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Introduction

For as long as there have been Jews, there have been disabled Jews!. We tell
stories of them stuttering, awe-struck, to a burning bush. Our rabbis puzzled and
debated about how to include them in Jewish life. Our Torah tell us not to curse the
Deaf? or put a stumbling block before the blind. The Jewish story is a story is one that
is not complete without a discussion of disability. But what does that story tell us?
And how do we keep writing that story today?

I cannot begin this inquiry into Judaism and disability without first making
clear the perspective from which I am venturing into it, and that is the perspective of
a disabled Jew. I have struggled to accept the label of “disabled” in my adult life, and
I disclose this identity now not out of a desire to engender feelings of intimacy or
vulnerability between myself and my readers, but with an intention to be
intellectually honest. I approach these issues from the perspective of a person who is
affected by them, who lives them and experiences them. My disabilities are largely
invisible, though they can be debilitating at times, and they can affect my ability to
participate in Jewish life without difficulty (participation in food-based or fasting-
based rituals are complicated, for example). I am telling you this so that it is clear that
I am approaching this topic as someone who is affected by it, not someone outside of

it studying it at a distance or as a hypothetical.

! As a disabled person I feel the need to acknowledge the issue of person-first versus identity-first
language. I oscillate between these for myself and unless a distinct preference of a person I am
referring to is known to me, I alternate between them in this thesis.

2 In this work I will follow the convention preferred by the Deaf community of capitalizing the first
letter of the word “Deaf” when using the word. In general, I will make an effort to use the language
and wording preferred by marginalized groups about which I write.
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It is also important at the outset of this inquiry to define what disability is. The

Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) defines disability in the following manner:
“A person with a disability is someone who: has a physical or mental
impairment that substantially limits one or more major life activities,
has a history or record of such an impairment (such as cancer that is in
remission), or is perceived by others as having such an impairment
(such as a person who has scars from a severe burn).”

The ADA definition is limited in scope due to its purpose: creating a
definition of disability that has clear parameters so that some people will get
accommodations as mandated by the federal government and other people will not.
But is useful as a basic framework from which to begin one’s understanding of the
issue of disability.

In the following pages I will explore Biblical, rabbinic, and contemporary
texts to attempt to answer the question of what Judaism has to say about disability.
But it is not simple to find a coherent stance that Judaism (if one concedes that there
is “one Judaism,” even) holds on disability. If a single position can be articulated, it
would be that Jewish texts have an overall ambivalent position on disability. Some
texts support inclusion, accommodation and promote the humanity of disabled
people. Others are more problematic. What we as Jewish leaders must do is look to
the experiences of disabled people to guide us in how we use these texts, interpret
them, and let them influence us as we lead our communities and promote the full
participation of disabled Jews within them. That is why the latter portion of this

project turns to an inquiry into the experiences of disabled Jews via a survey and

several interviews. Through these modalities of qualitative research, I aim to answer

3 1. “Introduction to the Americans with Disabilities Act,” ADA.gov, February 12, 2026,
https://www.ada.gov/topics/intro-to-ada/#the-ada-protects-people-with-disabilities.
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the questions of what do disabled Jews experience in their communities and what can
those communities do to better accommodate them, bring them near, and help them
thrive?

Jewish disabled people’s stories are a kind of living, oral Torah that must
guide how we live the values of our tradition. That may seem like an audacious claim,
but there is basis in Jewish tradition of centering personal experience. In fact, there is
a medieval rabbinic saying that goes, “There is no one who has insight like the one
who has experience.” This concept manifests throughout the Talmud, in which there
are a number of rulings, some of which I will explore later, where halacha defers to
the authority of an individual’s personal experience. It is keeping with this tradition
that I elevate the personal experiences of the respondents of my survey and the
subjects of my interviews to the level of Oral Torah, wisdom that should not be
ignored and should guide how we act and think. The stories and data that I have
compiled paint a complex and informative picture of what life for disabled Jews is
like, and like traditional Jewish texts, there is not just one answer to the question of
what that picture portrays. Due to practical limitations, my inquiry was limited in
scope, but still there is some diversity in the information gathered here in this study
and variation in perspective and experience in survey respondents and interview
subjects.

Through a study of Jewish written texts and the living “texts” of Jewish
disabled experiences as they have been reported and described to me through my

research, I attempt to explore the question of disability in a Jewish context, and

4 Hebrew: 1107371 %¥22 001 PR Rabbi Avraham Greenstein, private correspondence.
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present the complexity of Jewish positions on disability. These explorations will
travel through ideological pathways of ableism and acceptance, exclusion and
inclusion, and other opposing concepts that are held in tension. It is this tension that,
were it found in another context, would be troubling, but here, is appropriate and
arguably quintessentially Jewish. Judaism thrives in the realm of the “both/and” (have
you ever heard the phrase, “two Jews, three opinions™?), and Jewish disability is a
Jewish issue that is no different. It is my hope that the pages that follow will make

that evident.
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Chapter One: Disability and Torah
One way to ascertain how Judaism understands and treats the issue of
disability is to examine how the Biblical narrative tells the story of a disabled person.
In the book of Exodus, God chose Moses to speak for him as God’s prophet to the
Israelites, yet Moses had misgivings due to his difficulties with speech.
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“But Moses said to God, ‘Please, my lord, I have never been a man of
words, either in times past or now that You have spoken to Your
servant; I am heavy of speech and heavy of tongue.’

And God said to him, “Who forms humankind’s mouths? Who makes
them mute or Deaf, sighted or blind? Is it not I, the Lord? Now go, and
I will be with your mouth and direct your speech.’

But he said ‘Please, my lord, send someone else.’

God became angry with Moses and said, ‘There is your brother Aaron
the Levite. I know that he can speak well. And behold, he is going out
to meet you with a joyful heart.

You will speak to him and put the words in his mouth, and I will be
with your mouth and with his mouth and direct that which you will do,
and he will speak for you to the people. And he will be your
spokesman, with you acting as God to him.”?

Moses doubts himself because he is “heavy of speech and heavy of tongue”—he has a
disability. God becomes angry, perhaps not just because Moses doubts himself, but

because he is doubting God’s creation. After all, as God says, it is God who made

5 Exodus 4:10-16. My original translation.
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Moses that way. Moses was made in the divine image, like all other humans. God’s
question mi sam peh [’adam, which I translated as “who forms humankind’s
mouths?” has the verb sam which has the implication of placing or setting. As Rabbi
Julia Watts Belser describes in Loving Our Own Bones: Disability Wisdom and the
Spiritual Subversiveness of Knowing Ourselves Whole, “It is a verb used to describe a
thousand ordinary actions, like putting a ring on a finger or bread on a table. But it
can also be used to indicate something that has been set or fixed, appointed or
fashioned. Our verse uses that very verb to underscore God’s intention to endow each
person with a particular set of sensory qualities: to make them speaking or silent,
hearing or Deaf, sighted or blind.”® The language of the verse leads us to a
theological conclusion: Moses’ disability is not an aberration, but divinely placed
upon him.

But while Moses’ disability may be part of God’s plan, Moses still has to
grapple with it. God has an answer for that problem, however. In providing Aaron’s
services as a mouthpiece, God establishes what Bonnie Gracer calls “the first
reasonable accommodation in the Torah.”” That is to say, instead of choosing
someone who is able to do the job of prophet on their own, God adapts to Moses’
needs and accommodates him. God sees that Moses is the one God needs, and his
worth is not any less just because he has trouble speaking. In fact, God is frustrated

when Moses implies that this may be the case. God makes the vocation of prophet

6 Julia Watts Belser, Loving Our Own Bones: Disability Wisdom and the Spiritual Subversiveness of
Knowing Ourselves Whole (Boston, MA: Beacon Press, 2023), 75.

" Bonnie L. Gracer, “What the Rabbis Heard: Deafness in the Mishnah,” Disability Studies Quarterly
23, no. 2 (2003): 192-205, https://dsq-sds.org/index.php/dsq/article/view/423/593.
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accessible to Moses through providing the reasonable accommodation of his brother
Aaron. Furthermore, Aaron is more than happy to act in such a role, as he is described
as having a “joyful heart” at the prospect of seeing Moses. In this way, Moses’ story
can be a model for accessibility and inclusion.

The mitzvot found in Leviticus often referred to as the Holiness Code can also
be instructive in terms of disability inclusion. One of these verses reads, “You shall
not insult the deaf, or place a stumbling block before the blind. You shall fear your
God: I am YHVH.”® Rashi’s” commentary on this verse interprets it as an admonition
against cursing any living person, as in, you shall not insult even the deaf. As for the
stumbling block, he explains that it is a metaphor, that “...this implies: ‘Give not a
person who is ‘blind” in a matter an advice which is improper for him.”!° Evidently, it
was Rashi’s impulse in his interpretation to universalize the verse and generalize its
meaning, removing it from its literal sense of being about disabled people. To him,
this is a verse about how one must fear God in all our actions, and not lead astray
those who are easily manipulated or curse those who can’t hear our words. This
makes sense when one considers the world of medieval France that Rashi lived in,
one that did not consider the disabled the way that readers of that verse might today.

The temptation to read the verse as a metaphor that could apply to all people rather

8 Leviticus 19:14

%It may seem like an anachronism or an unexpected jump in time to cite Rashi when I am discussing
Biblical texts, as he was a Medieval commentator. I do concede that he is definitely of his time and
influenced by the milieu in which he lived, and that is reflected in his commentary (his frequent use of
Old French, for example). But I argue that Rashi is, to a degree, timeless, as he is the first commentator
that many Jews today go to when we are seeking understanding of a Biblical text, and that has been the
case for centuries. Therefore, I argue that my citation of Rashi here is not inappropriate.

10 Rashi on Leviticus 19:14
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than a small group is understandable!!, and is likely closer to the original author’s
intent than Jewish disability advocates of the current day would like to believe.

There is more to learn from Moses’ story. To return to the issue of disability
being sam [’adam, set by God upon humankind, there is a Midrash from Exodus
Rabbah that tells a story about Moses’ childhood and the origin of his stutter. The
midrash!? relates that Moses was a beautiful child and the Pharaoh was affectionate
with him, and would place his crown on his head. The Pharaoh’s magicians saw this
and grew anxious that Moses would grow and take the crown in reality when he grew
older. As the magicians discussed how to dispose of Moses, Jethro, who would one
day be Moses’ father-in-law, told them Moses was unintelligent and to bring him a
bowl with a hot coal. If he reached for it, they should let him live. When they brought
the bowl, the angel Gabriel came and brought the coal to his lips, and from that point
he was “slow of speech and slow of tongue.”!?

There are several layers of interpretations possible when examining this
midrash. On one level, as Rabbi Julia Watts Belser writes, “...it’s reassuring to see
the story of Moses’s disability told in a way that has nothing to do with his own

culpability.”!* Moses is not blamed for his speech difficulties; they are not the result

of sin or error on his part. Rather, Rabbi Belser goes on to explain, “Our midrash

11 Understandable because a concept is more easily understood and empathy more easily expressed
when applied to a broader group of people, rather than a small group whose experience has not been
felt personally.

12 Exodus Rabbah 1:26

13 Exodus 4:10

14 Julia Watts Belser, Loving Our Own Bones: Disability Wisdom and the Spiritual Subversiveness of
Knowing Ourselves Whole (Boston, MA: Beacon Press, 2023), 83.

10
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fashions Moses’s disability as a mark of his spiritual affinity, a visceral proof of his
destiny, a physical remnant of this encounter with the angel.”!>
Some may be satisfied with leaving their interpretation at that. But Rabbi
Belser is troubled by that basic understanding of the midrash. She writes,
“I chafe at the way this midrash makes Moses’s disability palatable,
the way it explains his disability as a consequence of the angel’s touch.
It suggests that Moses’s speech disability comes about because of
divine intervention, and it claims his physical difference is a direct
consequence of his spiritual greatness, his God-given mission...It
perpetuates one of the most pervasive assumptions I encounter in
religious spaces: that disability needs a God-given reason for being.
That disability has to come with a story. That it requires an account, an
explanation, a spiritual frame that makes it comprehensible.”!®
In responding to the midrash, Rabbi Belser challenges her readers to accept an
understanding of disability that does not have a divine explanation or reason for its
manifestation. She also objects to the idea that “everything happens for a reason,” an
idea often applied to disability without the consent of the disabled.!” Conversely, she
argues, “Disability is part and parcel of this life, an ordinary fact, just one more
element of what it means to be human. Like any part of our experience, disability can
be a rich source of spiritual insight and understanding. But those spiritual
implications aren’t predetermined.”!® Those of us who are disabled may find meaning
in our disabilities and their circumstances. But as Rabbi Belser states, that may not
necessarily be the case, and in the case of Moses, we must proceed with caution. The

temptation to find an easy explanation for that which is difficult or inconvenient is a

human one, and one that the sages of our tradition seem to have fallen into in writing

15 Ihid, 84.
16 [hid.

17 Ibid, 85.
18 [hid, 86.

11
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the aforementioned midrash. What could it mean for us as Jews if we let Moses, our
foremost prophet, just simply be disabled without an explanation or value judgment
attached? Or are we too uncomfortable with disability to do so?

Our tradition has even more problems with leaders having disabilities when it
comes to the priests. Leviticus chapter 21 outlines specific requirements for the
priests to serve in sacrificial ritual:
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“Speak to Aaron and say no man from your progeny throughout their
generations who has a defect will draw near to offer the food of his
God.

For no man who has a defect will draw near, a blind or lame man or
one who is mutilated or has a limb too long, or a man who has a
broken leg or a broken arm, or who is a hunchback, or has cataracts, or
other growth in the eye, or scab, or scurvy, or crushed testes.

No man from the progeny of Aaron the priest who has a defect will
approach to come near the fire offerings of God; he has a defect, he
will not come near to offer the food of his God. He may eat the food of
his God, the holiest and from the holy; but he will not enter the curtain
or come near the altar, for he has a defect. He will not desecrate my
holy places for I God sanctify them.”!®

In Judaism and Disability: Portrayals in Ancient Texts from the Tanach
through the Bavli, Judith Z. Abrams observes regarding these verses, “In the most
perfect of places—that is, the Temple—in the presence of the most perfect entity—

that is, God—only the most perfect of persons, someone of unblemished priestly

19 Leviticus 21:17-23. My original translation.

12
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lineage and perfect physical form, may offer up sacrifices (which must also be
unblemished).”?® The priests were held to a standard of able-bodied-ness and
unblemished-ness that is unrealistic for most to achieve, and, as Abrams notes,
reflects the equally high standard to which the animal sacrifices the priests offered in
the Temple were held. Abrams expands upon this idea while presenting diagrams (see
below) from Jacob Milgrom’s The Anchor Bible and adding one of her own?!.
“The areas of greatest holiness are the inner circles, where the priest
and sacrificial animal come into contact with God in the Temple.
Spreading out in the next circle, in diminished holiness, all Israel is
bound by the commandments in a holy relationship with God that is, in
the Torah, intrinsically linked to the land and to restrictions on which
animals may be consumed through the laws of kashrut...Finally, the
rest of the world may eat any animal it wants in any place that it
wants.”?
In this manner, the standards of purity and perfection to which the priests were held
are part of a larger system of belief that is fundamental to the Biblical Jewish

worldview. These strict requirements do not exist in a vacuum but rather are intrinsic

to the way the Torah understands the priests’ role as part of the larger universe.

