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 November 1, 2003, we learned that our then toddler Netta, had a rare 

neurological condition. We left the neurologist’s office with a blank sheet of paper and 

no direction where to get help.  

 As I researched and identified medical and developmental supports for Netta, I 

kept asking the question, “How can our family approach this experience through a 

Jewish lens?” I was unable to find anyone to have this discussion with me.  

A decade later the time is right, particularly in the Reform Movement, to ask some of the 

questions we had. 

• What does the Torah say about disability and inclusion? 

• What is going on within the Reform Movement? 

• What are we doing at Mt. Zion? 

• What can we as individuals do? 

      One of the most familiar lines about disability comes from Leviticus: 

 You shall not insult the  ֹלא-תְַקּלֵל חֵֵרׁש--וְלִפְנֵי עִּוֵר, ֹלא תִּתֵן מִכְׁשֹל; וְיֵָראתָ ּמֵאֱֹלהֶיָ, אֲנִי יְי   

deaf, nor put a stumbling-block before the blind; you shall be in awe of thy God: I am 

the LORD.  

       This line seems straight forward enough, but does it refer only to the deaf and 

blind? Maybe thousands of years ago those were the most prevalent disabilities.  

Today we recognize that some disabilities and/or conditions are visible as we can see if 

someone uses a wheelchair, a hearing aide, exhibits distracting behavior, or has 

uncontrollable physical twitches.  



       Some disabilities and/or conditions are invisible like fibromyalgia, a learning 

disability, staying focused and paying attention, a mild-moderate brain injury, a long-

term illness, a mental health condition, or sensory sensitivities.  

       Some conditions are present at birth. Some are acquired later in life.  

       Stumbling blocks can take on different characteristics. Physical stumbling blocks 

can prevent someone from entering a synagogue, going up to the Bimah, seeing the text 

in the prayerbook, hearing the Rabbi’s sermons, or participating in classes. 

       Attitudinal stumbling blocks can also prevent our congregants from fully 

engaging in the community.  These include: who we are willing or not willing to include 

in our social circles, whether we see someone with a disability as a problem, or that we 

might expect “them” to “fix” what is considered broken to “fit in” with us.  

 A verse from the book of Isaiah expresses the ideal of inclusion, “For my house 

will be called a house of prayer for all peoples.” Again it sounds straight forward. But 

who is included in “all?”  

       Rabbi Lynne Landsberg, the Religious Action Center of Reform Judaism’s senior 

adviser on disability issues, and the Rabbi who officiated at Rabbi and Cantor Spilker’s 

wedding, stated in a recent article:   

       “The Pew Research Center’s recent study, ‘A Portrait of Jewish Americans’ has 

rocked our Jewish boats.  According to Pew, our ‘affiliated’ numbers are shrinking. 

While we are looking for innovative ways to make Jewish life and Jewish living more 

attractive and attainable to our population, there is an opportunity to open our doors 

even wider and make a more robust effort to welcome and include Jews with disabilities 

(as well as their families).” 



        Rabbi Landsberg, referring to her own traumatic brain injury sustained after a 

severe car accident continued, “As a person with disabilities, I would have loved to have 

seen the folks at Pew delve more deeply.  Our sages teach, ‘Do not separate yourself 

from the community.’  However, Jews with disabilities are too often separated from the 

community through no fault of their own. There are Jews out there who are ‘religious’ 

and want to belong.” 

         Rabbi Landsberg’s reflections made me think, If in fact a synagogue is a house of 

prayer for all people but some of those people cannot fully engage then is it truly for all 

people?  

         There is another paramount text we hear often:  

    In the Image Of G-d   ּבְצֶלֶם אֱֹלהִים

         As a congregation we study this concept. We hear our Rabbis discuss it from this 

Bimah and talk about it amongst ourselves.  

         But what does “B’tzelem Elohim” mean in relation to looking at those amongst us 

with a disability? If we are all made in the image of G-d does that mean all qualities or 

just the very best? Where along the way was someone with a disability put in a category 

as “lesser than” others? 

        Rabbi Paul Kipnes, spiritual leader of Congregation Or Ami in California, tells a 

story in a recent post on the Blog Zeh Lezeh, when he was teaching a group of young 

students about the verses in Torah that seem to explicitly exclude people with physical 

disabilities.  



 Rabbi Kipnes said, “We read the curious prohibition in the Torah which forbade 

kohanim (Israelite priests) with a blemish from serving in the priesthood and precluded 

them from approaching the altar to offer the fire-offerings.”  

