rav Yosef.” Who recited the Haggadah in the house
of Rav Sheshet?” They said, “Rav Sheshet.”

Rav Acha bar Yaakov’s gezeira shava notwithstanding, these rabbis acted as obligated Jews in
reciting the Haggadah and were apparently also the agents of their guests."* At the very least, the

NY XD PYITPA DIVP DIPWA AP0 Ny 19 NP N2 °
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my maa. This mw nw depends on the assumption that the parents’ statement to the elders was accompanied by a
visual identification of their son. See Rashi, ymob vHa N
" This story can be harmonized with Rabbi Yehudah’s position based on the claim that the mitzvah of Hagadda is
rabbinic, and Rabbi Yehudah agrees that blind Jews share general rabbinic obligations. See below, note 18.
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story indicates that Jews who are blind may accept upon themselves the obligation to observe the
commandments.”

Another sugya on Beitzah 16b relates that a student who was blind was held liable to
prepare an ywan 1" by his teacher Mar Shmuel:
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A certain blind man would recite mishnayot for Mar Shmuel, who saw that
he was sad. He said to him, “Why are you sad?” He replied, “Because |
did not prepare an eruv tavshilin.” He told him, “rely on mine.” Next year,
he [again] saw that [the student] was sad. He said to him, “Why are you
sad?” He replied, “Because | did not prepare an eruv tavshilin.” He told
him, “You are a sinner! Everyone else can [rely on me] but for you it is
forbidden.”

As Rashi explains, Mar Shmuel’s eruv tavshilin was not meant to cover habitual sinners.
This source implies that the blind are indeed obligated to keep the mitzvot. Nevertheless, it is
understood that blindness may impair observance of certain mitzvot.

Mishnah Megillah 4:6 (Bavli, 24a) addresses this point. After a general discussion of the
qualifications for various synagogue rituals, the Tanna Kamma includes the blind in the category
of Jews permitted to lead the ancient practice of poreis al shema:*

D719 1PN, P NTIINGD IR NIY 9D, IDIR DTN ¥27 .D0)ID YNY NN DI NIID
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The blind can be poreis et shema and can translate [the Torah into
Aramaic as part of the reading]. Rabbi Yehudah says, whoever has never
seen [the celestial] lights in his life'® cannot be poreis al shema.’

12 Rabbi Israel Francus cited this text in his article published in The Ordination of Women as Rabbis (NY: JTSA,
1988, p.38) as proof that a person who is obligated rabbinically cannot upgrade to a biblical obligation. Yet Rabbi
Joel Roth, writing in the same volume, argues that the self-imposed obligation of women to observe mitzvot from
which they were traditionally exempted is indeed legally significant (see esp. pp.141-148). In any event, the halakha
for blind Jews ultimately follows the stam mishnah and fully obligates them to observe the commandments.
3 Eruv tavshilin. This is a symbolic amount of food set aside before a festival begins which allows food to be
prepared during the festival for the Shabbat which immediately follows. It is customary to state one’s intention that
others be covered by the eruv tavshilin in case they forgot to prepare one themselves.
™ One example is N1 2P, the “appearance” offering presented by pilgrims in Jerusalem at the three festivals. See
note 24 below and the Steinberg article for other examples.
> The custom of collectively reciting the blessings before the Shema, especially 2% n573, which praises God for
creating the celestial lights. See Rashi on Sotah 30b: 1 ynw NP %95 MH7132 HNNN AN

See also S.A. O.H. 69:1. .nan5 nPwn AR TN 1IN B2 DY WNHPN M AN 721 TN 1913 PIPY WINK PIY
' This leads to a theoretical discussion in the Yerushalmi, and then the Rosh and Tosafot, about whether the
disqualification requires that the person be truly blind, or whether a person raised in a cave who simply had never
seen the sun and moon could recite these blessings for the congregation.
"~ One version of this Mishnah, which is cited by the Rif (p.15a) and in one variant of Sefer HaEshkol, adds the
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Because of a significant textual variant of this Mishnah cited by the Rif, we will have cause to
return to this text later. Meanwhile, Tosafot questions why Rabbi Yehudah needed to disqualify
Jews who are blind from performing this specific mitzvah of ynw Yy o9, Hadn’t he already
exempted them from *“all mitzvot mentioned in the Torah”? Tosafot concludes that even Rabbi
Yehudah considered blind Jews y2177 ya»n--liable to keep all the commandments on the
authority of the rabbis, lest they live like gentiles.”® However, vision was an integral requirement
to fulfill poreis al shema, and Rabbi Yehudah thus exempted them even from a rabbinic
obligation for this mitzvah.

Although Jewish law followed the opinion of the Mishnah, namely that Jews who are
blind are biblically commanded to keep the mitzvot," Rabbi Yehudah’s dissent continued to be
influential. Rabbi Benjamin ben Mattathias explained that in disputes between Rabbi Meir and
Rabbi Yehudah, the Halakha is usually according to Rabbi Yehudah.®® The medieval scholar
Rabbeinu Yerucham® cited the halakha that the blind are biblically exempt but nevertheless
obligated to keep the mitzvot on rabbinic authority.?” However, this point of view is explicitly
rejected by later poskim such as Rabbi Yosef Karo**and the Radbaz.**