20Judith Z. Abrams, Judaism and Disability: Portrayals in Ancient Texts from the Tanach through the
Bavli (Washington, D.C.: Gallaudet University Press, 2014), 23.

21 Tbid, 25.

22 Tbid, 24.

13
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MANKINg,

Ficure 3. Holiness of persons. Ficure 4. Holiness of animals.
Reprinted by permission, from Reprinted by perm‘issmn, from
Milgrom, Leviticus 1-16, Milgrom, Leviticus 1-16,
The Anchor Bible, fig. 13, 722. The Anchor Bible, fig. 13, 722.

Ficure 5. Holiness of places.

The above may be true, but it does not justify the blatant and brutal ableism
inherent in the words of Leviticus 21. Rabbi Julia Watts Belser calls these verses,

“...a powerful testament to the way that humans have imagined God in our own

14
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image, the way we have endowed God with our own prejudices.”?® She goes on to
describe them as, “...a cautionary tale, a warning about how easy it is for humans to

24 and continues: “This is Torah that calls us to

press our assumptions on the divine
ask ourselves hard questions, questions that are crucial for the long and difficult work
of confronting and dismantling ableism. What are the cultural rules that we use to
disqualify certain bodies? Why do we so often prize normalcy above all else? And
who pays the price when we project those judgments onto God?”?*

In her analysis of Leviticus 21, Rabbi Belser takes notice of the Hebrew word
mum, which I and others have translated as “defect.” Rabbi Belser opts to translate it
as “blemish,” a word she says “...strikes a bit less hard against [her] heart.”?® Rabbi
Belser quotes disability activist Eli Clare regarding the power of the word “defect:”
“‘Think of the things called defective—the MP3 player that won’t turn on, the car
that never ran reliably. They end up in the bottom drawer, dumpster, scrapyard.
Defects are disposable and abnormal, body-minds or objects to eradicate.”?” Rabbi
Belser responds to Clare in the context of Leviticus 21, writing “I cannot read
Leviticus 21 without recalling the history that Clare names: the way the rhetoric of
defectiveness has been used time and again as part of the architecture of

disenfranchisement to justify slavery and racism, to deny entry to immigrants to Ellis

Island, to buttress violence against gay and trans people, to rail against disabled

23 Julia Watts Belser, Loving Our Own Bones: Disability Wisdom and the Spiritual Subversiveness of
Knowing Ourselves Whole (Boston, MA: Beacon Press, 2023), 55.

24 Tbid.

% Ibid.

%6 Tbid, 57.

7 Ibid.

15
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people.”?® Words have power, and the word “defect” is not an exception. I respect
Rabbi Belser’s preference of “blemish” to translate mum, but I choose to include that
word in my translation of the verses to retain that power, to communicate the brutality

that I see present in those words of Torah; words that define but by doing so, exclude.

The exclusion at play in the previously discussed texts is not limited in scope
to the priests in the Temple. Rather, the way rabbinic authorities have interpreted
Leviticus 21 after the destruction of the Temple has extended its range to men of
priestly lineage leading ritual in the synagogue. In Judaism and Disability: Portrayals
in Ancient Texts from the Tanach through the Bavli, Judith Z. Abrams describes the

context in which this occurs:

“When the Temple was destroyed in 70 C.E., the locus of the priests’
functioning was gone. Only in limited circumstances could they
continue to serve as priests. One such occasion was the priestly
benediction offered during worship services in the synagogue. To this
day, priests from the congregation come forward, shed their shoes,
have their hands washed with help of those who have descended from
the Levites, and ascend to the platform (bimah) to bless the
congregations with the words of Numbers 6:24-26. As part of this
ritual, the priests raise their hands over the congregation. God’s
presence is thought to descend while this blessing is being offered;
hence, congregants are not supposed to look at the priests while the
blessing is being recited lest the glance prove fatal.”?

As Abrams describes, it is of the utmost importance in this holy ritual that the
congregation has no reason to look at (let alone stare at in curiosity or disgust) the
priest’s hands. Interestingly, Rabbi Julia Watts Belser offers some related but

different reasons why the congregation shouldn’t look at the priest’s hands:

28 Ibid.
29 Judith Z. Abrams, Judaism and Disability: Portrayals in Ancient Texts from the Tanach through the
Bavli (Washington, D.C.: Gallaudet University Press, 2014), 30.

16
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“The Talmud states that gazing at the hands of the priest will cause a
person’s eyes to dim, and Rashi’s influential commentary asserts that
this is because the divine presence itself rests upon the priest’s hands.
The Tosafot...offer a different reason for the prohibition. Why is it
forbidden to look at the priests? Because it risks distracting a person’s
attention from the blessing itself.”*°
But what if the priest’s hands look different from most people’s hands for some
reason? That is to say, what if the priest has a defect or blemish? The Mishna
addresses the issue:
193 DX RE? XD ,Pnin 112 v s,
TIXIDY DOVOXR NIYIY 1T YAV R AR NI A7 21
12772000 DYIY *330 1082 NY KXY XD
“A priest who has defects on his hands may not lift his hands [to perform the priestly
benediction]. Rabbi Yehuda says: even one whose hands are dyed with a blue dye
may not lift his hands [to perform the priestly benediction] because the people will
look at him.”!
While a priest whose hands are blemished, bearing defects or injured would not be
able to perform the priestly benediction due to disability or visible cues that link him
to disability, a priest whose hands are dyed is excluded likely due to evidence of
ability. As Rabbi Belser observes, “His hands are working hands, gainfully employed
and fully able. Yet they still exclude him from offering the blessing.”*? Why is this? It
is because of what Rabbi Belser cites as disability scholar Rosemarie Garland-

Thompson’s concept of “the politics of staring” as described in “The Politics of

Staring: Visual Rhetorics of Disability in Popular Photography,” published in 2002 in

30 Julia Watts Belser, Loving Our Own Bones: Disability Wisdom and the Spiritual Subversiveness of
Knowing Ourselves Whole (Boston, MA: Beacon Press, 2023), 67.

31 Mishna Megillah 4:7. My original translation.

32 Julia Watts Belser, Loving Our Own Bones: Disability Wisdom and the Spiritual Subversiveness of
Knowing Ourselves Whole (Boston, MA: Beacon Press, 2023), 68.

17
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Disability Studies: Enabling the Humanities. As Rabbi Belser describes, “Staring is
part of the architecture of social exclusion and marginality. The stare is a crucial part
of what makes disability a meaningful social category. It’s the stare that turns
disability difference into deviance.”* Rabbi Belser notes that the Mishna is more
concerned with the distraction of the evident physical difference of the priest than the
effect staring would have on him,** and while she states that it is important that the
Mishnah “...names the problem of the stare...” she still finds the prohibition
problematic. She explains, “While the Mishnah lays the groundwork for a different
approach to the priestly body, it doesn’t make the shift I long for. The Mishnah
reinscribes normativity, prescribing power dynamics that position the disabled body
as a disruptive risk, as a sight that disturbs the nondisabled gaze.”®
The Tosefta simultaneously limits the severity and expands the parameters of the
Mishna’s prohibition:
193721 ,1°7°2 ,1°192 0 12 WO 7,
190 DR R X 777 9977,
12 1°%on0n oYY,
%Y 7231 3% oY
S 7T
“A priest who has a defect on his face, hands, or feet, behold: this one should not
raise his hands [to perform the priestly benediction], because the people will stare at

him. But if he was well-known in the city, behold: this is permitted.”” There are two

significant pieces to this: the first is the expansion of the prohibited features to be

3 Ibid.

34 Ibid.

% Ibid, 69.

3 Tbid.

37 Tosefta Megillah 3:29. My original translation.

18
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defects on parts of the body other than the priest’s hands. His face and feet must also
be perfect, with no possibility to surprise or distract or attract the gaze of his
community during prayer. However, the second significant part of the Tosefta is the
question of familiarity, or being a chaver ir (literally “friend of a city”). If the priest
in question is well-known among his community, (which according to the Shulchan
Arukh is once he has been in the place for thirty days and intends to stay for some
time)3® then it is permitted for him to have a defect or dyed hands, as his familiarity
neutralizes the stares that may have otherwise come his way were he a stranger or
new to the town in question. This may seem like an easy solution to the issue of
priestly blemishes in the post-Temple era, but Rabbi Julia Watts Belser has this to say
about the issue of disability and familiarity: “Consider this: when we follow the
principle of familiarity, we decide than an unconventional body becomes acceptable
when it no longer startles us. The community accepts a disabled body only on the
condition that it no longer stands out as extraordinary.”* In this model of society, the
one in which the Mishnah was recorded and the Tosefta was written and the one in
which we still live, the onus is on the disabled person to become familiar, to ease
himself into, to assimilate, to become a nondescript piece of a larger, monochromatic
puzzle of a community. Rabbi Belser believes that it doesn’t have to be this way. She
says,

“We could, if we chose, read the ethical imperative of familiarity

differently. We could insist that the onus to change lies upon the

community, rather than the individual... What if we recognized a

collective responsibility to become familiar with people whose
differences strike us as strange, whose bodies and minds strike us as

38 Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chayyim, 128:30; Belser, Loving Our Own Bones, 71
39 Julia Watts Belser, Loving Our Own Bones: Disability Wisdom and the Spiritual Subversiveness of
Knowing Ourselves Whole (Boston, MA: Beacon Press, 2023), 71.
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undesirable? That might begin to shift the burden back to where it
belongs.”*

Indeed, the Biblical texts reviewed above are limited at best in their understanding
and acceptance of disability and difference. The Rabbinic texts that comment upon
and expound upon them through midrash and explanation take them further, but we
must be the ones to take them the rest of the way; to envision and create a Jewish

community and world that has an equal and valued place for those who are disabled.

40 Ibid, 72.
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Chapter Two: Disability in Rabbinic Texts

Just as the discussions and arguments in the Mishnah and the Talmud
bring varied and renewed perspectives and approaches to Torah, an examination
of their treatment of the disabled brings insight into Jewish culture and points of
view in the time when they were created. Though the Oral Torah came into
being over a thousand years ago, it is central to Jewish thought and the origins of
many ways in which we have developed Jewish communal life and decided how
those communities treat those who are different.

One of those major decisions that had to be made was how to treat
disabled people in the eyes of the law, specifically in regard to laws of damages.
The Mishnah attempts to address this issue:

20 173 23103 .2y 10Y9 ,10R) Apiv ,Un
70D 00K 1220y 07
“A Deaf and nonspeaking person, a mentally unfit person, or a minor, an
encounter with them is unfavorable, [as] one who injures them is liable. But if
they injured others, they are exempt.”*! Why is this the case? Why are the Deaf
and those who are mentally unfit made legally equal to a child? What is the
reasoning at play here? The Babylonian Talmud attempts to explain:
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*1 Mishnah Bava Kamma 8:4. My original translation, with particular care for the terms w7 and nyiw.
The former is normally translated as “deaf-mute” and the latter as “imbecile,” neither of which I felt
were appropriate or respectful. i is in particular a complicated and very specific legal distinction in
the Talmud, and it’s a struggle to translate concisely, but “mentally unfit” seemed to be the best choice.
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“[The Mishnah] is teaching a Deaf and nonspeaking person is
similar to a mentally unfit person and a minor. Just as a mentally
unfit person are not of sound mind, so too the Deaf and
nonspeaking person is not of sound mind. And this teaches us as
we learned [in a Mishnah]: the Deaf and nonverbal person, whom
the Sages spoke about everywhere, is one who does not hear and
does not speak. One who speaks but does not hear [and] one who
hears but does not speak are obligated [to follow mitzvot].”*?

There are many problematic and intriguing aspects of this bit of Rabbinic

halachic interpretation. In Judaism, speech and the ability to speak are incredibly

important. After all, every morning we bless “the One who spoke and the world

came to be.”* Speech is holy and a generative tool of the Divine. Though many

of us may see the point of view as backwards and harmful today, there is a

certain amount of cultural context that can explain (though not excuse) it.

Modern society is certainly not immune from this same ableism against

the Deaf. In “Assessing Intelligence in Deaf and Hard of Hearing: A Narrative

Review,” Hariharan Venkataraman and Srinivasan Venkatesan investigate how

the intelligence of Deaf and nonspeaking people have been misunderstood,

misevaluated and misrepresented:
“People with deafness or hard of hearing (DHH) have generally been
seen as being treated unfairly in verbal-focused intelligence tests. They
typically perform worse than when intelligence is assessed using
performance-based assessments. Due to the nonrecognition of this
reality, several previous studies made the error of assuming that the
intellectual functioning of deaf adults and children is fundamentally
inferior to that of their contemporaries of the same age. Unaffected
individuals do not comprehend how deaf people communicate, which

leads to this misperception. They are also ignorant of what deaf
individuals have accomplished. Finally, they might believe that

42 Chagigah 2b. My original translation.
3 The opening line of the Baruch She’amar prayer, found in the morning worship service.
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because deaf individuals cannot hear, they are unable to have rich and
fulfilling lives.”**

The assumptions that hearing people have made about the Deaf experience such

as the ones the Sages made have led to discrimination, lack of understanding and

neglect. Only recently have researchers begun to understand the detriment of

language deprivation in Deaf and Hard of Hearing children and seen the value in

signing as a real language that many Deaf and Hard of Hearing people need to

learn and cultivate to communicate and express themselves. In “What You Don’t

Know Can Hurt You: The Risk of Language Deprivation by Impairing Sign

Language Development in Deaf Children,” Wyatte C. Hall discusses this issue in

the context of how sign language affects language acquisition in children:
“The existence of one—time-sensitive—language acquisition window
means a strong possibility of permanent brain changes when spoken
language is not fully accessible to the deaf child and sign language
exposure is delayed, as is often standard practice. There is no
empirical evidence for the harm of sign language exposure but there is
some evidence for its benefits, and there is growing evidence that lack
of language access has negative implications. This includes cognitive
delays, mental health difficulties, lower quality of life, higher trauma,
and limited health literacy.”*

Perhaps the rabbis of the Oral Torah were observing real deficiencies in the Deaf

people in their communities who were not able to communicate; deficiencies that

were not inherent to the people themselves and their Deafness in a vacuum, but

caused by the harm of lack of language acquisition early in childhood. “...Cognitive

4 Venkataraman, Hariharan; Venkatesan, Srinivasan. Assessing Intelligence in Deaf and Hard of
Hearing: A Narrative Review. Journal of Indian Speech, Language & Hearing Association 38(1):p 13-
18, Jan—Jun 2024.

