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Question

Often in our communities there are people, usually but not exclusively elderly, who are hard of
hearing yet can, however, hear with a hearing aid, but due to acoustics cannot hear in a large
room if the speaker is not directly in front of them. They can, however, hear perfectly well when
a microphone is used in such settings. What solutions exist in synagogues for people with these
hearing difficulties and what halakhic issues are raised by these solutions?

Response

As stated in the question, microphones will help and hence this paper will review the halachic
issues regarding microphones with a specific eye to the population described, who can hear but
not in large audience settings. A hearing may also be of help in these circumstances. A hearing
loop consists of a cable surrounding a room that generates an electromagnetic field and may be
picked by the telecoil in hearing aids, cochlear implants, or specialized hand held receivers
which may be distributed by the synagogue using the loop. The hearing loop thus dramatically
improves the effectiveness of these devices. As such, most of the halachic discussion about
hearing loops will draw from the discussion about hearing aids with the assumption that the same
halachic issues would apply except where otherwise indicated.

This paper will primarily address whether those with hearing aids may use them to fulfill certain
mitzvot such as hearing shofar or megillah either with or without the accompaniment of a
microphone or a hearing loop?

The ability to fulfill these mitvot raises a number of key issues:

1. If someone can hear a little bit, is it better that they turn off any hearing aids or may they
leave them on?

2. Can someone who is partially hearing impaired and needs hearing assistance in large
settings fulfill obligations for others?

3. If someone is performing mitzvot exclusively for this population and by means of
assistance, should a beracha be recited?
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I Fulfilling Mitzvot that require hearing by means of a microphone or hearing loop.

The subject of whether one may fulfill mitzvot by means of a microphone is the subject of a
number of teshuvot. Many of these teshuvot focus on the technical aspects of microphones (and
hearing aids). Namely, they discuss how microphones work by converting sound waves into an
electric current, transmits that current over wires, and then a speaker converts that current back
to sound. Given this function, the sound produced and heard is not the original sound and
therefore one has not heard the required sound (in the case of shofar) or heard the sound from
someone who is obligated (in the case of Megillah and other obligations). As such, one who
heard by these means has not fulfilled their obligation. (See Igrot Moshe Orach Chaim 2:108
and Minchat Shlomo 1:9).

Rav Shlomo Zalman Auerbach writes given this conclusion, much to his distress, people with
hearing aids cannot fulfill their obligation with them.
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(Minchat Shlomo Ibid.)

While this seems to be the dominant position among the Poskim, there is another view as to
whether a technical evaluation is the correct approach to these questions. The alternate view
focuses on the listener’s experience as opposed to a technical scientific analysis of the devices
and the science of sound waves.

For example, in the same teshuva cited earlier, Rav Moshe Feinstein writes:
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“To me there is good reason to doubt that which the experts say that a person doesn’t hear the
voice of a person rather only another sound given that only hears the sound of the reader when he
is actually reading, it could be considered as the sound of his voice in actuality since everything
heard is produced by his voice. Furthermore, perhaps with respect to normal sound, some new
sound waves are produced in the air and come to the listener’s ear. This seems plausible since
scientists say that sound travels through the air and has to travel a distance to reach the listener’s
ear and there is even some delay in traveling that distance, and through all that it is still
considered the sound of a person and therefore perhaps with a microphone at the time a person
speaks should also be considered his actual voice and it is not all so clear that this is a new
sound.”
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On this basis, while Rav Moshe 77911022, holds that hearing by microphone is not hearing from a
2111 72, we should not stop those who want to use a microphone for Megillah reading on that
basis. (Rav Moshe concludes his teshuva saying that since the heter isn’t clear, and it’s a novel
innovation, we should act to prevent it in order that people should not always be pursuing new
things.)

Similarly, Rabbi Yeshayahu Karelitz, the Chazon Ish, is cited in the above mentioned teshuva of
Rav Shlomo Zalman Auerbach:
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The Chazon Ish’s position is that given that the sound is heard immediately after it is spoken, it
is possible that it can be considered to be heard directly from the speaker/shofar blower. He
distinguishes this from the case in the Gemara to be discussed later about blowing a shofar in a
pit which produces an echo since in the Gemara’s case the sound of the echo (7727) is heard after
some delay. Rav Shlomo Zalman Auerbach says that this is a big novelty and one that he does
not understand.

