Understanding the Mitzvah of Shofar

The mishna (29a) states that a “cherish,” a deaf-mute, cannot blow the shofar for the community, because a person who is not obligated in a mitzvah cannot fulfill the obligations of others. In general, the term “cherish” refers to someone who can neither hear nor speak. We assume that such a person doesn’t have a complete awareness and understanding of his environment, and is therefore exempt from the mitzvot. Some interpret our mishna as referring to such a deaf-mute; he is exempt from the mitzvah of shofar just as he is exempt from all of the other mitzvot. Others explain that the mishna refers to even a person who can speak, but cannot hear. Even though he has full awareness and understanding of his surroundings and is obligated in all other mitzvoth, the shofar is an exception. Since the mitzvah involves listening to the blasts of the shofar and he is unable to do that, he is exempt and excluded from this mitzvah. The Shulchan Aruch (OC 589:2) paskens like this second view: if a person cannot hear he is exempt and therefore cannot blow the shofar for the community.

There is a fundamental dispute amongst the rishonim regarding the mitzvah of shofar that might illuminate the argument regarding the obligation of a deaf person. The Rosh (4:10) quotes Rabbeinu Tam as saying that before we blow the shofar we say the beracha “… and He commanded us to blow the shofar.” According to this view there is an obligation for each person to blow the shofar on Rosh Hashana. We fulfill this obligation by appointing one person as our agent (“shliach”) to blow the shofar on our behalf. When he blows the shofar it’s as if we are blowing the shofar. (There are other explanations.) However, the Rambam (Shofar 1:1) writes that the mitzvah is not to blow the shofar but to listen to the sound of the shofar blasts. The Rambam (3:10) therefore writes that the correct wording of the beracha is “… and He commanded us to hear the sound of the shofar.” According to this view each person fulfills the mitzvah on his own by listening to the sounds of the shofar.

Someone who is deaf cannot hear the shofar, but he does have the ability to blow the shofar. It therefore follows that if the mitzvah is to blow the shofar a deaf person should be obligated like everyone else. If, on the other hand, the mitzvah is to hear the shofar, he should be exempt since he cannot hear. Thus, the obligation of a deaf person would seem to revolve around these two fundamental ways of understanding the mitzvah. Is the obligation to blow the shofar or to hear the shofar? The Shulchan Aruch (585:2) paskens like the Rambam that the correct wording of the beracha is “… to hear the sound of the shofar,” implying that the mitzvah is to hear the shofar, not to blow it. It therefore makes perfect sense why the Shulchan Aruch ruled that a deaf person cannot blow the shofar for the community. Since the mitzvah is to hear the shofar and a deaf person cannot do that, he is exempt and unable to fulfill the obligation of others.