45 Hall, W.C. What You Don’t Know Can Hurt You: The Risk of Language Deprivation by Impairing
Sign Language Development in Deaf Children. Maternal Child Health Journal 21, 961-965 (2017)
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delays, mental health difficulties, lower quality of life, higher trauma, and limited
health literacy:” all of these are aspects of a person’s life that would limit their ability
to fully participate as adults in their communities, and would lead to others around
them classifying them differently (and perhaps as lesser) than their hearing peers. In
this way, there is an explanation for what seems like a harsh categorization of the
nonspeaking Deaf in the Talmud.

The discussion of who is exempt and who is responsible with regard to
disabled members of the Jewish community is also present in Tractate Pesachim of
the Babylonian Talmud.
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“Rav Acha bar Yaakov said: a blind person is exempt from reciting the Haggadah. It

2946 9947

1s written here “it is because of this”*® and it was written there “this son of ours.

Just as there excludes a blind person, so too here [the verse] excludes blind people.”
The direct translation of this piece of Talmud requires some explanation. The
following is the expounded translation of the above quotation from the William
Davidson Talmud:
“Rav Aha bar Ya’akov said: A blind*® person is exempt from
reciting the Haggadah. The proof is that it is written here, with

regard to the Paschal lamb: “And you shall tell your son on that day
saying, it is because of this which the Lord did for me when I came

6 The full verse reads: “And you shall tell your son on that day saying, it is because of this which the

Lord did for me when I came forth out of Egypt” (Exodus 13:8)

47 The full verse reads: “This son of ours is stubborn and rebellious, he does not listen to our voice; he
is a glutton, and a drunkard” (Deuteronomy 21:20)

%8 Pesachim 116b:8. My original translation.

9 Bolded words are direct translations of the original text. Normally formatted words are additions to

provide context and explanation.
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forth out of Egypt” (Exodus 13:8), and it was written there, with
regard to the stubborn and rebellious son, that his parents say: “This
son of ours is stubborn and rebellious, he does not listen to our voice;
he is a glutton, and a drunkard” (Deuteronomy 21:20). The Gemara
explains the verbal analogy of the word “this”: Just as there, in the
case of the rebellious son, the Sages expound that the verse excludes a
blind person, as a blind parent cannot say: This son of ours, for he
cannot point to him; so too here, in the case of the recitation of the
Passover Haggadah, the word “this” excludes blind people.”°

In this passage, the word zeh or “this” is the operative word. Rav Acha bar Ya’akov
uses the two verses to make a point about the abilities of blind people in community.
He reasons that blind people can’t point to their son (which is not necessarily true, but
for the sake of the argument I will accept it for the moment) and therefore cannot be
fully functioning in the ritual context of reciting the Haggadah. However, this is only
the beginning of the discussion.

QT 27 °37 1377 IPAIRY 7R ¥ PR
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“Really? Did not Mareimar say: I asked the Sages from the school of Rav Yosef [who
was blind]: Who recited Haggadah in the house of Rav Yosef? They said: Rav Yosef.
Who recited Haggadah in the house of Rav Sheshet [who was also blind]? Rav
Sheshet. These Sages maintain nowadays matzah by rabbinic law.”>! We see here a
contradiction to the earlier assertion that blind people are exempt from the obligation
of reciting the Haggadah. Not only is there evidence of blind people doing just that,
the people in question are respected rabbis and the heads of their own schools of

Torah learning. The reasoning for this is given through the introduction of another

50 Pesachim 116b:8 via Sefaria.org
51 Pesachim 116b:9
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mitzvah, the eating of matzah during Pesach. The explanation is that since the laws of
matzah are observed, and Rav Yosef and Rav Sheshet deem those laws to be rabbinic
and therefore of lesser importance, so too are the laws of reciting Hagaddah. The
Talmud then points out an interesting contradiction: apparently it was Rav Acha Bar
Ya’akov who asserted that the laws of matzah were rabbinic!*? But evidently, Rav
Acha bar Ya’akov asserts that everything the Sages instituted was done similarly to
the system of Torah law. Therefore, even though the laws of eating matzah are
rabbinic, they are similarly stringent to that of Torah law, and thus it can be reasoned
that blind people are exempt from reciting the Hagaddah.’® Rav Sheshet and Rav
Yosef agree.>* So why did they then recite the Hagaddah? The Talmud doesn’t
address this difficulty and instead revisits the verse that Rav Acha bar Ya’akov
introduced regarding the rebellious son. Because of the phrasing, that it says “this son
of ours” rather than “our son,” and that the “this” in “because of this” refers to matzah
and bitter herbs, the conclusion is reached that blind parents don’t have to point to
their child and therefore are not exempt from reciting the Haggadah.>> This rather
convoluted line of discussion and debate lands in an interesting place and raises
questions regarding the validity and primacy of rabbinic versus Torah law. It raises
further questions about disability and inclusion. What does it mean for a blind person
to be exempt from reciting the Haggadah? Is it excusing them from something that
may be difficult or impossible, or discouraging or even excluding them from being

full participants in an important ritual? What happens when a disabled person is

52 Pesachim 116b:10
53 Pesachim 116b:11
54 Pesachim 116b:12
55 Pesachim 116b:12
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exempt from a responsibility but wants to do it anyway? Rav Yosef, an
aforementioned blind Sage, has opinions on the matter:
RIRR 77 U2 791 27 N
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“Rav Yosef said: At first [ would say: [if] someone would tell me
halacha follows Rabbi Yehuda, who says: a blind person is exempt
from the mitzvot, I would make a holiday for the rabbis, as I am not
commanded and yet I perform [the mitzvot]. Now that [ have heard
that which Rabbi Chanina says: Greater [is one who] is commanded
and performs than one who is not commanded and performs, on the

contrary: [If] someone would tell me the halacha does not follow
Rabbi Yehuda, I would make a holiday for the rabbis.”>®

Here Rabbi Yosef is grappling with the problem of how to participate in ritual life as
a Jewish blind person and what merit one gains from following the mitzvot under
those circumstances. Rav Yosef follows what Rabbi Chanina says because Rabbi
Chanina is a more senior Sage, a Tanna who lived in the first century CE. At first,
before he heard what Rabbi Chanina said, Rav Yosef wished to celebrate that the
halacha was in his favor as a blind person who observed the mitzvot despite being
exempt. In other words, he was glad to be going above and beyond what was
expected of him. However, once he heard the halachic opinion of a more respected
rabbi that indicated that he was in fact not necessarily doing something extra
praiseworthy by fulfilling the mitzvot, he would want to celebrate if the halacha

didn’t indicate that he was exempt.

*6 Kiddushin 31a:13. My original translation with references to the Steinsaltz translation via
Sefaria.org.
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This passage of Talmud illustrates the difficulty of the issue of inclusion and
participation in Jewish community and ritual for disabled people. If it’s better to
fulfill a mitzvah when one is commanded, but disabled people (blind people
specifically in the above cases) are not commanded, what happens when they want to
participate? Is that desire to be counted among the congregation, to be treated as an
equal among peers, to be included, lesser because it wasn’t demanded by the Divine?
Rabbi Chanina seems to believe that may be the case, but it doesn’t have to be that
way in our communities today. Pluralistic Judaism should have a place for anyone
who wants to participate in Jewish life, and their participation should not be seen as
inferior because of difference or disability. In 2003, the Rabbinic Assembly published
a responsum that dealt with the issue of the participation of blind people in Jewish
ritual. Their conclusions were as follows:

“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;

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:
By receiving an aliyah and chanting softly after the reader;
By serving as meturgamon, the verse-by-verse translator of a
section of the parashah;
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
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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.”>’

The above is a good example of how to creatively interpret halacha in order to
include disabled Jews in ritual life. The rabbis of the Rabbinical Assembly worked
within the existing framework of rabbinic texts (including the ones discussed above)
in order to come to a conclusion that would both honor Jewish law and tradition and
make room for blind Jews to participate if they so desire. Notable as well is the
mention of the potential to revise and expand their ruling should new technology
emerge that allows blind people to read directly from the Torah scroll. In this case,
the authorities of Conservative Judaism have made a choice to be forward-thinking
and inclusive while still honoring Torah.

Inclusion is important, as is being kind and polite to all members of the
community. But should that extend to overlooking and glossing over disability and
difference for the sake of comfort? And if so, whose comfort is really being
prioritized? A discussion between the schools of Hillel and Shammai from Tractate
Ketubot sheds light on this issue as they attempt to answer the question, “How does
one dance before the bride?” (i.e., praise her):
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“[Praise] the bride as she is. The school of Hillel says “a
becoming and amiable bride.” The school of Shammai said to the

57 Rabbi Daniel S. Nevins, The Participation of Jews Who Are Blind in The Torah Service, (Committee
on Jewish Law and Standards of the Rabbinical Assembly, 2003), 19.
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school of Hillel: [in a situation] where [the bride] was lame or
blind, does one say to her: A becoming and amiable bride? But
the Torah states: “Keep far from a false matter” (Exodus 23:7).
The school of Hillel said to the school of Shammai: from your
words, one who made an inferior purchase from the market,
[should another] praise it in his eyes or condemn it in his eyes?
You must say he should praise it in his eyes. From here the Sages
said: a person’s disposition should always be empathetic with
creation.”8

Even if the bride has some sort of “defect,” Hillel asserts that must praise
her as if one found her to be flawless and beautiful. But who is to say a disabled
woman can’t be beautiful? Rabbi Julia Watts Belser certainly feels they can be,
as she expresses her difficulties with this passage of Talmud in Loving Our Own
Bones:
“Hillel has a long-standing reputation as a rabbinic nice guy. But
his argument has not solved my problem with this text. Quite the
contrary. Hillel’s response has made it worse. His is the
saccharine sweet voice that praises everyone for any little thing,
that swaddles disabled folks with kindness until we choke on
false compliments. I don’t want Hillel’s niceness any more than I
want Shammai’s brutal honesty. Neither man perceives that
brilliant, shimmering, rock-your-world power, beauty, and
difference of disabled women’s body-minds. Neither one of them
can tell the truth about my life. Neither one knows how to
properly praise.”’

Rabbi Hillel’s view is to be kind at the cost of the truth. Indeed, this passage of

Talmud has been widely used in the discussion of the parameters of a

permissible or “white” lie. Joseph Telushkin uses it to claim that falsehoods

made in order to protect another person’s feelings are allowed according to

58 Ketubot 17a. My original translation.
%9 Julia Watts Belser, Loving Our Own Bones: Disability Wisdom and the Spiritual Subversiveness of
Knowing Ourselves Whole (Boston, MA: Beacon Press, 2023), 21.
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Jewish law.%° Rabbi Belser’s view is to see the truth of the beauty that disabled
women have, and not shower them with false niceties to make oneself feel more
comfortable.’! In the case of the bride, the false niceties in question may in fact
be more for the groom than the bride, as the analogy of the marketplace purchase
illustrates. In this situation, the bride is nothing more than an acquisition made
by the groom that he must feel good about after the fact even if there is
something “wrong” with her. She is merely an object to be appraised, not a
human being with her own selthood.

Clearly the Talmudic approach to disability is not without its problems. It
is our responsibility as Jews to not shy away from those problems, as Rabbi Julia
Watts Belser urges: “If we cannot confront the violence, if we cannot come to
the edge, look into the abyss, and feel the loss that is there, the anger, the grief,
the rage—then we will end up doing harm, likely wrapped up in pious good
intentions™®? As disabled Jews or Jews who wish to support and raise up the
disabled, we cannot ignore the violence that is present in the texts of our
tradition. We must acknowledge what is there for what it is, and from there find
creative forms of tikkun or repair for the ways in which our tradition fails those
of us who aren’t included in its way of thinking or honored by its system of

values.

€0 Joseph Telushkin, The Book of Jewish Values: A Day-By-Day Guide to Ethical Living (New York:
Random House, 2000), 102-4.

61 Fat activists (using “fat” here as a neutral descriptor as those in the fat justice movement do) such as
Aubrey Gordon have mentioned this phenomenon of false compliments or very particular compliments
toward fat women—they are anecdotally often told they have “nice skin” or “a pretty face” and any
positive comments about their bodies are notably absent.

82 Julia Watts Belser, Loving Our Own Bones: Disability Wisdom and the Spiritual Subversiveness of
Knowing Ourselves Whole (Boston, MA: Beacon Press, 2023), 22.
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Chapter Three: Contemporary Jewish Thought on Disability

To turn now—and admittedly, make a significant chronological leap— to
contemporary Jewish thought on the subject of disability, I bring forth a dialogue
between two Jewish scholars with very different perspectives on the subject.
While they are in disagreement to some extent, they both are able to find
disability wisdom in Jewish tradition, and both concede that there are places
where Jewish tradition falls short in serving those who are disabled. I also
explore where disabled Jewish scholars have made Jewish tradition and theology
work for them, by reimagining and rewriting what already exists.

In “Judaism and the Disabled: The Need for a Copernican Revolution,”
Rabbi Elliot Dorff begins with a rather sanguine declaration: “I think it is fair to
say that traditional Judaism’s approach to disability is remarkably enlightened
and compassionate, especially when compared to the treatment disabled people

received in other cultures.”®?

The way he supports this argument varies in
effectiveness. He goes on to list biblical figures who by his estimation were
“disabled in some way:” citing Sarah, Rebekah, Rachel, and Hannah’s struggles
with infertility, Jacob and Isaac’s blindness late in life, and Moses’s speech
impediment.®* The former examples are somewhat dubious; though it is true that

bearing children had enormous significance for a woman’s social status in the

ancient world, to be unable to conceive does not preclude a woman’s ability to

83 Elliot Dorff, “Judaism and the Disabled: The Need for a Copernican Revolution,” in Healing and the
Jewish Imagination: Spiritual and Practical Perspectives on Judaism and Health (Nashville,
Tennessee: Jewish Lights, 2012), 107.

64 Ibid.
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function in other ways as a wife or take care of her relatives’ children, or serve
the household in other ways. In that way, I would not say that those women of
the Tanakh that Rabbi Dorff mentioned were disabled. In “Misheberach and the
ADA: A Response to Elliot Dorff,” Tamara M. Green responds to Rabbi Dorff’s
list of disabled Biblical figures from her perspective as someone who struggles
with chronic illness:
“Yes, Isaac was blind in his old age; but it has always seemed
clear to me that, despite the rabbis’ attempts to explain his
behavior, his inability to see is merely a symbol of his ethical
blindness. Yes, Jacob limped after his wrestling match with the
mysterious ish before his encounter with his estranged brother
Esau; but the Talmud comments that he was immediately healed
by the power of the sun, a power that will make whole at the end
of days those who are physically impaired. I’'m not sure I want to
wait that long. And even if [ would be willing to wait, what does
Judaism have to say to me in my present ‘unhealed’ state?”’6
This is one person’s response to Rabbi Dorff; indeed, not all people, especially
not all disabled or chronically ill people may agree with it. It is subjective in
nature and not necessarily founded in the most robust scholarship. But I present
it here to demonstrate that Rabbi Dorff lacks perspective in his assessment of the
progressive nature of the Tanakh when it concerns disability. It is a far murkier
and more complex picture than the sunny one he paints in the opening of his
essay. Indeed, like many aspects of our tradition, the ability status of the humans

upon whose legends we base our heritage is not an “either/or” but perhaps a

“both/and,” something we must hold in tension in our hearts and minds.