words nmmna XM K YK, “but he must not read Torah.” See below, p.11.
TV ONT 123 INP XYW, YDV ¥17 KN DTN 527 XN 1T XY 19 MIYN UK NIDN MADINI Y9 (2) 191 1T XY 19 NP N2
“995 HNIY NN INNIONT XYM MNN 92 71D
NI PUD 2D NN MYH) IYN O PO NN DY 12
% Rabbi Benjamin ben Mattatias, Greece and Venice, early sixteenth century, writing in his responsa, n"w ant po»a
MRS 1 0T e yo He concludes nevertheless, based on the Bava Kama text and its subsequent interpretation
that, even according to Rabbi Yehudah, the blind are obligated to read and bless the Torah.
%! Provence and Spain, 1280-1350.
VIV 7D 2PN PIATTH HIR KIPNNTI YITO TNXND Y10 MV XNMD” X NV HP 9T X PN P DN DTR MTNN - DM w27
XN DY TIANY AND DN 1PN PATTH PAPNY 272 DINK NOXINT DY NN 12 PITTH IPNT DNDAI N D) PYHITHA
“MY DT DWW PIYA N'N "I 2N YNNI ONPYNMY PYY PPN WM 10V
Rabbeinu Yerucham writes: “The blind are exempt from all mitzvot. This means biblically exempt, but rabbinically
obligated. This is clear in Kiddushin and also found in Pesahim that he is rabinically obligated--thus it is proven in
that he fulfills the rabbinic obligations of others. And Rabbeinu Tam wrote that one can recite the blessing over
mitzvot from which s/he is exempt. But others disagree with him as | have written in section 27, part 1 regarding
women, for their status is identical (to the blind).”
5" PA7TH 922 2PN DIPH 9907 INDY 10 P .[¥90] TPIND NNIIN 1Y DN PRI 17T T MN IYN PO 0PN NMN Y 11 >
952 2PN NMDT AND 5 NIND 7T P MN A PPD 0PN NNXRD “NTIN® 1277 NDON (I 12T 191 1'T) H2INN 7792 MODINN
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Beit Yosef writes, “The law is not like him [i.e. Rabbi Yehudah]. Yet he wrote that in any event, [the blind] are
obligated by the Rabbis, and so too wrote Tosafot in Perek HaHoveil based upon Rabbi Yehudah.” B.Y. writes
further, “For the blind are obligated in all the mitzvot.”
% Rabbi David b. Solomon ibn Avi Zimra (1479-1573). He writes in a responsum, Section I, number 39,
M NI2D2 73N 9T DM 112D ONRND XY DPDION I 2T TINONNKD NINK NNIWNI 1D XNNN I3 ANXRID NN 1“1
NNN2 XIPDM PITNIO DTIN NIVTY PIVON IN PI2T 930 N2 DRI NI M0 NMDT MINNT RHDNDI ROX N> 12 199N PRT
DYV DTN NI N 02T INY DIDT TH NNN NP NOTNA XIMDN LYNINI NINX T PN DX PO NS DY XNPI NINY 29D
“MNI MMINRD M¥N 552 29N
“And | have already proven this (in another responsum) from the Talmud and the words of all the poskim, and | have
not found a companion for Rabbeinu Yerucham z”1 in his opinion [exempting the blind], for the law is not according
to R. Yehudah, but rather according to the stamma of our Mishnah that the blind man is like a healthy person in all
regards with the exception of testimony, Haggadah, [serving in] the Sanhedrin, and reading Torah because it is like
reading from memory [see below, p.7], and the pilgrimage and the festive offering. For all of these the blind man is
explicitly excluded. From this you learn that in other matters he is like a whole [healthy] individual, and is obligated
by all the mitzvot in the Torah.”

22.
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Thus far we have learned that a Jew who is blind has a general obligation to keep the
mitzvot and may indeed lead the congregation in a variety of liturgical contexts. Mishnah
Megillah 4:6 specifically allows blind Jews to serve as translator ya»mnn, which was an official
role in the ancient Torah service. But can the nmvo actually read Torah? As we shall see, there is
a substantial literature addressing this question. One complication is that the terminology “read
Torah” (nna x1j2) can refer to a number of activities, including chanting the Torah on behalf of
the congregation, or reading the Torah blessings and listening as a reader chants from the Torah.
It is not always obvious which sense the medieval halakhic sources intend.

The Obligation to Read Torah in Public

Another complication is the status of Torah reading itself. Although many Jews assume
that the public reading of the Torah is a biblical commandment, it is in fact a decree of the sages
upon the community. Moses is traditionally credited with instituting the reading on Shabbat,
Monday and Thursday, that Israel not go three days without Torah. Ezra instituted the reading on
Shabbat afternoon as well as the accepted format.® Yet, as many Rishonim®® and Acharonim?’
have written, this decree was made upon the congregation, and not upon each individual. The
Torah blessings were added to honor the congregation, not to fulfill any specific obligation of the
reader or the congregation.”®

The lack of an individual obligation to read the Torah in public is alluded to by Ramban
and Rambam and has been stated explicitly in recent responsa. For example, Rabbi Tzvi Pesach
Frank, the twentieth century rabbi of Jerusalem known for his responsa Har Tzvi, writes:
N D2 RNPN NOXPY TN PRI, NI P22 DNNN NIPNY NI NDIN P N0 opne “for reading
is an obligation only for the community that the Torah be read in synagogue, but the reader does
not need to fulfill this obligation on behalf of the public.”” It is presumably for this reason that
the Tosefta allows Jews who are normally exempt from xn7 yavnw nwy msn to read Torah on
behalf of the congregation.®® This also would apparently qualify a Jew who is blind to read
Torah, even according to Rabbi Yehudah. Thus the question is not whether a Jew who is blind is
sufficiently obligated to fulfill this requirement on behalf of others. The question is whether the
congregation’s obligation can be satisfied with any method other than a direct reading from the
Torah scroll.

The Prohibition of Reading Torah from Memory

NN, P9 199N MY DA KUY 19 XDp K11 2
% Following Ramban in Milchamot Hashem to RIF, Megillah p.3. For an excellent discussion of the nature of the
obligation to chant Torah, see R. Mendel Shapiro’s article “Qeri’at ha-Torah by Women: A Halakhic Analysis” in
The Edah Journal 1:2 (Sivan 5761), p. 5f. He observes that this distinction is also implicit in Rambam, who places
the rules of Torah reading apart from the individual prayers and just after the laws of synagogues. The Shapiro
article and several related pieces are available on-line at www.edah.org.
NN NP YOWOW P APNNY NNNN TP 12 PRY NN.. 792T0Y (T 1T T Y970 NMIX-N PN N 97 1w nonTy py 2
YY) “NIN NN KON NPN DNNN INP IPY DY NI Y'IM Y'2090 21270 1IN 1191 NIAXN 71D DWN 120 >N 099N
"D TN MWYON YN NMIYY “NAND NN XN YMOD 72T DNND INIP PIYD” 0N WY 1T N 10 N NMIN PON YN DN N1
“280 NN NN NNIP INY 2957 N 02N N N P79 PLINY JOP DIVIP-'N
% Other explanations for the Torah blessings include to honor the Torah, as well as a “mm 5p from food, which
requires blessings before and after. How much more so does the spiritual sustenance of Torah study require
blessings! See mynn MWYI 1T DMLY M NI ,DNITIAN ID.
ATV I 1T AY Y0 X AMR AN N e
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The Rosh* concludes that the xmo is certainly obligated to obey the mitzvot, and can
also fulfill mitzvot that bear rabbinic obligation such as poreis al shema, leading prayer etc. on
behalf of sighted individuals.* But at the end of his discussion, he adds one significant caveat:

NMNA NP NOW 72927 ,959110) YNW DY DN MDD MNNND IR XD 1IN TI0N
N9 o5ya

Thus even one who never in his life saw the lights can lead poreis al
shema and pray [for the congregation], but he specifically must not read
Torah from memory.

