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Jews for Marriage Equality

Jewish Bulletin Article


Imagine if the news headlines tomorrow morning boldly announced “State Constitution Outlaws Marriage between Jews!”  We would shudder in horror.


Unfortunately, it is happening – to those Jews who are gay or lesbian. They are our friends, fellow congregants, neighbors, children, grandchildren, aunts, uncles, parents, brothers and sisters.
What does it mean to be gay or lesbian?

For those of us who live in major American cities, it may be hard to believe that there are thousands of people in vast swatches of this country who have never encountered a Jew and still believe in the ancient canards that have plagued Jews throughout the centuries. There are thousands of Jews scattered throughout the American “heartland” who, aware of that persistent anti-Semitism, keep their Judaism as well hidden as did the Conversos of fifteenth century Spain.

While we Americans may pride ourselves on how democratic and “advanced” we are, gay and lesbian people in this country still suffer job loss, housing discrimination, and physical violence when their sexual orientation is known or suspected. It is no wonder that, generation after generation, gays and lesbians learned to hide their sexual orientation, to stay “closeted,” to pretend to be straight.

.
Only in recent years, as civil rights were extended to people of color, to women, and to the disabled, did one of the last bastions of discrimination – discrimination because of one’s sexual orientation – come to the fore.  The estimated 10% of the American population who are gay and lesbian – and the 240,000-600,000 Jews among them – also deserve equal protection under the law.

Indeed, so fundamental is the right to marry in the United States that the US Supreme Court ruled in1987 that prison inmates, no matter how heinous their crimes, had the fundamental right to the spiritual, social, and tangible economic and governmental rights and benefits of marriage.  Yet committed and loving gay or lesbian couples are still denied these rights today.

Barring gay and lesbian couples from the right to marry signals that our gay and lesbian brothers and sisters are second-class citizens and less than human. Throughout our history, we Jews have known that second-class status can give license to others to vent their most hateful and scapegoating behaviors.

What about the kids?

The American Academy of Pediatrics, among other leading national organizations, whose only agenda is to advocate for children’s emotional and physical health and welfare, has declared that a parent’s sexual orientation is irrelevant to raising a happy, healthy child.  No credible scientific studies have found that children of gay and lesbian parents have any more emotional, intellectual or social development problems because they have gay parents.

What matters in a heterosexual or gay and lesbian family is the same thing:  the security and quality of the relationship children have with their parents.  Indeed, what puts the children of gay and lesbian parents at risk is the lack of permanence, stability, serenity, and safety that children of a legally recognized family enjoy.  For children who are themselves gay or lesbian, the denial of the precious right to marry undermines a sense of self worth and denies them the dream of a married life with their cherished partner.

What Jews Believe

In some corners of Judaism, at the heart of the debate over the status of same-sex relationships is the question of the meaning, intent, and interpretation of the biblical prohibition, “Do not lie with a male as one lies with a woman. It is an abomination” (Lev. 18:22 and 20:13).  The major streams of Judaism have reacted differently to this discussion:
The Reform movement, the largest stream of American Judaism, and the Reconstructionist movement are fully open to gays and lesbians both as congregants and as clergy.  The Reform movement, believes in affirming gay and lesbian couples through religious ritual, and officially supports Civil Marriage for gay and lesbian couples as a fundamental human right.

At the other end of the spectrum, most of the Orthodox community solidly opposes any form of homosexuality.  The most liberal among the Orthodox concede that Jews who violate the Levitical prohibition nevertheless remain Jews, even if, as all of us also acknowledge about ourselves on Yom Kippur, they are errant Jews.

For several years, the Conservative movement officially welcomed gay men and lesbians as congregants.  In December 2006, the Committee on Jewish Law and Standards approved a change to allow ordination of gay clergy and allow commitment ceremonies (marriage) for same-sex couples.  

As we Jews ponder our movements’ different points of view, it is incumbent upon each one of us to understand that Judaism has been an evolving tradition since its earliest days. Despite biblical dictates, for example, people who don’t honor all the laws of the Sabbath are not “cut off”; nor do we send a goat into the wilderness to die on Yom Kippur as a way of atoning for our sins.  While we may disagree on the appropriate spiritual status of gay and lesbian relationships, Jews must not condone any state’s implementing civil inequality.

Rabbi Harold Schulweis points out, “Those who know its history know that Halachah changes with new knowledge and new moral sensibilities.” In the twenty-first century, it is time for us firmly to reject the prejudices of the past, to lay claim to a new understanding of our gay and lesbian fellow citizens, and to support unequivocally their full inclusion in the civil rights of this great State and Country.  

What can you do? What should you do?

In America, and in California, there are millions of gay and lesbian couples who deserve the same legal protections as their heterosexual counterparts.  their children deserve the same legal recognition of their families that the children of heterosexual married couples currently enjoy.

Remember that we were all once slaves in Mitzrayim, in Egypt, and we were all commanded to treat both our neighbor, and the stranger among us, with fairness, understanding, and true justice. 

Get more information:

www.jewsformarriageequality.org 
www.eqca.org  
www.jewsformarriageequality.org