8 Tamara M. Green, “Misheberach and the ADA: A Response to Elliot Dorff,” in Healing and the
Jewish Imagination: Spiritual and Practical Perspectives on Judaism and Health (Nashville,
Tennessee: Jewish Lights, 2012), 124.
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Indeed, Rabbi Dorff’s list of Biblical figures are weaker examples than
the Talmudic rabbis he goes on to note who were disabled, such as Nahum of
Gimzo, Dosa ben Harkinas, Rav Joseph, and Rav Sheshet, who were all blind.%®
They are examples of disabled people who functioned within their societies and
achieved the status of respected leaders, something that is not possible for all
people with disabilities in all social contexts. That demonstrates something
positive about the Jewish social environments in which they lived: that they were
able to accommodate the blind rabbis and let them live lives of Torah and study
that they wished to live. That is certainly remarkable and it would have served
Rabbi Dorff’s argument more to have placed more weight upon that point.

Before continuing to his main argument, Rabbi Dorff lists several ritual
and civil laws from the Talmud that concern the disabled, some of which have
been discussed in the scope of this work, such as laws concerning the blind
reading Torah. Rabbi Dorff states in the conclusion of his list of ritual laws that
affect the disabled that there is a general tendency that .. .the rabbis restricted a
disabled person’s duties and eligibility only to those areas affected by the
disability.” I would argue that this is true to an extent, but that even if this was
intended, it was limited by the rabbis’ understanding of disability (see discussion
of Deafness and cognitive ability in Chapter Two). Specifically, this concerned
the Deaf and nonverbal and their classification as equal to minors and shotim. In

Rabbi Dorff’s words, “the rabbis had no way of knowing whether deaf-mutes

% Elliot Dorff, “Judaism and the Disabled: The Need for a Copernican Revolution,” in Healing and the
Jewish Imagination: Spiritual and Practical Perspectives on Judaism and Health (Nashville,
Tennessee: Jewish Lights, 2012), 107-108.
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understood what was happening or not.”%” Though overall Rabbi Dorff makes a
good case in this section of his paper for the rabbis advocating for the disabled, I
believe the neglect and misunderstanding of the Deaf and nonverbal should not
be seen as negligible when we judge our laws and our tradition. That tradition
teaches that each life is an entire world.*® When I think of the Jewish chereshim
who could not speak in times past whose lives were governed by halacha, who
were not able to communicate with the rabbis who decided how their lives
would be lived, I think of entire worlds that were a mystery to those around
them. What wisdom, what Torah could have been shared, if the rabbis had the
tools and the patience—the salvanut— to try to communicate with Deaf and
nonverbal Jews? What worlds could have been shared and saved?

Rabbi Dorff has a vision of a world where those worlds, the lives of the
disabled, have a prioritized place. In his words, he has a vision of a “Copernican
revolution;” that is, a revolution in which society revolves around the needs of
the disabled rather than those of the non-disabled. He argues that in such a
world, “Instead of thinking about humane treatment for the disabled as being
motivated by our own compassion or God’s commandments, we would see it as
simply caring for ourselves—much as we see any of the services that we
Americans expect the government to provide for us.”%® Preceding this, Rabbi

Dorff points out that, “from the point of view of the disabled, all the rest of us

7 Ibid, 111.

68 Jersusalem Talmud Sanhedrin 4:9

% Elliot Dorff, “Judaism and the Disabled: The Need for a Copernican Revolution,” in Healing and the
Jewish Imagination: Spiritual and Practical Perspectives on Judaism and Health (Nashville,
Tennessee: Jewish Lights, 2012), 115.
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are temporarily abled!”’° He explains that as people age, it is inevitable that they
develop physical and cognitive disabilities of some sort. In making this point,
Rabbi Dorff explains that his intention is not “...to depress you; it is only to
point out that it is not so far-fetched to think of everyone as disabled, especially
as the American and Jewish populations age.””! There is truth in what Rabbi
Dorff says; truth that may seem rather obvious and readily evident to those of us
who live with disability. Indeed, Rabbi Dorff’s intended audience is not the
disabled, but rather, the non-disabled (or yet-to-be disabled, as would perhaps be
more accurate, to Rabbi Dorff’s point). But that doesn’t mean the disabled and
chronically ill aren’t among his readers. That much is evident with the
publication of Tamara M. Green’s response to his essay in the same volume.
Green allows that there is truth to Rabbi Dorff’s idea of the temporarily abled,”
she argues that, “the deeper truth is that in the here and now the realities of those
who are disabled and those who are ‘not yet’ too often have no connection to
each other. As Rosemarie Garland Thompson, the disability rights activist puts
it, those who are disabled cannot create, on their own, ‘a world that wants me in
it.””’? Green speaks here not only from the perspective of a disabled person, but
as the ADA coordinator at Hunter College, whose job it is to facilitate
compliance with the Americans with Disabilities Act, which “prohibits

discrimination against people with disabilities in employment, transportation,

0 Ibid., 114.

" Ibid.

2 Tamara M. Green, “Misheberach and the ADA: A Response to Elliot Dorff,” in Healing and the
Jewish Imagination: Spiritual and Practical Perspectives on Judaism and Health (Nashville,
Tennessee: Jewish Lights, 2012), 127.
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public accommodation, communications, and activities of state and local
government.””? She explains that the range of her role is “enormous” as she is
consulted by the college’s faculty, staff, or students who are seeking access or a
reasonable accommodation that will allow them to study or work: “...from
ensuring double time for exams for students with learning disabilities to
guaranteeing that deaf students and staff are provided with ASL
interpreters;...making sure that entrances to the campus, classrooms, and
bathrooms are wheelchair accessible...””* Thus, Green writes not only with the
perspective of her own life experience, but having witnessed the many and
varied accessibility challenges that disabled and chronically ill students, faculty
and staff at her workplace encounter every day. She speaks with the knowledge
of those challenges, and the knowledge of the importance of her job trying to
ameliorate them as ADA coordinator. She has observed the ideological and
empathetic distance between the realities of the disabled and the “temporarily
abled” in her daily life and it is often all too vast. Without that understanding,
Rabbi Dorff’s proposal Copernican revolution, while having the best intentions,
is lacking. It does not exist in the same reality that disabled people live in. He
makes attempts at practicality, spending pages discussing the monetary and
societal costs of such a Copernican reversal, but only at the very end, at the
“Epilogue” does he speak about learning from actual disabled people: “Only
when we walk in the disabled community’s moccasins, at least in our

imaginations, aided by what we can learn from what the disabled themselves tell

3 Ibid., 125.
" Ibid., 126.
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us about what they face, can we begin appropriately to judge how we think about
the disabled and how we treat them in society generally and in Jewish life in
particular.” Credit must be given where it is due, that Rabbi Dorff included this
in his essay at all is to be acknowledged. And indeed, his intentions are
benevolent, and he is certainly not bigoted in any way. The idea of centering our
society around the disabled is a noble one. But perhaps the reason why I am
dissatisfied with Rabbi Dorff is not due to anything about his work that he can
help; maybe I simply would prefer to hear from a disabled scholar about
disability. In fact, that is definitely the case, which is why I wanted to be sure to
include Tamara M. Green’s response to Rabbi Dorff in my analysis. Perhaps the
Copernican revolution that is really needed is in Jewish scholarship around
disability.

A taste of what that revolution might look like in Jewish theology can be
seen in Rabbi Julia Watts Belser’s Loving Our Own Bones: Disability Wisdom
and the Spiritual Subversiveness of Knowing Ourselves Whole. In particular, the
final chapter “God on Wheels,” she describes what it is like to live as a
wheelchair user: “My wheels get taken as a sign of tragedy, a mark of something
broken. The process of being turned into a symbol strips my life of richness and
particularity... I tell you that so you know why it matters to feel God in and
through this flesh. I tell you that so you know why it matters to claim this life as
sacred.”” Rabbi Belser goes on to describe the experience of listening to verses

being chanted from the book of Ezekiel on Shavuot, and hearing the visions of

75 Julia Watts Belser, Loving Our Own Bones: Disability Wisdom and the Spiritual Subversiveness of
Knowing Ourselves Whole (Boston, MA: Beacon Press, 2023), 213-214.
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the heavenly chariot and coming to the realization “God has wheels. ”’® Rabbi
Belser goes on to explain,
“This recognition of God on Wheels is the ground of a powerful
theological claim: that God knows disability experience from the
inside out... As a disabled theologian, the practice of turning my
attention to a God who wheels through the world has permitted
me to let go of apology, to stop trying to press my spiritual
insights into a walking person’s skin. It has invited me to probe
more deeply the depths of my own disabled knowledge, to
consider how disability has shaped my own perception and
awareness, and then to ask how those insights might shed light on
God’s own relationship to the world.””’
The idea of God on Wheels is on its face subversive, groundbreaking; to the
cynical, perhaps heretical or ridiculous. But if we were all made in God’s image,
b’tselem Elohim, doesn’t that include disabled people? Is our God not expansive
enough to contain all beings? However, while Rabbi Belser acknowledges the
use of the idea of b 'tselem Elohim to promote human dignity, she asserts that it
is “deeply bound up with a claim to human exceptionalism an assertion that
humans are more holy than other animals, that we are God’s final and favorite
creation, the pinnacle of God’s making.””® She takes issue with this idea on
“...ethical and ecological grounds.” She argues, “It seems like hubris of the
highest order to imagine we’re the only ones who know the sacred, that we’re
the only ones who share God’s image, that we’re the only ones who really

count.””?

¢ Ibid, 215.

7 Tbid, 215-216.
8 Ibid, 223.

7 Tbid.
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Rabbi Belser argues that in order to make b 'tselem Elohim work as a
theological tool for spiritual freedom, ““...we must let go of attachment to
hierarchy, to our investment in defending humans as the best and most beloved
before God.”®’She explains, “Every time we set ourselves the task of defining
what makes humans worthy of a privileged place in God’s eyes, we end up with
a set of characteristics that only some of us fulfill. When we double down on the
notion of human superiority, we can’t help but fashion distinctions that elevate
certain humans over the rest.” Rabbi Belser promotes the idea of a truly
expansive God; a God who reflects all of us. Here, Rabbi Belser is putting forth
a theology that may at its surface to some extent go against some aspects of
traditional Jewish thought, but in its essence cleaves to the truth of a Jewish
understanding of what God is. Elohim is plural, and is only one of many names
for the Divine. The Divine contains multitudes, and has many faces. As Rabbi
Belser states, “God is kin to us, to each of us, with all the paradox that this
implies.”8!

The importance of disability representation that the idea of God on
Wheels embodies cannot be understated. Rabbi Belser writes, when considering
the idea of God on Wheels, she was, ...drawn to the fact of representation.”®?
The fact of seeing herself; seeing a reflection of her own disabled body in the
Divine was deeply powerful for her. She explains, “For those of us whose bodies

are persistently devalued, for those of us who have been told in a thousand subtle

80 1bid., 227.
81 Tbid.
82 Tbid.
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and not so subtle ways that we fail to measure up, finding God in the mirror of
our flesh is a powerful reorientation.”®* That powerful reorientation is vital, not
only for disabled people but women, people of color, LGBTQIA people, and
others who are marginalized. As the Jewish feminist theologian Judith Plaskow
writes, “The God-language of a religious community is drawn from the qualities
and roles the community most values, and exclusively male imagery exalts and
upholds maleness as the human standard.”®* Arguably the qualities most
associated with maleness as the human standard are qualities associated with
able-bodiedness: physical strength, upright stature, virility, and so on. In this
way, patriarchal theology can be limiting in a number of ways, and just one of
them is that it can promote ideas that constrict our God language to exclude
those of us whose body-minds are atypical. Indeed, Rabbi Belser writes about
how, “The metaphors we use for God consistently valorize nondisabled
experience.”®
“Jewish liturgy calls on God to hear our voice, to not be deaf to
our plea. We ask God to see us. We want God to hold us, to
rescue us with that mighty right arm. God walks unbowed
through the Garden of Eden. God does not crawl. Even when we
only mean it as a metaphor, the embodied language we use for
God helps build a conceptual world that lifts up sight and hearing,

that honors physical dexterity and strength. It reinforces the
rightness of the nondisabled norm.”8¢

8 Ibid, 228.

8 Judith Plaskow, “God: Some Feminist Questions,” The Coming of Lilith: Essays on Feminism,
Judaism, and Sexual Ethics, 1972-2003 (Boston: Beacon Press, 2005).

8 Ibid.

8 Ibid.
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But what if we reject those norms? What if we were to embrace a God on
Wheels, to imagine a God expansive enough to contain images of body-minds
that are atypical? Rabbi Belser answers,
“To see God this way doesn’t just ask us to rethink our theology.
It asks us to confront our ableism. It shakes up the assumptions
we make about where holiness lives, about where dignity dwells.
It upends the conventional hierarchy we use to order social worth,
the snap judgments we make about who matters and who doesn’t.
It forces us to reevaluate the bodies that our world treats like
trash.”?’
Rabbi Belser is suggesting her own revolution of sorts: similar in spirit to Rabbi
Dorff’s “Copernican revolution”, but different because of one major thing: her
theological revolution is rooted in the lived experience of disability. “God on
Wheels” is not a thought experiment, but rather an honest exploration of
disability theology that centers that lived experience.

It is not only among our current disabled Jewish leadership that the
exploration of disability theology occurs, but among future rabbis. In “Rewriting
‘Pokeach Ivrim’ as a Blind Jew,” Elizabeth Hinds, a second year rabbinical
student at Hebrew Union College, describes her journey in rewriting the
traditional morning blessing thanking God for “opening the eyes of the blind.”
She was born legally blind, and her sight has deteriorated significantly in recent

years. She describes her experience grappling with the topic of sight and Jewish

texts in her classes at rabbinical school: “‘It’s complicated’ is true, but not a full

87 1bid., 229.

42



Docusign Envelope ID: 749AAD2E-173D-8F76-81D1-35A1B2926735

answer, Internally, I am continually doing the work to make the pieces coexist, if
they can’t fit together.”*8
She did this when she found a “roadblock to full connection” in her
personal prayer practice in the form of the “Pokeach ivrim” blessing, based on
Psalm 146:8, which reads “The Lord restores sight to the blind; the Lord makes
those who are bent stand straight; the Lord loves the righteous.”® Hinds had a
difficult emotional response to this prayer:
“It feels inauthentic to be praising God for opening the eyes of the
blind as my own eyesight continues to deteriorate. Am I supposed to
be praising God for opening my eyes at all? Is what little sight I have
supposed to be the miracle? Perhaps it is an emotional response to my
sight loss, but I won’t accept this. As grateful as I am for what
I can see, I would rather be finding ways to thank God for the whole
miracles in my life. How do I reconcile this disagreement with
liturgical text?”°
What Hinds describes next is a theological journey of three stages. The first
version of the prayer that Hinds tries is “Baruch atah Adonai, eloheinu Melech
haolam, ohev tzadikim. Blessed are you, Adonai our God, sovereign of the
universe, who loves the righteous.” However, she had discomfort with a blessing
identifying her own “righteousness,” and while she conceded that not all of the
morning blessings are about miracles and this one could be “aspirational,” she

felt hesitant, and so “went back to the drawing board.”! She found insight in Ibn

Ezra’s commentary on the verse. He argues that, in Hind’s words, “...only God

88Elizabeth Hinds, “Rewriting ‘Pokeach Ivrim’ as a Blind Jew,” Hebrew Union College, February 17,
2026, https://huc.edu/news/rewriting-pokeach-ivrim-as-a-blind-
jew/?bclid=IwZXh0bgNhZWOCMTEAc3J0YwZhcHBfaWQKN; YyODU20DM30OQABHgQaaw8bF
wgJAohJ-tDKFL c5FkuSHb-
nlevSQqVXkfYzOwDzICIbhW5pHe aem X2tnNKyucAm8SFPK76NCRA.