This pesak refers to the Talmudic maxim found on Gitin 60b, Yy YN ™I NN N AND2VW DT
n9, “words that are written must not be recited from memory.”* This statement is applied by
Maimonides to prohibit anyone from reading even one word of Torah or Megillah for the
congregation from memory.*

The application of this prohibition to our case is stated already in the ninth century in the
name of Rav Natronai Gaon:

DOYMVYY NN T DIRKY DY PRY NN NNNN NYID NP IOR..DPY NNND
MND D OM..ND DY NDY AND2 XNPN 290 INYD DN NN N9 Dyan NNl
NN T ONRY PN NDIDN A2 PN WNYD NONX 9“Y NYIIN YW 9“UN D»PY

ANON Y2 WNY NOV

One who is blind may not chant the Torah portion because the people
cannot fulfill their obligation by hearing the Torah [chanted] from memory
but we need to hear from one reading the text, and not from memory....
Thus even if a blind person has memorized the portion, it is forbidden to
hear him in synagogue, and the obligation [to chant Torah] is not fulfilled,
for they have not heard [the Torah] from the text.*

This geonic edict, discussed by Rabbi Louis Ginzberg in Geonica (p.121), clearly influenced
many Rishonim, starting with the Rosh.

The Rosh’s conclusion excluding Jews who are blind from reading Torah “from memory”
is codified by his son, Rabbi Jacob b. Asher. In his code, the Arba’ah Turim, two paragraphs
reiterate this prohibition. At Orach Chaim 53, he restates his father’s words:

19 DY NN TMIPD PRY NNNA NP XDV T2A52) NNN N0 TPY 51D NI

The blind person may lead the congregation in prayer, but he specifically
must not read the Torah, for one must not read Torah from memory.

%" Rabbeinu Asher b. Yechiel, 1250-1327, Germany and Spain.
P90 39991 ¥ XD D T 99 wINN e
2y ND N9 MNP “MADIN P XY NI N9 Y NN’ N N29N 2 P9 1930 RNADINA N9 NIPN 1139 oy =2
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At Orach Chaim 69, he reviews the ruling:

MN2 NXIP NOY T292) OINX NN HHINNY D1 [NMDIY D"t N'N 2ND 1)
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And so too wrote my master, my father of blessed memory that [the blind]
can pray and fulfill the obligations of others, but specifically must not read
Torah [for others], for it is prohibited to read from memory.

Rabbi Yosef Karo then repeats this ruling in the Beit Yosef and Shulchan Arukh® at Orach
Chaim 53:14. In the Shulchan Arukh to Orach Chaim 139:3, he rephrases the explanation for this
restriction:

ANON Y2 XOW NNX TN PON TIPY NONRY 29D XNP PN XD

The blind cannot read [Torah] for it is forbidden to read even one letter
that is not from the written text.

Rabbi Karo’s prohibition is well grounded and conclusive.®” Later authorities understood him to
prohibit the blind not only from reading Torah, but even from reciting the Torah blessings while
a sighted reader chanted the text.** The obstacle is not related to the obligations of the
individuals, but to the status of the person who recites the Torah blessings (i.e., the oleh).

What would be the objection to the xmo reciting blessings while a sighted reader chanted
from the scroll? The operative principle is nyy> ymwv, the idea that a person may read Torah or
Megillah vicariously by listening to an agent chant. In that way, the blessings s/he utters over the
Torah are not considered nbvaY, in vain.

As Rabbi Norman Lamm and others show, there are two schools of thought regarding
nnys ymw, one narrow, and the other broad. The narrow school views the oleh as fully obligated
to read along in the scroll, albeit with the assistance of a trained reader. The broad view is that
the reader serves as an agent for the oleh, therefore obviating the need for the oleh to be capable,
either intellectually or physically, of reading the actual Torah text. The former school,
represented above, prohibits the blind not only from reading Torah, but even from having an
aliyah, since the Torah blessings would then be said n5va), in vain.

Nevertheless, the halakha evolved in a more lenient direction based upon a broader
application of nny> ymw. Rabbi Isserles’ gloss here adds a parenthetical clause:

(N"Y2 DN PIPN NRY D NMD XNP PYIYT AN 5™"N0))

(But the Maharil® wrote that now we do read for the blind, just as we read
the Torah for the unlettered.”)

N9 YY DINRY XY NN O ANIIY DT DIWN ,NNNI NI K9W 71921 ,N1NN %95 T 8w

%" Especially Beit Yosef to O.H. 141:2 v“m n“T where Rabbi Karo cites numerous authorities and explicitly rejects
the lenient position of the Eshkol (see below) and of his followers.

% See below, p.13.

% Moreinu Jacob b. Moses HalLevi Moellin, Germany and Austria, 1360-1427. Ed. Shlomo Spitzer, Jerusalem,
5749.
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This gloss is the subject of substantial scholarly controversy. Rabbi Monique Susskind Goldberg
shows in her paper that it is absent in the Cracow edition (1569-71), which was the first printing
of the Shulchan Arukh together with the Rema.

Moreover, in Darkhei Moshe, his commentary to the Beit Yosef, Rabbi Isserles writes,
QDY AN 12T IDY NDY XD MAIPY PIIT and Y9 mm “And the Maharil wrote that the custom is
to call the blind up to the reading of the Torah, >y the words of Beit Yosef.” The crux is of
course in the abbreviation 9, which could stand either for px7 95 “and | agree with,” or X
px “and [1] do not agree with” the Beit Yosef!

Rabbi Suskind Goldberg, following Rabbi Yaakov Emden, is convinced that Rabbi
Isserles meant to accept the view of Rabbi Karo.”’ Yet Rabbi Lamm reads him the opposite way,
and rejects the notion that Rabbi Isserles would have cited Maharil just in passing, even though
he disagreed with his ruling.*

In any event, later poskim understood Rabbi Isserles as cited in the Mapah, namely, to
reject Rabbi Karo’s view, and to affirm the position of Maharil as recorded by his students in
Sefer Maharil,*

PDAT YININD 1PN NI ,NMDN 12 XIND DY "AN IIND PN DD N0 N
NI ND NIOYONT
Moreinu HaRav Yaakov Sg”1* says that even the unlettered can be called
[for an aliyah] to the Torah. And so too the blind, and we do not act in
accordance with the Rosh, who ruled that the blind may not read.

