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Ve’erastich Li BeTzedek: I will Betroth You to Me in Righteousness
Mindy Blum is the mother of two children.  Her daughter Eve is twelve and preparing to become bat mitzvah, and her son Matt is ten and likes to skateboard.  Matt and Eve have never known anything other than the sweet home they’ve grown up in: their little yard, decent neighbors, a dog, a cat, two guinea pigs, and two loving, caring parents.   These kids are beautiful and good, the type who are patient with younger children and leaders among their peers.  
Until a few years ago, Eve and Matt didn’t even realize that their parents weren’t married.  Mindy and Pam, the kids’ other mom, have lived as committed, loving partners for 23 years.  They fell in love in their early twenties, and like all of us who are lucky enough to find our beshert, they felt more whole in each other’s company, and they knew that they were meant to be together.  
So they settled down. Pam, a movie trailer producer who’s witty and sardonic, and Mindy, a psychologist, earnest and sensitive.  They joined a synagogue, they made a home, they made a life.  For twenty three years, they’ve been living together without any social sanction or legal protection, without the benefits or support that marriage provides.
On Rosh Hashanah, we speak again and again of God as Melech Ha’Olam, the Sovereign of the Universe.  More than at any other time in the Jewish calendar, in these Holy Days we are aware of malchut hashamayim, God’s greatness and majesty and power.  And we are reminded, in contrast, of how small and humble we are in the vast cosmos.  We are reminded by our liturgy each year at this time of the simple fact that none of us controls how or when we will die….who by fire, who by drowning… or how or when we were born.  We have so little control.  None of us chooses the fundamentals of who we are, our nature, our personalities, the quirks that make us individuals, just as none of us control the entirely unique spirals of our thumbprints.  
The psalmist proclaims:
“How many are the things you have made, O God!  You have made them all with wisdom; the earth is full of your creations!”

The Mishnah, the 1,800 year old compendium of rabbinic law, proclaims that “Humankind was created from a single ancestor to show the grandeur of the Holy Blessed One, for when a person mints coins with a single stamp, they are all alike one another.  But the one who rules above all others, the Blessed Holy One, minted all human beings with the same stamp with which the first person was made, yet not one of us is like anyone else.  Therefore, we are each obligated to maintain, ‘On my account the world was created!’”
   
Our diversity is testament to God’s power, and it proves that each of us is needed in the world – each of our lives has infinite worth and infinite dignity, each of us is the pinnacle of the creation of the universe.   Our diversity shouldn’t just be tolerated, it is the very purpose of God’s creation.  The splendor of our differences is why we are alive.

And God delights in us, is magnified by the splendor of our uniquenesses.  We begin the Sheva Brachot, the seven blessings offered to consecrate a Jewish marriage, with this:  Baruch atah Adonai, Eloheinu Melech HaOlam, shehakol barah lichvodo.  You are blessed, Adonai our God, the sovereign of the world, who created everything for Your glory.   
But the creation story continues beyond the first human being, beyond the single, unique individual.  We read in Genesis: “Lo tov heyot ha’adam levado”    "It is not good for man to be alone; I will make a partner fit for him." 
   We are not meant, each of us in our own splendor, to walk alone.  We are designed for companionship, for love, for partnership.   

In the Zohar, we read of Shalhevet Yah, a mystical fire that emerges from the shofar, arousing and kindling the flame of love.
  So when we stand for the tekia at the end of our service, get ready!

This mystical text points to our experience that love is mysterious, overpowering, coming from beyond us and within us, out of our control.  We don’t decide who we fall in love with, that’s why it’s called falling.  It’s something that happens to us.

Though its source is mysterious and its power overwhelming, we seek love, we reach for it.  Our longing, our yearning for our beloved one, is one of the miracles of being alive.  As the 18th century Hasidic master, the Baal Shem Tov said, “From every human being there rises a light toward heaven.  And when two souls that are destined to be together find each other, their streams of light flow together and a single brighter light goes forth from their united being.”