% Tbid.

%0 Ibid.

! Ibid.
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can perform divine acts, thusly we are only to rely on God in these

instances...Perhaps, one could say, in alignment with the idea of ‘Shivti Adonai

lenegdi tamid.’ 1 place God opposite me, against me, or before me, always...”*?

She was nearly satisfied with this version of the blessing, but she “wasn’t done.”

She then created a blessing thanking God for doing the impossible.”® She

describes her mindset in creating this blessing:
“Do I want to close myself off to the hope that one day my sight will
stabilize, perhaps even improve? My current mindset says there’s no
hope left to hold on to, but that’s antithetical to the morning blessings.
Does this wording actually mitigate hope and possibility? I don’t
believe in a God that actively makes decisions about my life in real
time. I doubt that my rewritten blessing will fix the overarching issue
of my sight. Doubt, I believe, is something that should only exist to a
specific extent in prayer. I have yet to identify that extent. So instead, I
chose to focus on what brings me the most comfort.”*

While Hinds ends her article saying that she has not landed on a permanent

replacement for pokeach ivrim, she does say that, her “...prayer is far more personal,

effective, and important to [her] now that [she has] taken the road less traveled...”>

Hinds’ journey down the liturgical “road less traveled” shows us both how Jewish

tradition can exclude disabled Jews, and where disabled Jews can make a place for

themselves using the tools Jewish tradition provides. Hinds had the agency to go on

this journey with her own knowledge of Jewish text and personal sensibilities and

instincts as her guide, and her story is being elevated by her community, as it is

published on her seminary’s website. This is a prime example of centering disabled

scholars and disabled points of view.

92 Tbid.
% Tbid.
% Tbid.
% Tbid.
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There is a phrase that is often used in the disability community: “Nothing
about us without us.” This means decisions, advocacy, research, and all other
concerns relating to disabled people should include their input and leadership as
much as possible. I believe this applies to Jewish scholarship about disability,
which is why I very intentionally included disabled Jews’ work in my analysis.
The conversation about Judaism and disability is not complete without disabled
Jewish voices. And it is true that we do have a tradition of including those voices
in Judaism, in the Talmud®®, for example, as there were blind rabbis who made
significant contributions. Additionally, there are rabbis and laypeople and
scholars who are disabled such as Rabbi Belser who have incredible
contributions to make to disability scholarship and Jewish scholarship in general.
Perhaps the real “Copernican revolution” that is needed is to center disabled
voices and disabled perspectives in the conversation about disability and

Judaism.

% Kiddushin 31a:13, is one example of several of a blind rabbi contributing to the “conversation™ that

1s the Talmud.
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Chapter Four: The Survey
I turn now from an examination of literal Jewish texts to that of the living
sources of Oral Torah that are the lives of Jewish disabled people. Before I move to
an exploration of my research, I am going to make the case for Jewish lives as Jewish
text. In the Talmud, there are many cases where the instincts one develops through
experience are relied upon and granted an element of authority. This is sometimes
referred to as 1Y M¥°av or as it is sometimes translated, “visual recognition®”.” The

idea that a person’s personal experience can be trusted is also the basis for A M7y

2998

or “expert testimony’”®, as seen in Bava Metzia 32a.

In Chullin 964, specific cases are given in which subjective perception is
given authoritativeness:

TR R DTN I IAYRD DI RRIO IRVT 27 RY°D K7 N7
RPY NIYO203 "3 KT ,RPPT RPY M2 R9X 777792 17°0WI2.

“For if you do not say so, how is a blind man permitted to [engage in
sexual intercourse with] his wife? And how are men permitted to
[engage in sexual intercourse with] their wives at night? Rather, [they
identify their wives] based on voice recognition. Here too, based on
visual recognition.”

SRITLRI7DD AR AMIRYY VLR % MR IPRT LYIN OWR 271 MR
T2 ORI A0 YT KD PRD 0 VT PRD — O30 ORI) A0
M2 VT L2 010 0D — A2 K1Y M.

“Rav Ashi said: You can know because if a man says to his agent:
Call so-and-so, who [has] this distinguishing mark and that
distinguishing mark, it is uncertain whether he will know or not
know him. But if he has visual recognition, when he sees him he
will know him,”1%

7 See Bava Metzia 23b.
% See Bava Metzia 32a.
9 Chullin 96a:2

100 Chullin 96a:4
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The case of a man knowing his wife even if he can’t see her is given to
explain why ownership of an object is able to trusted even when it is out of sight.'°!
Further in the sugya, visual recognition is given precedence even over a
“distinguishing mark.” The experience of knowing someone when one sees them is
given the ultimate authority in this case, with the phrase #°% ¥72 72 °117 °3— “when
he sees him, he will know him.” This simple phrase is powerful and, I believe, can
be applied to the subjective experience of disability. Inclusion? Accommodations?
When we see them, we will know them. Discrimination? Ableism? When we see
them, we will know them. Being valued, brought near, gathered in, and truly valued
in a community? When we see it, we will know it. I believe the people who
participated in my survey (and, as you will see in Chapter Five, interviews) know
what they have perceived and experienced, and that what they describe has
authority to influence how we think of how our Jewish communities are treating
people with disabilities. That is why I choose to present the research I have done in
this and the following chapter as a form of Oral Torah, as authoritative
observations of reality that can and should have weight on how we think of Jewish
community and the world.

Which brings me to the survey: in order to answer the question of what
disabled Jewish people are experiencing in their lives and communities, |
composed an online survey of fourteen questions (the fourteenth being a request
for volunteer interview subjects; see Chapter Five). The questions ranged from

simple demographic questions (age, ethnicity, gender identity) to questions

101 See Chullin 96a.
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about the nature of the respondents’ disability status, to questions exploring the
quality of the respondents’ experiences in Jewish community. I distributed the
link to the survey in four different places online: the AJRCA student listserv, my
Facebook page, a Facebook group for British disabled Jews, and the Facebook
page for my synagogue. I received sixteen responses in total, which I will
analyze below.

Question 1: What is your age?

Option 1: 18-25 0; 0%

Option 2: 25-35 4; 25%

Option 3: 35-45 4; 25%

Option 4: 45-55 6; 37.5%

Option 5: 55-65 1; 6.3%

Option 6: 65 or older 1; 6.3%
Some aspects of this data are unexpected, others are unsurprising. The survey
was distributed in arenas where people of the age groups that had the highest
numbers of respondents would be most common participants. I did not distribute
the survey in any college student group chats (not that I have access to any, but
the point still stands) or any other online ecosystems that attract Gen Z
respondents, for example, hence the lack of 18-25 respondents. I did expect
more older respondents and was surprised not to receive more of them, but
perhaps that is due to the limitations of the online format. It is possible that
potential respondents who are part of older demographics do not have fluency

with the internet that their younger counterparts do, and therefore my survey did
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not reach them. In any case, the demographic with the highest representation is

102 j5 the group that is most likely

the group that according to Pew research polls
to report that they use Facebook, the platform that I heavily relied on to
distribute the survey.

Question 2: What is your gender identity?'%}

Female: 6 (37.6%)

Male: 5 (31.3%)

Agender: 1 (6.3%)

Non-Binary Agender: 1 (6.3%)

Agender Woman: 1 (6.3%)

Gender queer: 1 (6.3%)

Genderfluid all pronouns: 1 (6.3%)

I knew if I gave the respondents freedom to define their gender identities in
whatever way they chose, I would get more responses than “male” and “female,”
but I did not expect to get three different kinds of “agender.” It is also interesting
to note that if one adds up all of the gender nonconforming respondents into one
category, they make up about a third of all respondents. From this one can
extrapolate that LGBTQIA people are not an insignificant part of the population
of disabled Jewry.

Question 3: How do you describe your race and ethnicity?

102 Jeffrey Gottfried, “Americans’ Social Media Use 2025,” Pew Research Center, November 20,
2025, https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/2025/1 1/20/americans-social-media-use-2025/.

103 Dye to the expansiveness of the human spectrum of gender identity, I opted to have this question be
fill-in-the blank to allow for diversity of responses.
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Responses to this question ranged from “White,” “Jewish,” and “Caucasian” to
“White British Jewish” “White/Ashkenazi” and one response that claimed
“Mexican Hispanic/Latino” identity. It was intriguing to see that some
respondents chose to include some form of “Jewish” in their racial identity, and
others chose not to (or felt that it would not be accurate to do so).

Question 4

What movement of Judaism do you align with?
16 responses

@ Reform

@ Conservative
Orthodox

@ Reconstructionist

@ Renewal

@ Progressive

@ Pluralistic

@ Transdenominational

@ Non-denominational. But if | had to pick
one probably renewal.

In the above responses, we see diversity in the specific labels of the movements
respondents align with (seven in all), but overall it is evident that the respondents
overwhelmingly identify with liberal Judaism, with only one Conservative
respondent. Most notably are the number of Reform respondents, at 62.5%. This

can be explained by the fact that the synagogue that I distributed the survey to is
Reform in its affiliation.

Question 5: Are you a member of a congregation currently? If so, for how long?
If not, have you been a member of a congregation in the past? If so, for how
long?

Responses to this question varied from “no” to “yes, for 22 years.” It appears

there is a variety and a range of levels of community affiliation and engagement

among respondents.
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Question 6: Do you identify as disabled? If not, is there another term you prefer
to use to describe your body-mind’s abilities?

Most respondents answered “Yes.” The following are the other responses:

“I have diagnosed learning disabilities”

“I would say, I am disabled visually”

“Both Disabled, and Neurodivergent.”

“I use the term neurodivergent, but I am very aware that it is firmly a disability.”
“1 use chronic pain, chronic condition’

“I have a voice disorder”

The respondents to this survey are a self-selecting group of people who are
willing to answer questions about disability, so it is no surprise that they all have
some identity connection to disability. It is interesting to see, however, that some
of them choose to be specific when discussing how they identify instead of
choosing “disabled.” This is particularly of interest in the cases of those who
identify as neurodivergent. One might speculate if this is because those who are
neurodivergent have specific experiences and needs that the word “disabled”
might not communicate on its own, or if there may be other, personal, more
particular reasons for these responses.

Question 7

If you are disabled, is your disability or disabilities visible to others?
16 responses

Yes

No 5(31.3%)

Unsure 8 (50%)
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This result was particularly surprising to me. We are prone to thinking of visible
and invisible as a binary, but what this data shows is that it may not be that
simple. We may not always know if our disability is visible to others. It may be
obvious to us but not detected by those around us, or we may think it isn’t
evident when others can see it.

Question 8: If your disability is invisible, do you choose to routinely disclose it to
others in your community? Why or why not?

GGYeS’9
“Yes so that I am met with appropriate expectations.”

“I tell people I’m autistic if it’s relevant. Usually something positive.
If it’s not relevant they don’t need to know. They can also see that 'm
using a wheelchair. Most disabled people that I know are disabled in
multiple ways.”

“I usually disclose. My Disabilities are perceivable for those who are
paying attention e.g. ME, so chronic fatigue and pain which sometimes
manifest perceptibly to those around me; osteoarthritis, so sometimes I
use walking sticks (and thus, mobility aids, one of the most
perceivable aspects of Disability); I'm sight-impaired, and need three
different prescriptions of spectacles (but most people do not perceive
glasses as Disability aids, even though they're as plain as the nose on
my face!!); I'm hearing-impaired, but even with hypoallergenic ear
inserts, my hearing aids are usually more trouble than help! and, I'm
Neurodivergent AuDHD (Autistic & ADHD), which the more my
fatigue and pain are troubling me, the harder they are to mask .. but
most neurotypical people perceive this as 'being awkward / loud /
annoying / bad tempered, and don't perceive my AuDHD.”

“If I will meet someone more than once, I disclose it. No need to waste
time with invasive and ignorant follow-up questions if it’s a one-time
interaction.”

“You can't see it on zoom so I always disclose that I am disabled to my
clients and staff. I have frequent surgeries and need to take time off for

appointments.”

“Yes, to get accessibility”
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“I routinely disclose in social situations as a good filter for people I
want to be around. I deliberately hide it in the workplace.”

“Yes sometimes, it is a life limiting factor to my existence”

“I disclose because I'm often worried that if people find out not
through me, it will probably not work out in my favour.”

“I think for those who know what to look for I am very obviously
neurodivergent. That being said, I do tend to disclose to people in the
personal life as well as in academic settings. But almost never in job
situations, unless it’s something like ‘teacher’ where my interview is
likely to be knowledgeable enough to know that my disability does not
mean that I won’t be able to do my job. (or for instance if I'm applying
to work with neurodivergent kids, I would disclose that I was
neurodivergent because I know that it would show that I could
understand the kids perspective)”
“I have to disclose - Cancer, epilepsy, memory issues, seizures.
Anyone who is my friend needs to know that these are challenges.
They will come up.”
“Never. My disability is highly stigmatized”
“I don’t appear to have a disability, but when I speak, it’s obvious.”
The responses here show a variety of reasons to disclose and not to disclose one’s
disability status. For some people, disclosure is a necessity. For others it is a choice.
For still others, their disabilities are visible and the choice of disclosing or not is not
theirs to make. Evident here as well is the spectrum of visibility of disability, as
discussed in the analysis of the previous survey question: one respondent said
specifically that most disabled people can see that they are disabled in multiple ways,
implying that it may not be visible to all other people. This can certainly complicate
the issue of disclosing or not disclosing one’s disability status. If [ were to redistribute

this survey, I would have specified Jewish community in this question, as the

responses were broader than I had intended them to be, as I intended to specifically
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ask about Jewish community while respondents talked about their lives in general.
The data is still useful, but not as precise as I had hoped.

Question 9

Choose the response that describes your experience: My experiences as a disabled person in the

Jewish community have overall been
16 responses

@ Positive
@ Negative
@ Neutral

@ Not sure

This survey’s results continue to challenge binary thinking about the experiences of
disabled people in Jewish community. The majority of respondents feel neither
positively nor negatively about their experiences in the Jewish community, most of
them feeling either “neutral” or “not sure.” These results insist on nuance in the
conversation about what disabled Jews experience.