The Maharil rejected the stricter practice of the Rosh (which was then cited by the Tur and
Shulchan Arukh), who did not allow Jews who are blind even to recite the Torah blessings next
to a designated reader.

A Broader Precedent? The Case of Sefer HaEshkol

The Mabharil’s permission has a precedent as early as Rabbi Abraham b. Isaac of
Narbonne (1085-1158) in his Sefer HaEshkol.* This book is available in two printed editions,
one edited in 1869 by Zevi Benjamin Auerbach (x), and another version edited in 1935-8 by
Shalom and Hanokh Albeck (a).”* Because of significant variants between the two editions, |

“IMN9 MPYN IO THNN NDINY N2 INON” .34 ‘Y NPNOSN MINY NN Y NN yn™®
9W MY 199 MR INHW DTN MXNIN 932 NPTY .2 NN FP-P DY YWD XY ;N9 Yyaw 1IN “Na9na Nmo avn” N9 o -
197921 N2 WHNWN YORNY NWN T HY IRINN NN NIY N1 1IN0HRY 3PN NIVN 70520 NI YPY T Ty )18 191 Y90

SPNIINIYIMD MONN TN RPN IR “PRI YD “I9Y TDNN WK WP Y9I 191 IRNY DT KN
SNWI 1] T NMNN IR MY (D7) YN0 qao
* That is, “our teacher Jacob, yn029 1o, assistant to the priest,” i.e. a Levite.

69y  TAIWIN NWTIND .2 Ty NO 7,184 ‘Y ,AMNN INAP MY (PAN) S1DwRD 90 “
It is worth citing Saul Aaron Adler’s article in the Encylopedia Judaica, s.v. Abraham ben Isaac of Narbonne:
“The Eshkol was first published by Zevi Benjamin Auerbach (1869) with an introduction and commentary, but
doubts about the authenticity of at least parts of Auerbach's manuscript were expressed by Shalom Albeck. The
ensuing controversy was inconclusive. Auerbach's manuscript is rich in additions, the exact origin of which is not
clear. Although there are no grounds for accusing Auerbach of willfully tampering with the manuscript, the version
of the Eshkol that Albeck had in hand is undoubtedly the authentic one. Albeck himself published part of the Sefer

ha-Eshkol (with introductions and notes) and his son Hanokh Albeck completed this edition (1935-38).”



Committee on Jewish Law and Standards of the Rabbinical Assembly

will present both of them, together with a version quoted by Nimukei Yosef (), although the
latter may in fact be a paraphrase.*® Addressing the question of whether a groom who is blind
may be called to the Torah as is customary prior to the wedding, the Eshkol finds a leniency:

The Three Extant Versions of Sefer Eshkol*

N Auerbach a Albeck » Nimukei Yosef
NI NNOYA NN DYYNT NN 92 ymn> NN NDYD DM N
NI NPDYA DINN NWYIT NN 990 19D 1TNY IWIN N NIDD 1NN A
b}
#77M NP N ND NDT N
NMPY N DIPNA NO Y NP> XY NP 29M ,NMNA XIP> XY Mo P pnT A
NN XNPY ) DIPNA N DY NN RIP> ND DIAN b
N
;N9 DY DINND ONYI NNXON ANDIY DMIT P 'H»PT,ANda Aa
b
0T PAYY YT TIOW)Y TI1aN NDINN UPN PN DN N
0T PAY TSN TP TID NI NMOY NPINK WHN INPIND 9aN A
MT POV VTSI TP TI2D IO NXIT NMIY RPINN YWIPN PN DN b

The following is my translation of the Albeck text, with the sections omitted by Auerbach
marked in italic letters:

It is not possible to give a blind groom the Sefer Torah [to read], for it is a
disrespectful practice. For it has been taught in a Mishnah that the blind
shall not read Torah. But this means that he shall not read from memory in
place of one who reads from the written text, for it has been established

“® Rabbi Joseph Habiba, early 15th century Spain. Nimukei Yosef to Megillah is not included in its usual place
around the Rif. In 1960 (5720) Moshe Blau published an edition of the Nimukei Yosef to Megillah and Pesachim. He
quotes the Eshkol [misidentified as 9vown 190], but apparently indirectly: ...5v9wn 9901 215w »n wn This version of
the text of Nimukei Yosef is also quoted in Beit Yosef (O.H. 141:2).
N PN IMYNYY VW HIY VM NPV ITO NN S1DWRN 190"
“8 Auerbach explains Eshkol’s rationale for allowing the blind an aliyah:
PN NDID PNT7 NP 9D %2 IND AN ,NNNT KNP IOXRT 99910 DHIND VAW Y DN NDID T4 NIH PNDM /Wi 3 99199
N DNV XNPT ION XONT YNDWN INNT NINYID 1NN XNP PR TN PR RIOTN YD DIDUNN JAN “D1DUND XOT 0NN XNP
8“Y2 PINN NN 7122 RMDN DI N3N PN XNPY 1T T
- Albeck explains the phantom Mishnah citation as follows:
YT 9D TN ROMNINA 1N, NN XNP IR DR 991 YRW DY DN NIND :225 2T X7 2“0P 9O “0 79 17N 90 )
17N NP IPN AN DIIND YW AN DN 93N 71 199 MY ,XD 1M 991 DIIND YW DY DN NIMD 930 T4 MIwNa 1999
Y
% Albeck quotes Beit Yosef, and then conjectures the true intent of the Eshkol:
9N ,N9 DY NNPIONT WD 1IN NN XNP ION NMD D) PNT NNT 2IDUNND 990 DWW ) ANITI NI 221N NHP Y0 NN 13
NIDIDT DTN 9D DY ONRND 191 J“9Y NIMD NN TrAY 3¥0 57 T 1182 T T120 RO NN NIMAY RPINK WIN IMPIN
TA0) N22 997 .98 INRD KON TI20 NINDN PN 1371INND DIY IWIN XD PWIN 2991 991 “DP72T HY HIDD PRI 1NN X WP 1D
Hpoov
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for us that things that are written may not be read from memory.
However, to bring up another man who opens [the Sefer Torah] and sees,
blesses while he stands beside him, is a proper practice.