As stated earlier, the first position of Rav Moshe Feinstein and Rav Shlomo Zalman seem to be
the predominant pesak. Nevertheless, Rav Eliezer Waldenberg, the Tzitz Eliezer says that one
may rely on the alternate view in a pressing situation.
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Revisiting the Sugva: Technical Analysis vs Experience

We have noted earlier that the predominant pesak to date seems to be the position of Rav Shlomo
Zalman and the initial position of Rav Moshe. Both as we stated focus on the technical analysis
of the workings of microphones/hearing aids along with the science of sound waves. Neither
teshuva, however, fully examines the earlier halachic literature about the nature of sound and



The Use of Microphones or Hearing Loops to Aid Those With Difficulties Hearing in Large
Settings (DRAFT) — Rabbi Jason Herman (YCT Kollel 2021)

listening. Would revisiting this literature support the approach of technical analysis over
experience or perhaps it would lead us to weigh the alternative more heavily?

The primary source in the Talmud is the Mishna in Rosh Hashana which states:
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“If one sounds a shofar into a pit, or into a cistern, or into a large jug, if he clearly heard the
sound of the shofar, he has fulfilled his obligation; but if he heard the sound of an echo, he
has not fulfilled his obligation.”
The Gemara elaborates on the Mishna first offering a clarification by Rav Huna:
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“It was taught in the mishna: If one sounds a shofar into a pit or into a cistern, he has not
fulfilled his obligation. Rav Huna said: They taught this only with respect to those standing
at the edge of the pit, i.c., on the outside, as they can hear only the echo coming from the pit.
But those standing in the pit itself have fulfilled their obligation, since they initially hear the
sound of the shofar.”

The Gemara next presents a Baraita stating that one who blows into a pit or a cistern has indeed
fulfilled their obligation. The Gemara points out the contradiction between this Baraita and the
Mishna and uses the statement of Rav Huna to reconcile the two.
2 TNV 12 /7 7Iwa WX No0n 922 T%n
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“This is also taught in a baraita: If one sounds a shofar into a pit or into a cistern, he has
fulfilled his obligation. But didn’t we learn in the mishna that in that case he has not fulfilled
his obligation? Rather, isn’t it correct to conclude from here that the contradiction must be
reconciled in accordance with Rav Huna? The Gemara concludes: Indeed, learn from here

that this is so.”

Among the Rishonim, there are two approaches to understanding the clarification of Rav Huna.
First is the position of Rashi who states:
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Rashi states that those standing in the pit always hear the sound of the shofar. Implied in this
statement is that those outside the pit sometimes hear the sound of the shofar and at other times
hear the echo or some mixture of the two.

The second approach is the position of Rabeinu Asher (Rosh) who comments on the
aforementioned Rashi:
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“The Mishna states that one who blows into a pit or a cistern or a large jug, if they heard the
sound of the shofar, they have fulfilled their obligation. If they heard the sound of an echo, they
have not fulfilled their obligation. The Gemara states that Rav Yehuda (presumably Rav Huna in
our version) says that the Mishna is only referring to those standing at the edge of the pit, but
those standing inside the pit have fulfilled their obligation. Rashi explains that those standing
inside the pit always hear the sound of the Shofar. Implied from Rashi’s comment is that those
outside the pit sometimes hear the sound of a shofar and at other times hear the sound of an echo.
It 1s further implied from Rav Yehuda’s language that our Mishna is only distinguishing between
the sound of a Shofar and the sound of an echo is for those standing outside the pit, but those
standing in the pit always hear the sound of a Shofar. And I don’t know what determination
(m1m2m) exists to determine whether one hears the sound of a Shofar or the sound of an echo aside
from this hinging on a person’s subjective determination (27X nin27) that the person can say “I
heard a shofar” or to otherwise determine it based on the depth of the pit, the proximity of the
person to the edge of the pit. It is not clear why this should be based on 27X ni727 and why the
sound of a shofar in a pit should at times be heard as a sound of a shofar and at a times an echo.
If determined based on the depth of the pit or proximity to the edge of the pit, all this requires a
set measure. Therefore, even though Rav Yehuda is limiting the Mishna in order to explain the
Mishna and his explanation is that the Mishna is teaching that one only hears an echo when
standing outside the pit since the sound has become distorted in the pit before emerging and
therefore they ALWAYS hear the sound of an echo. But those standing in the pit always hear a
shofar and have fulfilled their obligation.”

In short, the Rosh understands the distinction to be that those in the pit always hear the Shofar
and those outside always hear an echo.
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The position of the Rosh can best be understood as assessing the issue from a technical or formal
process. It is an objective reality what a person hears given where a person is a standing. From
the Rosh’s explanation, Rashi’s approach is experiential for those standing outside the pit. They
determine what they thought they heard: Shofar or an echo. That is the very meaning of ninan
O7X, a person’s subjective experience is determinative.