     Rabbi Kipnes reported that his students, who grew up with the values of inclusion 

in their synagogue, were horrified as they read the long list of blemishes and got stuck in 

the discussion about how this could ever be included in the Torah.  

 The Rabbi described that one of his quiet, young students raised his hand and 

said, “Nothing really can make this make sense. It just doesn’t feel right. But I wonder if 

there is an important lesson in here.” 

 The student continued, “How many societies hide away people with disabilities, 

secreting them within the walls of their homes or putting them away into institutions? 

The Torah could have hidden these people behind the curtains in the center of the 

Mishkan (tabernacle), where the Israelite community could have easily pretended they 

did not exist.  

 This wise young student concluded, “Rather Jewish tradition insists that these 

leaders remain directly in the line of sight of the entire community, so that everyone 

needs to recognize and embrace the reality: that people with physical differences are 

people just like everyone else. 

 It seems to me that G-d sees some disabilities not as weaknesses but as strengths. 

Rabbinical accounts surmise that Moses stuttered.   He was self conscious of his speech 

and pleaded to G-d: 

 “Please, O Lord, I have never been a man of words, either in times past or now 

that you have spoken to Your servant; I am slow of speech and slow of tongue.”   



 In the next verse God answers him:    

 “Who gives man speech? Who makes him unable to speak or deaf, seeing or 

blind? Is it not I, The Holy One? Now go, and I will be with your mouth and will instruct 

you what to say.”  

 I think that G-d saw strength in that stutter. G-d knew that Moses would  select 

his words thoughtfully and that the Jewish people would need to quiet themselves and 

listen with careful ears.  

 I have an accomplished friend who has cerebral palsy. She’s a PhD psychologist, 

professor, and community leader. When this friend speaks people stop what they are 

doing and listen, often chuckling in response because this woman has developed a sense 

of humor as one of her greatest attributes. 

 Back to Moses for a moment and why with intent I titled this D’var Torah with a 

parenthesis around the (dis) in disability. What if we look at all individuals who are 

labeled or identified with a disability and focus on their abilities?  

 When Netta was two we were often asked “What will she NOT be able to do when 

she grows up?” At two Netta already welcomed every person in her midst, although 

nonverbal she made individual connections with people and they could tell she 

remembered them, she lit up a room with her smile, and she demonstrated a sense of 

empathy for her peers.  

 When we connect--panim el panim--face to face--an individual’s strengths 

become obvious.  

 Not from afar. Face-to-face. With the child. With the family.  



 The Reform Movement is taking a clear stand and action around including 

congregants with disabilities. Stated in the URJ’s website, “Last fall, the URJ announced 

a new partnership to launch the Ruderman Synagogue Inclusion Initiative, which aims 

to improve attitudes about inclusion and disabilities among community leaders and 

clergy, Jewish professionals, organizational leaders, and congregants, and to ensure full 

inclusion and participation of people with disabilities and their families in every aspect 

of Reform Jewish life.” 

 One immediate example of this new partnership occurred at the Biennial last 

December. The Biennial organization provided mandatory training for staff and 

volunteers and accommodations for those with disabilities throughout the event. 

Mount Zion has a reputation as a welcoming community. Clergy, staff, and congregants’ 

attitudes set the stage.  

 A parent with two children with special needs emailed me last week reflecting on 

her experiences when her children were younger saying, "From my experience with my 

two boys Mt. Zion has an open heart--always has had one from what I remember. 

Neither of the kids were ever ostracized or treated unkindly--quite the opposite! And it 

was all done quietly, just as something that naturally gets done.” 

 The 20 year old Kulam program, under the direction of Paula Roston, has 

successfully integrated children with disabilities into the classroom, choir, and 

community wide events and helped those who wish to be called to the Torah as a Bar or 

Bat Mitzvah. The values of Caring Community, led by Judi Marshall, are deeply 

imbedded in our community offering support with meals, rides, and other needs.  



 When we decided to join Mt. Zion six years ago we often asked, “Will Netta be 

able to participate?” The leadership’s consistent response was, “Of course she can, we 

just have to figure out how.”  

 In 2012 the Board of Directors appointed a task force to look at accessibility 

inclusion at Mt. Zion. With the task force’s thorough assessment and specific ideas we 

are now implementing steps to remove physical and attitudinal barriers. 

