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May a Blind Person Be Called to the Torah?
The Freehof Institute of Progressive Halakhah

Twelve Minute Shiur #57

Shulkan Arukh Ora/z Hayyim 139:3
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A blind person may not read from the Torah, since it is forbidden to read even one letter of the
Torah from memory [literally, “not from the scroll”].

B. Gitin 60b
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One is not entitled to recite from memory the words of the written Torah.

R. Yosef Caro, Beit Yosef Orak Hayyim 141
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The Tur writes: “[While one who cannot read from the Torah even at the prompting of the
shaliaj tzibur should not be called to the Torah], if one can recognize and combine the letters
when prompted, that’s acceptable. But should one recite the b rakhah over what the shatz reads
and not read along with him — that is not acceptable. Thus writes my father, R. Asher b. Yehiel
[Rosh), in a ¢’shuvah.”

The reason is that one must know how to read the text that one is prompted to read, for it is
forbidden to read even one letter of the Torah from memory.

Thus writes Rabbeinu Yeruham in the name of Rashba and the Shibolei Haleket. We learn the
same from Rambam (Hi. T filah 12:8), “it is forbidden to read from the Torah even one word
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from memory.” We learn this as well from the responsum of Rosh, from a responsum of Rivash,
and from R. Yosef ibn Habib.

On the other hand, Nimukei Yosef rules differently, citing Sefer HaEshkol [that a blind person
may be called to the Torah, provided that another person reads from the scroll]. And I have
found that the Agudah agrees that “a blind kohen reads from the Torah.”

But we should not rely upon them against all the leading authorities we have mentioned.

R. Binyamin Selonik (Poland; d. ca. 1620), Resp. Masat Binyamin, no. 62
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As for those poskim who require that the oleh quietly read along with the shatz [Torah reader],
would they not agree that a person who cannot read may be called up to recite the b 'rakhah and
repeat word-for-word that which the shatz reads? If they should object that “one is not permitted
to read the text of the Torah from memory,” do we not hold in all cases that “one who hears is as
though one has recited” (B. Sukkah 38b)? So that when the oleh hears the shatz reading from the
scroll and repeats the reading, it is considered as though the oleh has recited from the scroll.
One might respond that the principle “one who hears is as though one has recited” applies only
to one who is able to read but does not apply to one who is not able to read... But such reasoning
applies only to Toraitic requirements... while the Torah reading is a Rabbinic requirement. For
example, all the poskim hold that when one is reciting the ¢ filah and hears the k’'dushah or
another “matter of sanctification” one stops and listens to it —and it is considered as though one
has responded to it, even though during the ¢ filah one is not able to respond.
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Moreover, according to Tosafot and Rosh, the rule “one is not permitted to read the text of the
Torah from memory” applies only if one is enabling others to fulfill their obligation [i.e., to the
actual Torah reader]. But one is permitted in private to recite Torah text orally — which explains
the practice to recite the Si’ma, Exodus 14:30-31, and the P’sukei D ’zimra by heart every day.
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It’s noteworthy that Maharil [R. Yaakov Molin, 15"-century Germany] - the leading authority of
his generation, whose rulings form the basis of almost all observance in Ashkenazic lands —
writes we may call to the Torah a blind person as well as one who cannot read the text, which
contradicts the position of Rosh.
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Resp. Masat Binyamin, no. 62, Introduction
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Many scholars have expended much intellectual effort over the question: may a blind person be
called up to and read the Torah? Some say “yes”; others say “no.”
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The latest is the gaon, Moreinu R. Yosef Caro, may Eden be his repose, the leading sage of his
generation, by whose light this holy people lives makes its way. Gathering, arranging, and
considering all the opinions, he concludes that the blind person is not entitled to be called to the
Torah.
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Now, in my old age, | have become blind. And yet the Rav [Caro] would banish me from God’s
inheritance, the Torah of truth and eternal life, for I am not to be counted in the minyan of those
called to the Torah.
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Therefore, | have resolved: God forbid that I forsake the path of the tree of life. I will cling to
this mitzvah that | have loved since the days of my youth; | will not cast it aside in my old age.
Rather, 1 will examine the halakhah, to see just why the Rav has done this thing to me.