Question 10

True or false: | feel supported and welcomed by my Jewish community and the Jewish people in my

life as a disabled person.
16 responses

® True
@ False
@ Not sure
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Question 11

True or false: My synagogue or other Jewish institutions in my life accommodate my disability/ies

adequately and are attentive to my needs.
16 responses

® True
® False
@ Not sure

These responses also included a sizable “unsure” percentage, but it was notable to see
that 50% of respondents feel welcomed and supported by their Jewish communities
and the other Jewish people in their lives and that 43.8% feel that the Jewish
institutions in their lives accommodate them adequately. The other 18.8% and 25%,
respectively, however, should not be ignored.
Question 12
True or false: | feel comfortable asking for help or accommodations from the Jewish leaders in my
life.

16 responses

® True
® False
@ Not sure

The even split between “True” and “False” and the significant percentage of

“Not sure” is notable here. One would of course hope for a dramatic majority of
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responses to be “True” but I think it is very telling that this was not the case. |
think also that for all practical intents and purposes, the 25% “Not sure” might as
well be “False” because if a person isn’t sure if they can ask for accommodations
from the Jewish leaders in their life, that isn’t good enough. That is not the
standard to which we should be holding ourselves as Jewish leaders. I think this
data is very telling and indeed very concerning.

Question 13

True or false: The education | have received about Jewish texts (Torah, Talmud, Midrash, etc) makes

me feel affirmed and welcomed as a Jewish disabled person.
16 responses

® True
@ False
Not sure

These results indeed only make me wish I had asked more questions: what is the
nature of the Jewish education you have received, what texts have you studied
and to what depth, etc. That would clarify the meaning of these results further. It
is encouraging that 62.5% of respondents feel affirmed and welcomed by the
Jewish texts that they have studied. But as anyone who has read the first three
chapters of this work must know, it makes me wonder which texts they have
studied, and whether they have studied the Jewish texts that raise problematic
questions about disability and inclusion. I don’t mean to imply that it is

impossible to have a positive view on Jewish texts and disability unless one has
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never seen those texts, but it begs the question as to whether a person has read
them if their opinion is overall positive. Another element of this issue to consider
is that most of the respondents are members of the Reform movement, which
does not traditionally emphasize Talmudic study, and rather focuses on studying
Torah by and large. Those respondents may have more experience with, for
example, the story of Moses, rather than the laws of the cheresh and the shoteh.
Overall, the results of my survey demonstrate that Jewish communities are
serving disabled Jews to an extent, but there is room for improvement. Other, much
larger studies that have been done show similar but even more concerning results,
including “Closing the Inclusion Gap,” which was conducted by the disability
inclusion nonprofit Matan from 2018-2025 through surveys, interviews and focus
groups of 15 communities across the U.S., which “...found that Jewish organizations
are lagging behind secular ones in making their spaces accessible for people with
disabilities, despite intentions to be welcoming.”!%* In an interview with eJewish
Philanthropy, Meredith Polsky, the executive director of Matan said, “There are a lot
of Jewish individuals and families who have become somewhat disenfranchised with
the Jewish community because of lack of access, but it’s really not because of any ill
intent on the part of the Jewish community...It’s really because of what we see as

lack of structure and attention to it.”’!%3

194yay Deitcher, “New Study Shows Jewish Groups Lagging behind Secular Community on Disability
Inclusion,” eJewishPhilanthropy, December 3, 2025, https://ejewishphilanthropy.com/new-study-
shows-jewish-groups-lagging-behind-secular-community-on-disability-inclusion/?utm_source=cio.

105 Tbid.
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The results of my survey show that there is an element of nuance to
whether disabled Jews are getting what they need. There were higher
percentages of “neutral” and “unsure” responses to the questions than I expected,
which conveys that these issues do not exist in a binary of “good/bad,”
“accommodated/neglected,” “served/not served.” It seemed that it may have
been difficult for some of the respondents to fit their experiences in such a
binary. Human experience exists on a spectrum, and the experience of being
disabled in community seems to be no different. This echoes the ambivalence |
have seen in Jewish texts on disability. As I have explored in previous chapters,
Judaism doesn’t have just one position on disability. It seems that Jewish
thought and the breadth of Jewish experience of disability is difficult to place in
an “either/or,” but is rather a “both/and”. This will continue to be evident in the
series of interviews I conducted with three Jews with disabilities in the following

chapter.
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Chapter Five: The Interviews

I conducted three interviews with volunteer subjects about their identities and
experiences as Jewish people with disabilities. My guiding research question was
“what do disabled Jews experience in their communities and what can those
communities do to better accommodate them, bring them near, and help them thrive?”

I asked questions about their childhoods, the onset of their disabilities,
and their Jewish upbringing to gain context for their responses regarding what
they have observed and felt in Jewish community as disabled people. My
interview subjects have some experiences and opinions in common, but some of
their views and understandings vary. What they share, though, is a powerful
voice that needs to be heard in the Jewish community, and life experiences that
can serve as guiding texts for the future of Jewish life.

Subject Aleph!%

Subject Aleph is a married woman in her forties with two children. She is
a rabbinical student, which is a second career for her. Subject Aleph spent her
early childhood in the West San Fernando Valley region of Los Angeles before
her family moved to Oklahoma when she was twelve, “right before [her] bat
mitzvah.” Subject Aleph described having a “pretty typical childhood.”
Regarding her Jewish upbringing, Subject Aleph was sent to a Jewish day school
because the local public school wasn’t able to “...cater to [her] advanced level of
reading.” Because she went to the Jewish day school, religion became a larger

part of her family’s life.

106 For the privacy of the interview subjects, they will only be named by a Hebrew letter (aleph, bet,
gimmel) and only strictly relevant identifying information will be mentioned.
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“I think when I was five, like, I went to school, and after like, the
first day, I came home, and I was like, Mom, why don't we keep
kosher? And my mom was like, I don't know, and we kept kosher
from there on out. Yeah, it was really funny. So even when we
moved and I was no longer in like, religious school, I was pretty
involved in synagogue life.”

Moving to Oklahoma was also significant in the development of Subject Aleph’s
Jewish identity.

“And I think even to some extent, like being [in Oklahoma] really
made me choose actively to identify as Jewish in a way that, like
when I lived in Los Angeles, and it was sort of like everyone
around me was Jewish, no big deal, like in Oklahoma, I really
had to confront that, like, other people were not Jewish and I had
to, like, make a deliberate choice to be as observant as I was,
even though it, like, was sometimes really difficult to explain to
my teachers why I couldn't be there that day or do the homework
that day, or whatever it was.”

Regarding the onset of Subject Aleph’s disabilities, she contracted
mononucleosis at age 16 “and nothing...ever returned to normal after that” in
terms of her physical strength and energy, but she did not consider herself
disabled at that point.

“I started having really, really bad stomach problems in college,
and don't think we've ever really entirely figured out what that
was all about. ... I feel like that was the first time that I felt like
my there was, like, some difference in like, me and the rest of the
world, because I had to, like, I had to, like, really change my diet
pretty strictly. So that was like, when I feel like things just started
to become, like, a matter of needing accommodations ...1I think
that was around when my migraines started. I didn't really know
what was going on at the time... And those didn't actually get
diagnosed until, until I was almost 40, and I think that's when [
would have first, like, identified myself as disabled, with the with
the migraines being more like daily and more consistent.”
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Subject Aleph’s stomach problems keep her from being able to eat gluten, which
leads to issues in participating in some Jewish rituals, and led to some conflict
with a Jewish leader in one case.
“...Af I can't eat gluten, I can't eat, like, challah. And [ remember
I was... pretty religiously observant at the time at which that
began. And I remember asking a rabbi, like, ‘what does this
mean, as far as saying the hamotzi?’ And he was like, ‘you're just
gonna have to eat the bread.’ And I was like, ‘I'm sorry, but I
can't.’ And he was like, ‘too bad, you have to.’ And it wasn't for
like, years and years after that that I found out that, like, you
could make it out of oats ...But like, it also means that if I go
somewhere and people are asking me to say the hamotzi or, you
know, and I'm like...do I say this? Do I not say this? Like, I know
I can't eat the challah that I'm saying it over unless I bring my
own and... that was a big deal for me. I remember, and just...
going places and... knowing, like, if I go to...Sabbath dinner or
whatever, like, I didn't always know if I was going to be able to
eat.”
The centrality of food, and bread in this particular case, to the participation of
Jewish ritual, is evidently problematic for Subject Aleph and others like her (she
is not the only interview subject with dietary restrictions that affect their full
participation in Jewish life). The fact of this issue cannot and should not be
ignored, but rather faced head-on by Jewish leaders, whose responsibility it is to
find a compromise (such as an oat-based challah substitute for the gluten
intolerant, or an egg-free challah for those with an egg allergy, as another real-
life example) that honors halacha, minhag, and the dignity and health of their
community members. The response of the rabbi who told Subject Aleph to “just
eat the bread” at the cost of her health is frankly reprehensible and not fitting of

a Jewish leader who carries the sacred title of 7av v’moreh (rabbi and teacher) of

the Jewish people.
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In terms of her religious and theological beliefs, Subject Aleph described
wrestling with the question “why me?” with regard to her disabilities. She also
described some other problematic theological concepts she wrestled with:

“And, you know, certainly, having grown up in in a in a more
Christian setting where, you know, there were certain like
phrases that get bandied about, like, ‘God gives his hardest
battles to his strongest soldiers’. And, you know, but even I think,
like in the Jewish belief system, ['ve heard things like, you know,
Your soul begs for what it needs before it comes down to earth’
and, you know, and things like that. And I'm like, okay, but like,
let's just pretend I can tolerate a little bit less, you know. Let's
like, let's not blame my soul for, like, me suffering and...sort of
wrestling with, like, what those concepts mean. And like, what
does it, what does it mean to believe in, you know, gam zeh
ya’avor, like, gam zu 1’tova And, you know, how do I, how do 1
manage to believe in a God that I think is like beneficent, but also
like that bad things happen.”

I also asked Subject Aleph about her children and her experiences
involving them in Jewish community, as they are also disabled. She described
several years of difficulty getting her oldest, who is autistic, to consistently go to
Hebrew school or find a Hebrew school classroom that could accommodate her
child’s needs. Things came to a head when Subject Aleph’s child reached middle
school age and preparations for their B mitzvah!?” began. Subject Aleph and her
husband had trouble getting their child to practice the Torah portion and the
prayers for the ceremony, and the Jewish leaders teaching their child did not
understand the disability that was the reason why.

“And, like, our cantor just did not understand, like, there was this
Just incredible disconnect for them between, like, how intelligent

[my child] is and, like, [their] ability to learn the prayers, and
instead of like, believing us, they, like the cantor just kind of kept

197 Subject Alpha’s oldest child is nonbinary and uses they/them pronouns, and so I opt to use B
mitzvah rather than bar or bat mitzvah to describe their Jewish coming-of-age ceremony.
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pushing until one day, [they] broke down and started sobbing in
the stairwell, and the cantor was like, ‘Oh, I'm sorry, I didn't
realize how bad this was,’ like, but we told you, you know, so; so
frustrating.”
It is clear that ignorance and not cruelty was at play here, but it is our
responsibility as educators and Jewish leaders to understand learning differences
and disabilities that may come up in our classrooms and communities.
Fortunately, Subject Aleph and her family have had some positive experiences
as well. They found a rabbi that was “super, super, super supportive” for their B
mitzvah and accommodated the child’s needs and let them illustrate their speech
rather than writing it to avoid the stress of public speaking. Now, their child is
actually “thriving” as a teacher’s assistant. Subject Aleph also reported her
children having very positive experiences with Jewish summer camps.

Subject Aleph’s interview shows us experiences of Jewish disabled
people across two generations, both experiencing some barriers of access to
participation in Jewish life and difficulties with Jewish leaders accommodating
their disabilities, either out of lack of understanding or lack of flexibility,
respectively. What we can learn from these experiences that Subject Aleph
described is that there is a need for awareness, education, and an openness to
compromise in our Jewish leadership, whether that is among rabbis, cantors, or
educators. There is much at risk if that need is ignored. We risk alienating
generations of Jews and their families and disconnecting them from the chain of
tradition that has lasted thousands of years. Judaism exists today because rabbis

solved the problem of the Temple being destroyed and had to reinvent a religion

based on daily sacrifices to one based on daily prayer; I believe it is well within
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our reach to have an inclusive Judaism that accommodates autistic children or

people with dietary challenges.

Subject Bet

Subject Bet is a woman in her forties. She is a member of Beth Chayim
Chadashim in Los Angeles, a Reform temple and the world’s first LGBTQIA
synagogue. Subject Bet was born in Italy because her mother was in the Navy.
She went to 10 different schools and moved 15 different times before she was 15
and lived in two different countries and two different states. To her, New York is
home. She describes herself as very “adaptable” due to a difficult childhood. In
terms of her religious background, she describes her mother as “interfaith;” her
mother’s father was Jewish, her mother was Catholic and so she chose “the
Catholic fork™ as Subject Bet puts it. Subject Bet “chose the Jewish fork™ and
formally converted to Judaism even though she has Jewish ancestry because that
way, “no one can say anything to [her] about whether [she’s] Jewish or not.”
Regarding her Jewish upbringing, she grew up in “very, very, Jewish
neighborhoods with...everyone’s menorahs in the window at Hanukkah” and
“Jewish holidays off in public school.” She described feeling culturally Jewish
without being officially Jewish at the time. “So basically, I was Jewish, even
though I wasn't formally Jewish,” she explained.

Subject Bet was born with Common Variable Immune Deficiency
(CVID), which is a genetic immune deficiency. In Subject Bet’s words, this
means that she gets infections more easily and doesn’t fight them as well. In her

case she doesn’t have to “live in a bubble” like people with more severe immune
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deficiencies, but it “certainly is more severe than the average person” and can
cause comorbidities with one’s gastrointestinal system, cardiovascular system
and respiratory system, as well as other parts of the body. Subject Bet got her
first infection when she was six weeks old, and from what she has been told she
was a “frequent flyer” at urgent care as a small child.

“...I ended up with scarlet fever. At one point, I ended up being in
the hospital with Rocky Mountain Spotted Fever. And, you know,
at that time, and, you know, 1980s, 1990s, it was like, Oh, well,
here's antibiotics. You're fine. Like, yeah. [ mean, nowadays, they
have more of a solid criterion for screening people for immune
deficiencies. And one of them is that if you have a kid that has
more than three infections in a year, and they have weird
infections, and I certainly check both of those boxes. So if I had
been a kid now, the doctors probably would have, you know, seen
the red flags, but they didn't at the time...”