Given these distinct positions, which is dominant in the pesak. A survey of other Rishonim,
Acharonim and the Sifrei HaPesak, we see that the dominant position is the position of Rashi
which focuses on a person’s subjective experience as to what the person heard. Many even cite
Q7R NI explicitly.

See first the Rambam as explained by the Lechem Mishna:
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The Rambam rules according to the view that the fulfillment of the obligation of those outside
the pit is determined based on whether they hear the sound of a shofar or the sound of an echo.
This is in contradiction to the position of the Rosh that those outside the pit are determined to
always hear an echo.

The Lechem Mishneh says this explicitly that the Rambam’s position follows that of Rashi as
opposed to the Rosh.
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The Shulchan Aruch paskens the same as the Rambam, and the Beit Yosef explains that ninan
07X is determinative. However, in his commentary on the Shulchan Aruch, the Turei Zahav
(Taz) offers some support for the position of the Rosh and concludes that those outside the pit
even if they believe they heard the shofar should still hear it again albeit without a beracha where
they can be sure that they heard it one hundred percent and not other sounds mixed in. Earlier
the Taz, however, extends the notion of 7117277 beyond the context of a pit and echo to ones in a
synagogue standing at a distance. There it seems that despite his later support for the Rosh, the
distinction is again the subjective experience. He explains that in the case of the synagogue there
is no other sound mixed in, but that is not the case with a pit and an echo.
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Likewise, the Mishna Berurah paskens that the defining characteristic is the subjective
experience and each person determines for himself whether he heard a Shofar or an echo. He
adds, however, like the Taz that perhaps in cases in synagogue where someone is really far away,
some consider that person to automatically be determined to be hearing an echo and hence not
fulfilling his obligation and one should be concerned for that opinion except in pressing
situations.

In terms of the subjective experience that we have been discussing, it is worth noting how one
determines the difference between the sound of the shofar and the sound of an echo. In the Biur
Halacha, the Chafetz Chaim explains, that he believes that for the Taz, the sound of the shofar is
a strong sound and the echo is much weaker. However, in his own opinion, the issue is whether
one hears other sounds mixed in. He cites numerous Rishonim and Acharonim to support this
position that an echo is a mixed or distorted sound.
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Similarly, the Aruch Hashulchan also paskens that the criteria is 27X ni1277 and further explains
that the problem with the echo is hearing a second sound. As such, when one blows a tekia and
hears another sound afterward, it might be mistaken for a Shevarim since one heard more than
one blow. Therefore, one can easily determine whether he has heard the right number of blows.
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This position of the Aruch Hashulchan seems to strongly support the position of the Hazon Ish
cited earlier that when one hears instantaneously it is not considered an echo.

Finally, we will note that with respect to the subjective determination with respect to distance,
Rav Ovadia Yosef in the Yabia Omer writes that those sitting near a Shaliach Tzibbur clearly
fulfill their obligation even with the aid of a sound system and the only question are those further
away. From what we have seen to date, that determination as to distance could also be
subjective.

Yechave Daat 3:54
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Rav Ovadia Yosef says that if people with some hearing ability are sitting close, they are still
hearing from a X211 72, even if the microphone makes it stronger/louder. The only question is
for those sitting farther away. For those nearby, it is a distinction of hearing vs. hearing better.

Looking at the breadth of the halachic literature on this particular sugya throughout suggests that
the weight is predominantly on defining hearing as a subjective experience as opposed to a more
technical evaluation. As such, it seems that the position of the Hazon Ish is far more consistent
with this approach and that what he had seem as the more dominant approach of Rav Shlomo
Zalman and Rav Moshe Feinstein is the greater novelty.

Conclusions

Since the position seems to be more consistent with the overall approach of halacha historically
to hearing, we should consider the position of the Hazon Ish not just to be adhered to in pressing
situations (Pr777 NYW) but even a priori especially in D’rabbanan cases. It is worth being machmir
like the technical approach of Rav Shlomo Zalman when a real safek d’oraita exists.

To our initial questions, even if we rely on the Hazon Ish only in a pressing situation, those with
hearing aids would qualify and there is no need for people to remove their hearing aids to fulfill
any obligation.

Furthermore, since the population considered can hear partially and hence would be obligated to
hear Shofar or Megillah at least in close proximity, they can also perform the mitzvah for others.

Lastly, while we would typically say that a safek beracha lekula and to be lenient, since most
people using the devices believe that they are hearing, and the weight of the sources falls on the
side of 27X nNina7, and given the position of R” Ovadia Yosef that one who is sitting close is
considered yotze, we should conclude that there is conclusive enough proof to consider this
actual hearing and not a safek and hence require a beracha.
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