 We are creating awareness within our congregation by having speakers at Food 

For Thought as Shelly Robbins did tonight and in collaboration with Bob Epstein, our 

librarian, are adding books and DVD’s to the library. A teacher Sarah May, under Teen 

and Chai School Director Ana Apter’s guidance, is coordinating a trimester class with 

8th and 9th graders called, "Thou Shalt Not Place a Stumbling Block." We are updating 

those who follow Mt. Zion’s Facebook page with links to resources. 

 And we have begun plans for Mt. Zion’s next calendar year. Joan Ostrove has 

been working with Becky and David Rosenthal who will teach an American Sign 

Language class next fall, hopefully including some Jewish concepts, open for those 16 

and older. The plans for Jewish Disability Awareness month for next year have already 

begun. 

 What Can We As Individuals Do? In the same chapter in Leviticus about not 

putting a stumbling block before the blind we read : ָוְאָהַבְּתָ לְֵרעֲָ ּכָמֹו “Love Your 

Neighbor As Yourself”  

 Our attitudes direct our actions when we choose to  either judge and isolate or 

value and welcome others.   Each of us has control over our attitudes and actions. It 

involves being mindful about what we say and how we respond to others. 



 A tangible action each of us can take is to examine the words we use in our daily 

speech.  The words we choose communicate our values and attitudes. That rings true 

when we choose words to describe those with disabilities or words to describe 

something else that might have a negative connotation to those with a disability.  

 Many words used to describe a person with a disability are no longer accepted, 

such as “retarded”, “handicapped,” “lame,” “mental,” “spazz,” “moron,” “cripple,” and 

“midget.” These words have moved away from their original meanings or are used to 

insult others.  

 Collectively we are powerful. We can decide not to use a word both publicly and 

privately and influence others to do the same.  What happens to words that are no 

longer used? They become obsolete. Some disagree with this thinking that other words 

will surface to replace them. That might happen. But if we hold firm it might not. 

 The word disability also presents its own challenges. If someone has been raised 

to focus on their abilities they might not care for someone to refer to them as having a 

disability. If you connect with some of our congregants face to face you will find this out. 

My hope is that the word disability will also fade from our daily use.  

 Rabbi Spilker in the January/February bulletin quoted Rabbi Rick Jacobs, 

president of the Reform movement, from his speech at the Biennial: “Audacious 

hospitality isn’t just a temporary act of kindness so that people don’t feel left out; it’s an 

ongoing invitation to be part of a community where we can become all that God wants 

us to be -- and a way to transform ourselves in the process.   Audacious hospitality is a 

two-way street, where synagogue and neighbor need each other. Hospitality is not just 



our chance to teach newcomers but, just as important, an opportunity for them to teach 

us.” 

 When you look up audacious in the dictionary you will find words like: confident, 

daring, bold, and brave. When we reach out to others like Abraham and Sarah did and 

invite fellow congregants into our homes and lives do we only invite those who we are 

already comfortable with? Or do we invite those who might require us to change our 

attitudes and take extra patience, work, or attention?  

 At my 55th birthday celebration last August a friend told me that Glenn and I 

were the first people to invite their family over for a Shabbat dinner about nine years 

ago. With two sons on the Autism Spectrum they almost said “no.”  But with reassurance 

that we welcome children into our home and that if their kids needed to chill out they 

could do so in our beanbag room they came. It was a spirit filled Shabbat. I did not know 

until this year how much impact that one gesture made in their lives.  

 Removing barriers for our fellow congregants means… 

• Opening the door for someone who you see walking up the ramp with a walker 

so they can enter the building.  

• Sitting down next to someone at Shabbat services or during Oneg who you 

normally might not and extend your hand with a “Shabbat Shalom.” 

• Refraining from wearing perfumes and scented products. 

• Offering a ride to services or a program to a congregant who could not attend 

without one. 

• Welcoming children and adults with cognitive impairments and taking time to 

get to know them. 



• Reaching out to a parent who is embarrassed that their child may make noises 

during services and chooses to stay at home. 

• Coaching your children to invite a child with a disability for a playdate, 

sleepover, or birthday party. 

• Taking the time to learn why a congregant might exhibit behavior and if 

something in the environment can be changed to help them. 

!
 And it means listening panim el panim and taking an attitude of audacious 

hospitality, “Of course you can participate, let’s just figure out how.”  If you would like to 

become more involved in leading these efforts with me email, text, or tell me face-to-

face that you want to be audacious and together we’ll make it happen. 

!
Shabbat Shalom 