Subject Bet’s condition gradually deteriorated as she got older. She developed
asthma as a middle schooler, which was common in her family and therefore not
unexpected. She started experiencing debilitating fatigue in high school, to the
point of skipping school to sleep.
“I mean, I remember a counselor at high school coming up to me
and saying, ‘What are you doing?’ And they expected me to say
was going out drinking or partying. And I'm like, ‘I'm just
sleeping.’ ..., but unfortunately, nobody really was picking up on
it, and so 1 just kind of muddled through the best I could with
everything, and things just started piling up.”
In her thirties, while working as a lecturer at a Holocaust museum, Subject Bet
had a resurgence of the Epstein Barr virus.
“...and that apparently was enough for my body just to say, ‘we're done.
We are totally done. We're not able to sustain this level of activity

anymore.’ You know, instead of limping along disabled, I just couldn't do
it anymore. And that actually is something I never came back from.”
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At this point, Subject Bet was finally diagnosed with CVID and comorbid heart
problems that had been previously been identified as part of her asthma
diagnosis. In her words, “that's where I kind of went from being disabled with a
little D to disabled with a capital D, so to speak.” Subject Bet also later was
diagnosed with Ehlers-Danlos syndrome due to some eye problems, which
prompted her ophthalmologist to send her to a geneticist for a diagnosis. She
also has hearing loss from a bout of typhoid. In this way, she considers herself to
have multiple disabilities, though they all may be connected in some way.
In terms of her personal theology and relationship to the Divine, Subject
Bet is not deeply troubled by the fact of her disabilities.
“I don't have any sort of philosophical feelings on it, because my own
personal feeling is stuff happens, you know, and the Divine Presence
doesn't mean that stuff doesn't happen. You know, I have friends that are
Christian that kind of struggle with this, because they're in a church
where they're being told, ‘if you prayed harder, you know, God would
cure you,” whereas in Judaism, I think it's more we just pray, ‘give me
strength, give me courage to get through this or to face it with dignity,’
which I think is a much healthier point of view. So philosophically and
theologically, I don't have any particular negativity about it or
challenges.”
Subject Bet appears to have an understanding of God that allows for “stuff” to
happen; that is, the fact of the benevolent Divine Presence doesn’t mean that bad
things won’t happen to good people. This theology seems to serve her well as
she navigates life and the challenges her disabilities bring her.
When asked about her experiences being disabled in Jewish community,

Subject Bet at first discussed challenges with socializing while invisibly disabled

that are relevant for her in any communal setting.
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“It puts you in a very hard position with any type of socializing
where it's like, what do I disclose? How much do I disclose? And
if I don't talk about this with people, how will it affect my
relationships with them? Like, I mean, I know there are people
that I've met that have felt like I'm high maintenance or whatnot,
because I have to do certain things, like take a Waymo instead of
taking the bus. And it's like, well, I have an immune deficiency,
and I also can't stand for long periods of time, and I also get very
tired.”
There are other challenges that Subject Bet faces related to her disabilities that
are specifically barriers to participating fully in Jewish communal life. She is
unable to attend Shabbat services in person every week. This is mainly because
they are usually the day after she has a four-hour infusion. The other reason is
due to her immune deficiency, as “...sitting in a crowded place every single
week is not necessarily the best idea...”, as she puts it. Like Subject Aleph,
Subject Bet also has difficulties related to the centrality of food in Jewish life
due to her disabilities and finds herself unable to fully participate at times
because of this. One example of this that she offered in our interview was the
ubiquity of pomegranates during the High Holidays, as pomegranates are
dangerous to eat with certain heart medications. Another example, also during
the High Holidays, is honey with apples, which is dangerous for her because of
her immune deficiency, as raw honey is unsafe for her to consume.
“So it's like, okay, I can go to Rosh Hashanah and pick up an
apple with nothing on it, but then is everyone going to notice
that? And you know also things like Passover, where you're
sitting at a table for a long period of time, I can't be without a

mask that long, around a lot of people. And when you're
eating...you can't wear a mask and eat.”
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The centrality of food to Jewish life and socializing in Jewish communal spaces
takes is a challenge for someone like Subject Bet who cannot safely participate

in food-based activities, as she describes.

“And like, even the things like the pizza parties and the
socializing where we're going to all get Chinese food before
service. I can't do it. And saying no all the time makes it look like
you don't want to participate, or you're anti-social, or you're
being a snob or whatnot. And it's too hard to sit there and
explain, ‘Well, here's why,” you know. And you know going there
and not eating anything is also not an option, because that just
looks weird. So that becomes a really big issue where the basic
things that people do to bond and to get to know people at the
temple are not necessarily available to me... And you know, so
that becomes an issue where you can't participate in the things
that are considered normal because there are different
disabilities that get in your way.”

Just as food-based activities are not an option for Subject Bet, fasting-based
rituals with traditionally lengthy services like Yom Kippur are difficult for her to
fully participate in as well due to the limitations of her disabilities, as the
demands of the longer services are too much for her body and she is unable to
fast safely.
“And it's not even like I can say, oh, we'll only eat a little. [ have
to stick to my normal fluid intake, because I have to drink, like,
three liters of fluid a day of this kind of thing. So it makes it very
hard, because there are things that I would like to do that are just
not safe to do.”
At this point in the interview, the difficulties that Subject Bet describes are
mostly due to a lack of awareness and perhaps a lack of creativity on the part of
her community. She and I discussed the possibility of agave nectar as a

substitute for raw honey on Rosh Hashanah, as the idea of the honey is just that

it symbolizes the sweetness of the new year. I later looked into maple syrup on
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my own as another option, which is traditionally pasteurized (the key issue at
play with whether or not it is safe for people with CVID to eat). The point is, if
Jewish communities are aware that their members have dietary restrictions, or
they are aware that it is possible that such restrictions exist, they can get creative
with the options available for things like apples and honey on Rosh Hashanah,
or, getting a little further “out of the box,” develop a symbolic, non-food-based
abbreviated seder ritual for congregants who can’t eat with others or who have
challenges around food. As stated previously, Judaism has reinvented itself
before, there is no reason why we have to stop now.

Perhaps the above difficulties originated from benign lack of awareness,
but Subject Bet went on to share an anecdote with me of an experience of
difficulty achieving access that came from harmful insensitivity. Due to her heart
condition, Subject Bet cannot safely walk up stairs. This means she needs to use
ramps, elevators, or other accommodations to access upper levels of buildings.
At a Jewish music event this past summer held in a historic local synagogue,
Subject Bet had difficulty finding and using the accessible entrance.

“I got there, and the only entrance was these big set of stairs
right up to the front of the synagogue. And so, of course, my first
question is, okay, where's your accessible entrance? And [
personally figured that if they were using it for current
community programming, they had to have one, you know,
because they would have to do something to make it ADA
accommodating. And there was an entrance, like, if you went to
the back by the parking lot, it was level so you could walk right
in, but you had to check in at the front, so they had to have
somebody escort me through the entrance all the way through the
main rooms up to the front. And when the person got to the front,
the volunteer, she says to the person checking everyone in ‘oh,

she couldn't handle the stairs.” And I'm like, ‘There's a better way
to phrase that, like ‘we have an ADA customer,’ ‘she came in the
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back way,” but saying ‘she can't handle the stairs,’ it's like, ‘wow.
Thanks for making me feel welcome.’”

It is definitely a problem that Subject Bet was singled out for her
disability by the worker at this Jewish event. It probably happened without any
malice on the part of the worker, but it stung Subject Bet regardless and it is not
acceptable that it happened at all, let alone at a Jewish event in a Jewish venue.
Such behavior is not in alignment with Jewish values. Indeed, Tractate Bava
Metzia in the Babylonian Talmud states “Anyone who humiliates another in
public, it is as though he were spilling blood.”!% It is important to keep in mind
that preserving the dignity of all people is a Jewish value, and one that must be
upheld with particular care and attention with respect to disability and disabled
people.

When Subject Bet and I discussed her feelings about disability inclusion
in the Jewish community, she expressed the following sentiment:

“I wish it was more part of the collective consciousness that these
things need to be considered, you know, because, again, I don't
think anyone's doing it out of malice or even out of afterthought,
just not really considering. And then there's so much diversity
and disability, that what might be an accommodation for one
person might be the exact opposite thing what somebody else
needs for their disability. And that that is but there are certainly
things where I feel like, across the board, there are room there's
room for improvement, like what I mentioned about [the Jewish
event], like, ‘Oh, she can’t handle the stairs.” You know that, to
me, is more of a cut and dried ‘be nicer,” you know? And even
things like the books, you know the books at Temple. How big is
the print? Yes, things like that.”

Indeed, awareness seems to be half the battle in the fight for disability inclusion.

One cannot include that which they do not know exists. Subject Bet also brings

108 Bava Metzia 58b:12
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up a difficult point which is the diversity of disability and the variation and
potential conflict in needs for accommodation. What one person needs might be
a barrier to someone else, or make their experience of community more difficult
or uncomfortable. It is impossible to include and accommodate every single
person perfectly, particularly in larger, more diverse communities. But that does
not mean that people and institutions are exempt from trying. As our sages say, it
is not up to us to complete the work, but neither are we at liberty to desist from
109

What we can learn from Subject Bet is that accommodation and inclusion
can be a difficult business for institutions, but worth the effort. It can be
complicated to accommodate the varied and diverse needs of the disabled people
in a community, but it embodies Jewish values to do so. The mitzvah of
haknassat orchim or hospitality is relevant here to some degree, but also the
verse 9770 P18 P18, or “Justice, justice, shall you pursue.”!!? Disability inclusion
is not merely an issue of being polite to guests, congregants, or customers, but a
justice and equality issue. On one level, all people must be able to physically
access an event. But beyond that, they must be given an equal experience of that
event, and Subject Bet was not given that at the Jewish event she attended. She
was treated as lesser than other participants, and that is not acceptable and that is
not in alignment with Jewish values. Our Jewish communities and Jewish spaces

must be those of equal access and equal treatment for all who we welcome

109 pirkei Avot 2:16
119 Deuteronomy 16:20
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through our doors, and if it is observed that is not the case then the necessary
work must be done to ensure that it is.

Subject Gimmel

Subject Gimmel is a rabbinical student in his early thirties. His father is a
Conservative rabbi, so Judaism has always played a large role in his life. Due to
his father’s work, his family moved around between New York, New Jersey and
California several times before ultimately settling in Los Angeles, where they
have lived for about 20 years.

As a child, Subject Gimmel would walk to synagogue with his family
every Shabbat. They kept kosher and lived in a house that was provided to the
family by the synagogue, and because of that, had “two sets of everything” to
provide for kashrut observance. Subject Gimmel describes his family becoming
“a bit more relaxed” in their observance after moving to California, but he was
involved in Hillel all four years of college. “I’ve been Jewishly involved my
whole life,” he says.

Subject Gimmel reports having two disabilities: gastrointestinal problems
that led to the removal of his colon and needing an ileostomy, and autism. Both
of them have profound effects on his life. The gastrointestinal problems started
when he was getting ready for his bar mitzvah at the age of twelve, as the stress
of the experience triggered issues that he was already genetically predisposed
for. He has been living with the ileostomy for about fifteen years. There were
complications with the surgery; though the ostomy functions as it should, he has

active fistulas which, in his words “spew a lot of infected liquid every day” and
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are “a real problem.” Subject Gimmel explains, “My doctor says it's a good
thing, because if that liquid didn't have anywhere to go, I would get sepsis and
die. But the fact that it spills more or less at a moment's notice so much at once
is very inconvenient as a professional.” He goes on to describe some of the
challenges his fistulas have created for him in his work life:
“I was on a clergy panel that was taking place in between ...
Mincha and Ne’ila. And, you know, I had prepared all of these
responses because they gave me the questions in advance, and it
was about to be my turn to speak, and I noticed out of nowhere
that I had just stained my shirt and to the point where it was see-
through. And so...I came prepared. [ went to my car and 1
changed my shirt, but [ missed my turn to speak on the panel, and
I'm guessing people noticed that I changed my shirt.”
Regarding his other disability, autism, Subject Gimmel describes suspecting
throughout his life that he might be autistic, but receiving pushback from his
parents when he shared his suspicions. They would not let him get tested, and in
Subject Gimmel’s view they used the fact that he did well in school as a sort of
“deniability,” in his words. When Subject Gimmel turned eighteen, he looked
into getting tested himself, but found out that it cost $10,000 that he did not
have, so he “took [his] parents’ word for it” until after college. Subject Gimmel
then describes two important events in his life that happened in quick
succession:
“First, I had a girlfriend that...was going into the same Jewish
grad program as myself. And you know, it was kind of long
distance. We had met in person, but when I went to visit her ...the
spring before we graduated from college, I guess she noticed
things about me that she didn't notice before, and she started
crying, and I said, ‘What's wrong?’ And she said, ‘it's clear to me
that you're autistic.” And I know that was a bit of a surprise to

me, because I had taken my parents word for it, but it also didn't
really bother me that much. I said to her, ‘Well, what's wrong

73



Docusign Envelope ID: 749AAD2E-173D-8F76-81D1-35A1B2926735

with that?’ And she's like, ‘well I can't have an autistic
boyfriend’...”

Following this hurtful personal blow, Subject Gimmel had a painful professional
experience shortly afterward, which I believe is best conveyed in his own words.

“Three months later, we start this grad program together. I won't
name the institution, but I will tell you that it's a Jewish
institution. And, you know, it was a teaching program cohort of
about seven people, and [my ex-girlfriend] was in it, so that was
awkward. But, you know, we had an internship all of us, and
every day the week, we would visit somebody else at their
internship for half of the day. And I noticed that whenever we
visited other people's internships, they were all getting a chance
to teach, but when they but I was not granted a chance to teach.
So I asked my mentor, ‘why won't you let me teach? Maybe I'm
not going to be good, but how do I know if I don't try?” And by
the way, I have been teaching Hebrew school successfully for five
vears already at this time, and she told me that she doesn't want
me to teach, that she doesn't think I would be right for it.

And so after I pressed the school for more information, they told
me that the reason she doesn't think I will be a good teacher ever
is because I don't make eye contact with people, which is a known
autistic trait. And so I said to them, ‘Well, I've been teaching for
five years now. Why don't you ask my supervisor, and she'll tell
you that that hasn't interfered with my ability to connect with
kids. I'm actually pretty good at it,” and they wouldn't let me do it.