The Auerbach edition lacks the problematic reference to the “Mishnah” (see below) as well as
the Eshkol’s rationale for his suggestion. It also is more ambiguous about the mechanics of the
proposed solution: “but to put another man up--he blesses and stands beside him--is considered
proper.” Who, precisely, does what?! The Nimukei Yosef mirrors elements of each Eshkol
edition. However, he adds a crucial word at the end that clarifies that it is the blind man who
utters the blessings and stands aside while his Torah portion is read from the text on his behalf.

The meaning of this text is rather opaque. In his commentary, Auerbach understands the
Eshkol to mean that a sighted reader chants from the text, while the blind person reads the
blessings and repeats the verses from memory (see note 48).

The Albeck edition seems to imply that it is the sighted man who stands to the side, reads
the blessings and watches while the xmo chants the text. Yet in his commentary, Albeck cites
the Beit Yosef’s rejection of Eshkol’s permission for a blind person to recite the blessings, and
then adds, y“¥) 9NXN XON 120 NDIDN PR NVIANND DIV IWIN XD NN 9, “According to the
wording here it is possible that, even according to our author, it is not the blind man who
blesses, but the other [sighted person], and this needs inquiry.(note 50)” While this may mean
that the blind person reads from memory, it may alternatively mean that the Eshkol allows the
blind neither to read from the Torah nor to recite the blessings,” but simply to stand there,
presumably in order to receive recognition as a groom. Yet this reading is difficult given
Nimukei Yosef’s citation of Eshkol, and Beit Yosef’s criticism of his position as too permissive.

An additional issue posed by these variants is the Albeck edition’s citation of a Mishnah
that seems to prohibit the blind from “reading” Torah. Yet as we saw above (p.4), the relevant
Mishnah of Megillah 4:6 does not prohibit the blind from reading Torah. Where did the Eshkol’s
citation come from? Albeck explains (note 49) that these words are indeed interpolated in the
Rif’s version of the Mishnah, as well as in an early “Yilamdeinu” Midrash in Tanchuma Toldot
7:7 as follows: 5y DM XMD WM NV TI 728N NN RONIND NDNN N0 NIAWY NN NDID AT NTHD
DA NN XYM PN NN XNP IPN) NDNN MY 72w N DN 03 nm yov These versions of the
Mishnah prohibit Jews who are blind not only from reading Torah, but also from leading the
congregation in prayer and reciting the priestly benediction.

If, in fact, the Mishnah had explicitly prohibited calling blind Jews to the Torah, this
entire discussion might not have developed. Yet Rabbi Susskind Goldberg shows that this
textual variant shows up in none of the extant manuscripts of the Mishnah or of the Talmud
itself. The Bah already noted that this text was lacking in the gemara, in Piskei HaRosh, and in
Alfasi Yasrzlan. Indeed, Dikdukei Sofrim argues that these words were a later corruption of the
Rif’s text.’

Whether or not the Mishnah had actually prohibited the blind from reading Torah, Sefer
HaEshkol clearly identifies the probable objection--that he not recite the text from memory on
behalf of the congregation.

The Eshkol is cited approvingly by Nimukei Yosef, although he indicates that he did not
have the original text before him. There remains significant confusion about the meaning of

*| thank Rabbi Susan Grossman for this insight.
%2 Susskind Goldberg, pp.36-37.
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Eshkol’s words. Did he really imply that the blind could read from memory so long as a sighted
reader followed along? Quietly, or audibly? The Nimukei Yosef and then Beit Yosef understood
him (as did Auerbach) to justify only calling blind Jews up to bless the Torah while the reader
chanted on their behalf. This seems to be the most defensible reading of Sefer Eshkol.

The fourteenth century Sefer HaAgudah,” cited by Beit Yosef in connection to the
Eshkol, dismisses the various objections to calling a 8o who is a Kohen up for an aliyah:

PR AN NI NDD IMIPD IMNT NN ,NMD NOX DY )N XIDT DIPHNA D XM
1912 N292 DYN OXY ,DNININD XMDN 21> PATTH NNNN NPT I ;)1 IND
ND ) "IN HANY NN ONNY RONX ,TPINY TP XNT 712910 MV XN D) XoN
NON NP PN AT ,ND 9“Y2 DIMIND INYI NN ON ANIIYW DT DIV ONY NIY

Al

It seems to me that in a place where there is no Kohen in the city other
than a blind one, that it is permitted to call him to the Torah. They must
not say, “there is no Kohen here” for reading the Torah is a rabbinic
obligation and a blind Jew can discharge it for them. And if [one objects
that his would be] a blessing in vain, aren’t even the sighted exempt from
blessing since they have already [blessed the Torah] in the Shacharit
[service]? Rather [the oleh] obligates himself, and so too in this case it is
no different. And if [one objects] that words which are written must not be
said from memory, this is not a problem, for in our time, he does not
actually read, but rather, it is the hazzan.>

Yet again, the most vigorous defense of a blind Jew participating in the Torah service is an
affirmation that he may have an aliyah.

0M9INNN 27T Early Modern Practice
The Taz” decides in favor of calling Jews who are blind up for an aliyah--even if they
are not learned:*

TINY MNNIVY P 5T NN D) NN NMID NOYY DT 19 NIV Y1201 1IN
93 91N 12 D) TV NNONN TR N“Y KDY NN NIMON MY

It is written in the Levush® that he observed [an incident] in the presence
of great sages that a blind man was called up to the Torah [for an aliyah].
And so too wrote my teacher and father-in-law®® of blessed memory. Yet

% Rabbi Alexander Zuslein HaKohen, d. Frankfurt, 1348.

AP YD 52NN P9 ,NHP X229 NTHRN 190 7
% Rabbi David ben Samuel HaLevi, Ukraine and Poland, 1586-1667. Known by the title of his commentary, Taz,
for Turei Zahav.

274D 2 PYD NOP YD .MT P o

" The Levush Malkhut (Royal Garment) of Rabbi Mordechai b. Abraham Jaffee, Prague, ltaly and Poland, c.
1535-1612.
% Rabbi Joel Sirkes, known as the “BaCh” for the title of his commentary on the Arba’ah Turim, the Bayit
Chadash. Poland, 1561-1640.



Committee on Jewish Law and Standards of the Rabbinical Assembly

he stipulated that the blind man must be a scholar, and not unlettered.
Based on the proof offered, it seems in my humble opinion to be
completely permissible.

The Taz’s ruling was adopted as Ashkenazi practice, as seen in the Mishnah Berurah to Orach
Chaim 139:12-13, who further clarifies the rationale for calling a Jew who is blind up to recite
the Torah blessings:

TN XNP NN NNP X'WYNIY PINN DRY 1PIT 1NDYLI- NDID XNP PYIYT .. (D)
YD YMWT NIYN DY IPTIP XD 1YW ANON

(12)...For now the blind are called up, and the reason is that because we
have a reader who reads from the written text we are no longer strict about
the oleh [literally reading from the text], for hearing is like answering.

N9 X'WUN DY TP 212 X OX AN HPND PINN NRY 9™ - 101 IRV 1D (»)
NNIT DMNINKRD 1IN 92D XPT NMDA 7'M DN DYLH "V ANON NN NHNI
FIDNNIOY JIMIPO NOY 11D NI NWIN N9 NVWIAD 1"1DY 9™ Hpind

(13) “As we etc.” That is to say, that we act leniently [allowing an
unlettered person his aliyah] even if he cannot read with the reader word
for word from the written text, and this is surely for the above mentioned
reason, and is also the rule for the blind. And in practice, the Acharonim
have already written to act leniently according to the Maharil. However, it
is proper not to call them up for Parshat Parah and Parshat Zachor ab
initio.

As we have seen, the Mishnah Berurah follows the Taz in understanding the principle ofymw
nnyo (that listening is like responding) in the broad sense, thereby allowing a Jew who is either
physically or intellectually (or both) unable to read Torah to have an aliyah and listen to the
reader. At 49:1:2, the Mishnah Berurah explains that a blind person may in fact read Torah from
memory for himself; it is only the act of reading from memory in order to fulfill the obligations
of others that is prohibited.”

The established custom is therefore that Jews who are blind may not read from memory
to fulfill the congregation’s mandate. Rather, they are honored with aliyot to the Torah to recite
the blessings and to have their portion read on their behalf, and may certainly repeat the text
softly.

The stringent perspective reflected in the Rosh, Tur and by Rabbi Karo is forcefully
restated by the eighteenth century Rabbi Jacob b. Tzvi Emden® in his responsa, Yy nonw.”
Emden rejects the notion that a Jew who is blind can even recite the Torah blessings and respond
to the sighted reader in the manner that sighted Jews do:

NI YN IMN XIPHN ,INNRND YOLOIW Y'Y HANY 999 XIPY XD NNDT D ynvnpT

% See also the Magen Avraham and Vilna Gaon to O.H. 49:1, and the sources cited there.
% Germany, 1697-1776.
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2" RINW 2101712 HNDY, TIIONN I 19D DI TAY ONN XN NPT PINK NNY

...This teaches us that the blind may not read [Torah] at all, even via
hearing from another who dictates to him quietly so that he can repeat
afterwards, for [only] a sighted person in such circumstances can follow
the custom of the Talmud, and of the Romaniot Jews as cited in the Beit
Yosef.

Rabbi Emden rejects the broad interpretation of n»ny> ymw, and he goes so far as to question
whether the Maharil really supported this custom, or merely acquiesced to a popular practice that
was objectionable. However, Emden admits that he did not have a copy of the Maharil’s work
before him.*” As we have seen, Maharil states his opinion quite clearly, and later authorities such
as the Mishnah Berurah reaffirm the legitimacy of this practice. As noted above, Rabbi Emden
doubts whether Rabbi Isserles had indeed endorsed the Maharil’s view, but the available
evidence suggests otherwise. The other Rishonim cited by Emden oppose allowing the blind to
read Torah from memory, but do not explicitly reject their reciting the Torah blessings and
listening to a sighted reader chant from the Torah.

The stringent opinion of Rabbi Emden is rejected by the contemporary poseik Rabbi
Ovadiah Yosef in a responsum dealing initially with whether the Torah blessings must be recited
when transcribing the Torah.* In the course of that discussion, he quotes the view of the Radbaz
to the effect that if one looked at a word in the text of the Torah and then lifted his eyes but said
the word immediately, it is considered as having actually read the word. Then he seeks support
for this view by quoting the Sefer HaEshkol, who permits a blind Jew to recite the Torah
blessings, and he says:

N"UN NN NN N'D2 MIPY NN 2PNY MLM YNIN T'9Y DV Y"12 NI MM
INIPN NN IPN NMDMN NN XY PRY 11D 2'NXY .NYVIAD N2 9N NN ORT
TNN VNN PO N'OD NOWN TN N N'DA ANON XY IMNIA NOVIN NN ,DYD
T'ON2 NN PINK NNP XD , 2NN TINHD XN DN X"WNY 1PNV V' .ANO00
THN PON N2 N2WN DY NNIPIY 1Y XOT RNOX DT PV X'UN DY INIRID
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It is explained in Beit Yosef (ibid.) based upon the Rosh and the Tur that
the oleh is obligated to read in the Torah scroll quietly after the designated
reader, for if not for this, his would be a wasted blessing. If so, since the
designated reader does not fulfill the [oleh’s] obligations vicariously, and
the blind [oleh] doesn’t see the text at all, what benefit is there that the
reader sees the text [for him] in the Torah scroll? Doesn’t the oleh to the
Torah need truly to read from the text? Rather it must be the case that
when the reader sees and reads from the text, and the blind [oleh] repeats
after him quietly without any delay from the reader, that this is considered
proper. Infer that we do not require that the reading of the oleh to the
Torah be literally from the text.

D3NN NN WD MNNY YA N9 5N XYY, P T PIMI PRY NIN NN KON N 9D XY Y100 DY 9INY . pon moa ow
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Thus, claims Rabbi Yosef, the Eshkol’s permission to grant an aliyah to a blind person can be
explained only if one understands the Radbaz as explained above.*

There are two schools of thought about the principle of n»y> ymw, and thus the role of
the xmp Yya, the designated Torah reader; these correspond to the two schools which we have
identified regarding the blind receiving an aliyah to the Torah. According to Rabbi Emden, the
designated reader does not fulfill the oleh’s obligations on his behalf. Rather the oleh must read
for himself at the same time that the designated reader chants aloud to the congregation. In Rabbi
Emden’s view, this precludes a blind Jew from reciting the Torah blessings; because he cannot
read the Torah text, his blessings are in vain.