It was also becoming clear to me that [ was being bullied by
adults in my cohort. You know, I thought bullying stops...after
high school, but apparently not. And the fact that it was a Jewish
institution that wasn't giving me this chance was really upsetting.
I mean, they had already accepted me into the program, so I said
to them, you need to let me teach, because it's in the program
description that I would get the chance. If this person won't let me
teach, assign me to somebody who will and I they said ‘no.; And I
said, ‘Well, what do I have to do to earn my chance?’ And they
said, ‘We want you to go attend this social skills class.’ So, I tried
to be open minded, and I looked up the class and tried to figure
out...what I was going to learn if I attended that class. Turns out
they were going to teach me how to say things like ‘please’ and
‘thank you’ and it just bothered me, because in my mind...I was
being bullied. You know, those are the people that should learn
how to say ‘please’ and ‘thank you.’
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And since it became clear to me that they wanted me out, but they
also were going to have a lawsuit on their hands, unless I chose
to leave of my own accord. They were also telling me that I was
autistic, which was really, you know, I mean, I understand that it
was something about myself that I had to learn but I had no
diagnosis. And so it was, you know, when I told my parents what
had happened and that I chose to leave for my own dignity, they
said that the school must be mistaken, that I couldn't possibly be
autistic. And that was the darkest period in my life.”
The fact that a Jewish institution would treat a student in such a way is
reprehensible. It is not that one cannot imagine reasons why someone on the
autism spectrum may have limitations that could make teaching difficult for
them. But Subject Gimmel had experience teaching with no trouble, according to
him. To me this is a clear case of discrimination or at the very least,
mistreatment, based on the perception of disability, and that has no place in our
Jewish institutions of higher learning. The absolute worst thing about this
situation is definitely that Subject Gimmel was bullied out of his cohort. But one
of the other tragic things about it is that his cohort lost the opportunity to learn
from him. People on the autism spectrum and other neurodivergent people think
differently than those who are neurotypical. They have different approaches to
problem solving, different perspectives, and different ways of seeing the world.
Who knows what Subject Gimmel’s cohort could have learned from him, what
insights on Jewish education and pedagogy they could have gained, if only he
had been allowed to stay in the program to its completion? We will never know,

just as we will never know the contributions that countless other neurodivergent

(or seemingly neurodivergent) people could have made to our society if only
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they were given a chance. And it is up to us as Jewish leaders to find
opportunities for those chances to be given wherever we can.

When asked about how his disabilities affect his relationship to the
Divine, Subject Gimmel explored the source of disability, and whether he would
change the fact that he is disabled given the chance.

“...df I could snap my fingers and not be disabled, would I do it?
There are a lot of beautiful parts of my life, connections I've
made, things I've studied things about myself that I really love are
tied to my disabilities, I would be losing that. But— and this is
where I don't fit in amongst the disability self advocate crowd of
which I am a member—unlike them, I would snap my fingers and
be normal. ... I don't think of anybody who's disabled as lesser.
But society does, and you know, it's just life isn't fair. That doesn't
mean God doesn't exist, and I actually think that without God, 1
would not be able to get through this. I don't know if God is the
one that gave me disability, but I do know that God is the one that
will get me through it.”

Subject Gimmel’s faith is not shaken by the fact of his disabilities.
Rather, his faith helps him deal with the realities of them that affect him as he
moves through life. His belief in God is not in tension for him with the fact that
he would “snap his fingers” and not be disabled anymore. He is able to hold
these two ideas together in his mind without cognitive dissonance or a crisis of
faith.

Subject Gimmel does not report having “huge barriers” to inclusion in
Jewish communal spaces. Most of his issues, he says, are social. He says he has
never really found a Jewish community, and has come to lean on the expectation

that a Jewish leader is expected to distance themselves from the community to a

degree.
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“I think in some ways it's good that I'm a Jewish leader, a Jewish
professional, because as the leader, in some ways, you are
shielded. You know, there's always those nosy people, but for the
most part, like people, understand that for professional reasons,
the rabbi is going to distance himself or herself or their self from
the community. You know, because we learn all these things
about how all the rabbi can't be your friend, because that's like,
that's a conflict of interest. And so in some ways, I find it easier to
be the leader than to be a follower. Because... relationships are
hard for me.”

My final question for Subject Gimmel related to his experiences living in
Israel for a year studying at a pluralistic yeshiva. I wanted to know how life as a
disabled person compared for him in Israel versus the United States. For him
personally, it was better as he felt valued for his rabbinical skills at the yeshiva.
But overall, he has critiques of Israeli society when it comes to disability.

“... And you know, I guess Israel is behind when it comes to
disability, because they if you have a job, if you drive a car, if you
went to the army, if you did pretty much anything, then you can't
possibly be disabled. I mean, I'm speaking especially about
invisible disability, but still like, and there's some of that in the
US as well, but like when I was learning about how autistics are
treated in Israel, first of all, they they're treated like second class
citizens, and so someone like me would be told, first of all, ‘don't
say you're autistic. They won't believe you first of all, and it will
only make your life harder...” Israel is behind the curve. I don't
know enough about Israel to say if they have something like the
ADA, but I do know that it is a society, especially because of the
IDF, where ableism is your ticket to inclusion. Everybody you
know, everybody, becoming a man is not it's not your Bar
Mitzvah. It's when you go to the IDF. And the same is true for
women. And if you don't do that, then you are seen almost like a
traitor to your country.. If you have a disability, I imagine they
would look up upon you with compassion, but you're not a
functioning adult, because you didn't have to go through what
people in the IDF go through even during peace time.”

Though not the express focus of this study, it is interesting to see one person’s

experience of disability while living in the Jewish state and see that there is room
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for improvement there when it comes to fully honoring the dignity of those who
are disabled. There are many varied and complex factors that influence the social
realities that Subject Gimmel observed and experienced while in Israel, and the
fact that Israel is a Jewish state does not necessarily make it more or less likely
to be ableist. However, the demands that Israel’s security needs put on its people
in the form of mandatory conscription cannot be understated when analyzing
ableist attitudes that may exist among its people. If a country’s people are always
expected to defend it with their minds and bodies, then a certain ideal of physical
and mental fitness is glorified and elevated, and those who do not fit into that
ideal may be seen as lesser. From the anecdotal evidence we have from Subject
Gimmel, this seems to be the case in Israel, and it is hard to imagine this
changing any time soon without great conscious effort on the part of its cultural,
religious and political leadership.

With Subject Gimmel, we see a person for whom his disabilities have
had a great effect on his life, not so much in Jewish community but as a Jewish
professional. The anecdote that Subject Gimmel relayed about being pushed out
of his graduate program for being perceived as autistic is very instructive and
brings up difficult issues of inclusion and support of neurodivergent
professionals in Jewish institutions. Subject Gimmel’s story is troubling indeed.
But there is a positive ending to the story: Subject Gimmel is enrolled currently
at a Jewish seminary that accepts him in his neurodivergence and he is going to
be ordained as a rabbi this year. So, while his experience at one Jewish

institution of higher learning was negative, it is encouraging that it has not been
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his experience at every institution that he has attended. While there is clearly
room for Jewish institutions to learn, grow, and improve, it is also evident that
some of them are already on the right path when it comes to welcoming Jews

with disabilities.
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Conclusion

The story of Jews and disability is a complex one, but as Elizabeth Hinds
said, there is more to it than that; more than can be said adequately in a project
of this scope. From Torah to Talmud to contemporary scholarship to the
experiences of disabled Jews in our communities and congregations, there is no
easy answer to be given when asked, “what does Judaism have to say about
disability?”

The answer, really, is that we have to keep engaging with the tradition
and make the tents of our religion, culture, and institutions wider and more open
for all of us. “Nothing about us without us” and “when he sees it, he will know
it” are ideas that need to be held together in a balance, one in each of our pockets
like “T am but dust and ashes” and “for my sake the world was created.”!!!

As I conclude this project, I would like to reflect on my process. There
were certainly flaws and limitations to my research. My survey was limited by
its small sample size and lack of diversity of respondents. Though my survey
does not represent a statistically significant portion of the disabled Jewish
population, it paints a useful picture regardless. While the personal perspectives
I gathered were not fully representative of a whole, they portray an important

piece. Though I was not lacking for volunteers for my interviews, which I am

1T A reference to this Hasidic story: “It was said of Reb Simcha Bunem, a 18th century Hasidic rebbe,
that he carried two slips of paper, one in each pocket. One was inscribed with the saying from the
Talmud: ‘Bishvili nivra ha-olam,” ‘for my sake the world was created.” On the other he wrote a phrase
from our father Avraham in the Torah: ‘V’anokhi afar v’efer,” ‘I am but dust and ashes.” He would
take out and read each slip of paper as necessary for the moment.” Martin Buber, Tales of the Hasidim:
Later Masters (New York, New York: Schocken Books, 1961) p. 249-250
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very grateful for, my questions focused more on background information to
provide context for the questions that would answer the heart of my research
question, and then did not end up where I intended to ultimately go. There was,
in fact, an interview that I conducted that I did not use in this project because I
neglected to steer the interview to the topics that were relevant to my research,
and so instead had a very informative and interesting conversation with someone
about their life as a disabled Jew but not about the issues that were relevant to
my research. This was of no fault of the interview subject, but entirely due to
oversights on my part. Were I to expand this project, I would revise my
interview questions to be more focused and precise and have fewer background
questions, and interview and survey a larger and more diverse group of people.
The above being acknowledged, there is still value to my findings. There
is value in the inquiry with which I engaged, both into traditional texts and the
living “texts” of the life experiences of the Jews who I surveyed and
interviewed. From this inquiry, I gained insights into our tradition and the
realities of disabled Jews’ lives: that they are multifaceted and multi-positioned,
not merely one or the other, not completely ableist or totally enlightened, not
wholly accepted or entirely discriminated against; dialectically a “both/and”
situation that is difficult to summarize or define neatly. But that is not declining
to engage with the question. I am instead presenting an ambivalent reality as it
truly exists. It would be disingenuous for me to do anything else, as should be
clear at this point. It is tempting for us who love Judaism to say it is all positive

about disability; it is tempting for those of us who have been hurt by Jewish
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institutions to say they are all discriminatory. The reality is more difficult to
contain in words and explanations.

I would like to conclude with the repurposing of a blessing that may in
some iterations have had a hurtful purpose. It is the blessing meshaneh habriot,
thanking God for “making creatures different,” which is traditionally said for
seeing certain animals, but the Shulchan Aruch writes, is also to be said “...for
seeing a person with a dark, very red, or albino white complexion—or a person
who is bent over because of obesity... a person with a lot of warts, a person with
hair that clings to each other...”!!? This is clearly very problematic and could
cause pain and hurt, and arguably could be used in an ableist fashion as well.
Such behavior is against the values of our tradition, as evidenced in the story of
Rabbi Elazar ben Shimon insulting the ugly man in Taanit 20a-b, a story that
teaches that all of us are vessels crafted by God!!3. This is not the use that I
mention this blessing for now, but rather a broader, more expansive
understanding of the word “briyot.” A briah is something created by God, and if
we think of our ideas and concepts as ultimately coming from God, then the
ideas contained in this project are indeed, a form of briot, as well. What if we
were to invoke this blessing, not as a weapon to hurt people who are different
from us, but as a blessing to celebrate ideas that are different from one another?

What if we were to say with this blessing, Blessed are you, Adonai, who

creates different ideas? That is the blessing with which I conclude this inquiry, a

112 Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chaim 225:8-9
113 Taanit 20a-20b
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blessing for holding different ideas in tension, for holding two different papers in

our pockets.

83



Docusign Envelope ID: 749AAD2E-173D-8F76-81D1-35A1B2926735

Bibliography
Abrams, Judith Z. Judaism and Disability: Portrayals in Ancient Texts from the
Tanach through the Bavli. Washington, D.C.: Gallaudet University Press, 2014.
Bava Metzia 23b
Bava Metzia 32a
Bava Metzia 58b:12

Belser, Julia Watts. Loving Our Own Bones: Disability Wisdom and the Spiritual
Subversiveness of Knowing Ourselves Whole. Boston, MA: Beacon Press, 2023.

Buber, Martin. Tales of the Hasidim: Later Masters. New York, New York: Schocken
Books, 1961.

Chagigah 2b

Chullin 96a:2

Chullin 96a:4

Deitcher, Jay. “New Study Shows Jewish Groups Lagging behind Secular
Community on Disability Inclusion.” eJewishPhilanthropy, December 3, 2025.
https://ejewishphilanthropy.com/new-study-shows-jewish-groups-lagging-
behind-secular-community-on-disability-inclusion/?utm_source=cio.

Deuteronomy 16:20

Dorff, Elliot. “Judaism and the Disabled: The Need for a Copernican Revolution.”
Essay. In Healing and the Jewish Imagination: Spiritual and Practical
Perspectives on Judaism and Health, 107-20. Nashville, Tennessee: Jewish
Lights, 2012.

Exodus 4:10-16

Exodus Rabbah 1:26

Gottfried, Jeffrey. “Americans’ Social Media Use 2025.” Pew Research Center,
November 20, 2025.

https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/2025/11/20/americans-social-media-use-
2025/.

84



Docusign Envelope ID: 749AAD2E-173D-8F76-81D1-35A1B2926735

Gracer, Bonnie L. “What the Rabbis Heard: Deafness in the Mishnah.” Disability
Studies Quarterly 23, no. 2 (2003): 192-205. https://dsq-
sds.org/index.php/dsq/article/view/423/593.

Green, Tamara M. “Misheberach and the ADA: A Response to Elliot Dorff,” In
Healing and the Jewish Imagination: Spiritual and Practical Perspectives on
Judaism and Health, 107-20. Nashville, Tennessee: Jewish Lights, 2012.

Greenstein, Avraham. Private correspondence.

Hall, W.C. What You Don’t Know Can Hurt You: The Risk of Language Deprivation
by Impairing Sign Language Development in Deaf Children. Maternal Child
Health Journal 21, 961-96 (2017).

Hinds, Elizabeth. “Rewriting ‘Pokeach Ivrim’ as a Blind Jew.” Hebrew Union
College, February 17, 2026. https://huc.edu/news/rewriting-pokeach-ivrim-as-a-
blind-
jew/?fbclid=IwZXh0bgNhZWOCMTEAc3J0YwZhcHBfaWQKN;YyODU20D
M30QABHgQaaw8bFwgJAohJ-tDKFL c5FkuSHb-
nlcvSQqVXkfYzOwDzICIbhW5pHe aem X2tnNKyucAm85FPK76NCRA.

“Introduction to the Americans with Disabilities Act.” ADA.gov, February 12, 2026.
https://www.ada.gov/topics/intro-to-ada/#the-ada-protects-people-with-
disabilities.

Jersusalem Talmud Sanhedrin 4:9

Ketubot 17a

Kiddushin 31a:13

Leviticus 19:14

Leviticus 21:17-23

Mishnah Bava Kamma 8:4

Mishna Megillah 4:7

Nevins, Daniel S. The Participation of Jews Who Are Blind in The Torah Service,
(Committee on Jewish Law and Standards of the Rabbinical Assembly, 2003),
19.

Pesachim 116b:8-12

Pirkei Avot 2:16

85



Docusign Envelope ID: 749AAD2E-173D-8F76-81D1-35A1B2926735

Plaskow, Judith. “God: Some Feminist Questions.” Essay. In The Coming of Lilith:
Essays on Feminism, Judaism, and Sexual Ethics. Boston, MA: Beacon Press,
2005.

Rashi on Leviticus 19:14

Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chayyim, 128:30

Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chaim 225:8-9

Taanit 20a-20b

Telushkin, Joseph. The Book of Jewish Values: A Day-By-Day Guide to Ethical
Living. New York, New York: Random House, 2000.

Tosefta Megillah 3:29
Venkataraman, Hariharan; Venkatesan, Srinivasan. Assessing Intelligence in Deafand

Hard of Hearing: A Narrative Review. Journal of Indian Speech, Language &
Hearing Association 38(1):p 13-18, Jan—Jun 2024

86



		2026-05-21T12:47:29-0700
	Digitally verifiable PDF exported from www.docusign.com