Rabbi Yosef considers this approach, but rejects it based on the established precedents of
Maharil, Rema and the Taz allowing blind Jews to be called for aliyot. For him, the sighted
designated reader does indeed vicariously fulfill the obligation of the oleh to read the Torah text
after reciting the blessings. Rabbi Yosef’s son Yitzhak, writing in Yalkut Yosef, confirms this
practice of calling the blind up for aliyot, although he prefers that they be granted only additional
aliyot or maftir. Nevertheless, if the blind person is a Kohen, he may be called up for the first
aliyah, so long as the reader chants the text, and the oleh repeats quietly after him.* In his notes,
Yalkut Yosef cites the responsum of Rabbi Eliezer Waldenburg, who records that the practice
among all Ashkenazim (based on the Rema) and most Sephardim is to call the blind up for an
aliyah.®® He further criticizes an authority who embarrassed a blind Jew by refusing to allow him
an aliyah.”

A new book called xmon 290, by Rabbi Aryeh Rodriguez lists dozens of halakhic
sources, ancient to contemporary, on both sides of this debate. By now, the prevalent custom in
Israel (with the possible exception of Safed, in deference to Rabbi Karo) and the diaspora is to
call Jews who are blind up for aliyot to the Torah.”® Is it possible to add one more level of
participation so that Jews who are blind might somehow chant not only the Torah blessings, but
also the Torah text? This is the question posed to us by Rabbi Krishef.

The Search for an Expanded Role for the Blind

Three halakhic 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. Had the law
followed Rabbi Yehudah and then Rabbeinu Yerucham, Jews who are blind might have been
disqualified even from receiving an aliyah to the Torah based on their exemption from the
mitzvah of Torah study. However, the law instead obligated blind Jews to observe the mitzvot in
general. Moreover, we have seen that there is not truly an individual obligation for the Torah
reading, and that even individuals who are exempt from Torah study can serve as agents of the
congregation by chanting Torah.

The second obstacle is the prohibition of reading “even one letter of a written text from

% | thank Rabbi Roth for his detailed suggestions on this section.

| thank Rabbi Mayer Rabinowitz for this text. .mayna Y .19y, m573m NNPN 970,099 ‘D Y VP
N"OY NMID NP NN T2 9T DITIO0N MNP DIN 3NN MOLWANND NIANI THITY N2 N (2 MIN D PPD) N PYN WYIN PN
“(N"1D7 T¥2 DONSY YN 2 XD DNPY INMNY TN PR DRIDWURD MNP YY) H"IN2 MY 12702 M1 D)
03 ¥I2 YTV VIO N'NN NMDN IR ¥PIYW (17902 PITNIY) N'NHIMN PHYI WY 210 NI ONYT 297 30 HYY DY MYON N 1Y
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% One sensitivity is to avoid calling the blind up for the second aliyah in Emor (Levit. 21:18) that discusses

blindness as a disqualification for officiating priests, which could cause embarrassment to the oleh.

65.
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memory.” This Talmudic maxim is cited by all medieval authorities on our subject, as noted
above. Clearly, this rules out the first suggestion of the noxw. But since the development 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 have 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.

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. Rabbi Moshe Isserles writes (Orach Chaim 143:2),

DMYY TI2D PR TN OO0 1 DI 1N MOV DOVMNI YN

But as for our [printed] Pentateuchs--even if all five books are included--
we do not recite the [Torah] blessings over them.

The Mishnah Berurah here (143:2:9) adds that if, lacking a Sefer Torah, the congregation uses a
printed Chumash (P nn nonwn xow “lest the skill of reading Torah be forgotten”),
congregants are not called up for aliyot, but the reader simply recites the text aloud for the
congregation.

Interestingly, the Mishnah Berurah cites another custom (143:2:10) for congregations
that do own a Sefer Torah, but lack a reader qualified to chant from the scroll:

YT DIWVWN NUON PINK XNP XYM YN wNNND XNP TRRY DN NITNM
NUD PPN 190 DX PIPN IDANI DYDY I TMIPD PYTY PRY DOVIN

The current practice is for one to read softly from the Chumash and the
reader repeats after him from the Sefer Torah, for there are people who do
not know how to read with the melody and cantillation, even if we dictate
to them; thus we also dictate to the reader.

The congregation’s obligation to read the Torah at its prescribed time is met only when a reader
chants from a kosher Torah scroll. This presumably would exclude Jews who are blind from
chanting from a braille edition of the Chumash in order to fulfill the obligations of the
congregation. A braille Chumash, like any printed Chumash, may be used as a guide, but not as
a substitute for a kosher Sefer Torah.

Although Jews who are blind may receive aliyot to the Torah, there is no established
mechanism for them to read the Torah itself for the congregation. On the other hand, it is
permissible for the blind to read Haftarah--which does not require a hand-written scroll--on
behalf of the congregation. This ruling is made explicit in a responsum of Minchat Yitzhak.”

Thus a Jew who is blind may certainly lead services, recite the Torah and Haftarah
blessings, and chant Haftarah, whether for a Bar/Bat Mitzvah celebration or in the normal course
of services.” Nevertheless, learning to read Torah is a powerful and important task in the Jewish

% Rabbi Isaac Jacob Weiss, (1902-1989). 2> y»v 3 pon pns> nnan n'w. However, Weiss agrees with Emden that the
blind should not read Torah for the congregation nor even receive an aliyah.

% A 1999 Master’s thesis submitted to the H.L. Miller Cantorial School at the Jewish Theological Seminary by
George Michael Horwitz contains a beautiful tribute to the careers of two blind cantors, Chazzan Moishele Soorkis
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life cycle. It symbolizes nn Sy noap, acceptance of the Torah as a reenactment of the
revelation at Mount Sinai. For many centuries Jews have linked their celebrations as well as their
solemn commemoration of yahrzeit with the reading of Torah. Is there any method for including
the blind in this sacred act?

Possible Paths around the Stumbling Block

Rabbi Krishef has asked whether a scanning device could be used by a Jew who is blind
to read Torah, much as visually impaired Jews read via spectacles. In fact, such a machine,
called the Optacon, does exist, although it is no longer manufactured. Dr. Abraham Nemeth, a
highly proficient reader, demonstrated the use of this machine for me. It replicates on a vibrating
touch pad the shape of any images captured by photoelectric cells at the tip of a wand. When the
wand is placed against a white surface, there is no response, but when it encounters print, it
causes the touch pad to vibrate in the same pattern. This device could allow a Jew who is blind to
feel the actual text of the Torah scroll without any intervening optical character recognition
(OCR) technology. S/he would literally read anon ya» “from the writing.” Unfortunately, the
Optacon is an obsolete device, and is noisy and very unwieldy, even for an expert. It would not
be possible to use it to read at normal speeds since it takes a moment to find and identify each
letter. Use of such technology on Shabbat and Yom Tov would introduce new complications
such as writing.

Nevertheless, should technology improve to the point that the actual Torah scroll could
be read by blind Jews, even as visually impaired Jews read the Torah using corrective devices
today, we may have an ideal solution, at least for weekdays. Further study of the developing
technology is required.” People who are not fully blind may certainly use magnifying devices in
order to read Torah.

Another theoretical possibility would be to add braille text between the lines of a Sefer
Torah. Yet this is problematic. Vocalized Torah (codex) scrolls are not used for congregational
reading of Torah, and the braille would not fit between the lines or columns. Indeed, the Torah
scroll would have to be enormous given the need for additional space and the fact that braille
marks would prevent the scroll from being wrapped as tightly as is customary. Lastly, the reader
would not benefit from the visible ink of the scroll and thus the written text would not itself be
read. The Talmud’s dictate remains that scripture be read an>n yo, from the actual text.

A better alternative is to distinguish the maftir reading from the rest of the parashah.
Already in the Gemara (Megillah 23a), the maftir’s reading of Torah is set apart from the rest of
the portion. His status as one of the mandatory seven Shabbat readers is subject to debate.
According to Ulla, his repetition of a passage of Torah prior to chanting the Haftarah is simply
out of deference for the Torah, rather than fulfililment of a communal obligation.

In contrast, Tosafot cites the halakha according to the opinion that the maftir’s Torah
reading does count fully. This position is supported by normative practice on occasions such as
fast day afternoons in which the third reader also serves as maftir. Moreover, on days such as
Rosh Hodesh, festivals, Shabbat Parah and Shabbat Zakhor in which the maftir reads a special

(1900-1974) and Chazzan Todros Greenberg (1893-1976).

"An Israeli company is developing a new computer mouse called VirTouch with similar touch pads that replicate in
tactile contour the shape of objects on the screen. However, this would require use of a computer in the process of
reading Torah.
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section for ovn nan--the required daily theme--he is certainly fulfilling the congregation’s
obligation through his Torah reading. In such cases, the Torah must be read directly from the
scroll.

Nonetheless, on a regular Shabbat, the maftir’s reading of Torah is not in fulfillment of
any public obligation. As Rambam notes, the reader’s kaddish between the end of the portion
and the maftir separates him from the seven mandatory readers.” This ruling is confirmed by
Rabbi Isserles.” We have seen that the barrier to reading from memory is specific to cases in
which the reader is fulfilling the obligation of others.” If so, then a Jew who is blind could read
the maftir Torah section from a braille Chumash, since this is neither prohibited as a recitation
from memory, nor insufficient to fulfill a public obligation which does not truly exist.

Given what we have learned, there are three practical options for a Jew who is blind to
participate in nnn nx"p, the chanting of the Torah:

1. nawy yow. When called up for his aliyah, the Jew who is blind listens to the chanting
and ideally follows in a braille Chumash. After each word or phrase, the reader pauses and
allows the blind oleh softly to repeat the text. This solution has ample precedent,” but it would
possibly be least satisfying to the oleh and to the congregation.

2. o noy. Mishnah Megillah 4:3 specifically permits a Jew who is blind to serve as
translator, a role which involved interpolating Aramaic translation between each Hebrew verse.”
Indeed, the blind Rav Yosef was considered an expert in this task.” Although this custom has
fallen into disuse (with the notable exception of the Yemenite rite), it remains a perfectly valid
option.” The blind reader can perform an important service for the congregation by translating
the Torah into the common language as it is read from the scroll, verse by verse. If done for the
entire portion, this might become an imposition, but it could be used as a teaching tool for a
specific selection. Indeed, there has been recent movement to reinstitute the ritual translation of
Torah as a dramatic and effective educational tool.

3. ) wn. A third option is for the congregation to complete its reading of the
parashah, and then to call the Jew who is blind to repeat the maftir or even a longer passage
from a braille text. The Torah blessings would be said while holding onto the atzei chaim of the
scroll as a way of giving nmn> 725, honor to the Torah, and to address the concerns of Rabbi
Isserles cited above. If the blind reader is not also saying the blessings, and the oleh is sighted,
then he or she should follow in the scroll.

This adaptation could not be practiced on days when matftir is read from a second scroll,
but would not pose a problem on regular Shabbatot. The congregation would have already
discharged its obligation to have the parashah chanted in the established format from the Torah
scroll. The blind reader would obligate him or herself for the additional reading and blessings.
His/her act of blessing the Torah and chanting its words would certainly be a public
sanctification of God’s name.
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™ See above, p. 13 and note 58.
™ In Halachic Rulings for the Blind, Rabbi David Toiv cites the Debreciner Rav, who “cautions that the ba’al koreh
should read from the Torah at a slower pace, so that the blind can repeat the words after him.”
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78| thank Rabbi Joseph Prouser for this suggestion.
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CONCLUSION

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:

a. Lead the congregation in prayer;

b. Receive an aliyah and chant the appropriate blessings;

c. Chant haftarah.

Because the Torah must be read for the congregation directly from a Torah scroll, and not
from a printed text or from memory, Jews who are blind may participate in Torah reading in one
of three ways:

a. By receiving an aliyah and chanting softly after the reader;

b. By serving as meturgamon, the verse-by-verse translator of a section of the parashah;

c. By reading from braille a standard maftir, since it has already been chanted in the

established fashion from the Sefer Torah.

Should new technology that allows blind people to read directly from the scroll become
available, our options would expand. Meanwhile, these solutions all preserve our reverence for
the sacred act of chanting Torah from a kosher scroll, while also allowing Jews who are blind to
be included in the act of publicly accepting and revering the Torah.
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May the words of Your Torah, Adonai our God, be sweet in our mouths
and in the mouths of Your people, the household of Israel.