This summer, something remarkable happened in the State of California.  For the second time in the history of our state, the Supreme Court ruled that a categorical ban on marriage was unconstitutional.  The first time was 1948, when California became the first state in the nation to strike down its anti-miscegenation law, the law preventing interracial marriage.  State by state over the next fifty years, our country overturned these laws, recognizing that race was not a legitimate basis upon which to deny the legal right of marriage.  It wasn’t until the year 2000, however, that Alabama became the last state to strike down its anti-miscegenation law.  We now consider these laws to be clearly wrong.
This year, as you all know, California became the second state in the nation to strike down a ban on same-sex marriage.  In May, the California Supreme Court ruled that sexual orientation, like race or gender, "does not constitute a legitimate basis upon which to deny or withhold legal rights."  Chief Justice Ronald George, writing for the majority, said that the ability to “responsibly care for and raise children does not depend upon the individual's sexual orientation….We therefore conclude that in view of the substance and significance of the fundamental constitutional right to form a family relationship, the California Constitution properly must be interpreted to guarantee this basic civil right to all Californians, whether gay or heterosexual, and to same-sex couples as well as to opposite-sex couples."
While marriage and its purposes continue to be disputed, what is indisputable is that over the centuries our laws, our attitudes, and our religions have evolved and adapted. They have evolved and adapted to reflect tolerance of new configurations and understanding of family and marriage across religions, race, ethnicity, gender and class. Marriage itself has evolved to reflect social progress, and to reflect new appreciations for women’s rights and civil rights.

4,000 years ago, in the time of Abraham and Sarah, wives were the property of their husbands.  Marriage has changed since then. 4,000 years ago in the time of the Torah, it was legal to stone wives for adultery. Marriage has changed since then. 4,000 years ago, in the time of Jacob, a man’s wealth was measured in how many sheep and wives he had.  Marriage has changed since then. Over the course of the past 4,000 years people of different races, as well as people of different religions were prevented by law from marrying each other.  Marriage has changed. 

Says God to the People Israel in the book of the prophet Hosea, a verse that loving partners have used for generations as wedding vows and on wedding invitations:

Ve’erastich li le’olam, ve’erastich li betzedek uv’mishpat uv’chesed uv’rachamim, ve’erastich li be’emunah veyada’at et Adonai.

I will betroth you to me forever.  I will betroth you to me in righteousness, justice, love, and compassion.  I will betroth you to me in faithfulness, so that you may know the Eternal.

Though love is mysterious, marriage is not. It may begin with an unfathomable attraction, a mysterious fire in the heart, but marriage itself is an act of will. It is something that requires the best of us: discipline, patience, determination, kindness, forgiveness and respect.  It is a covenant between two people.
For three months now, same-sex couples have been lining up at city halls and county clerks offices around our state to legally wed, many of whom, like Pam and Mindy, already have been in covenant with one another for many years.  It is a holy and precious and rare privilege to participate in righting a wrong.  Over the course of these past three months, many of us – clergy and justices of the peace – have united couples who had been in every way married, except by law. We have experienced the great joy and triumph of righting a wrong … extending to these couples and families the economic and social benefits of marriage, as well as the cultural affirmation and respect of this honorable institution.

Thousands of families have been strengthened.  Thousands of children have seen their families counted and affirmed by our state and society.  And no one, no one, has been harmed.  
If anything, gay and lesbian marriage has been an economic boon to our budget-strapped state, as couples have come from across the country to wed in the last three months, hiring caterers and photographers, renting banquet halls and hotels.  The state attorney general estimates that gay and lesbian marriage will bring tens of millions of dollars into state coffers over the next several years.
The issue of harm is an important one.  In a free society, not everything goes.  We should not simply tolerate and condone any and every sort of behavior.  A society does have the prerogative to determine what it considers to be right and wrong, and also to continue revising that determination over time, as societies have done throughout human history.  Behaviors that allow individuals to impinge upon the rights of the collective should rightly be resisted.  
But it is sometimes difficult to determine which behaviors impinge upon the rights of others.  This is where much of the resistance to gay and lesbian marriage comes from.  Some people worry that exposing children to gays and lesbians might influence their children to become gay or lesbian.  Given the overwhelming stigma attached to homosexuality in our society, it is not surprising that so many people harbor these fears.  The reality is, however, that there is no evidence of such an influence.  In fact, there is demonstrable evidence to the contrary.  The vast majority of gay and lesbian children grow up in heterosexual homes, with heterosexual role models and peers, and countless images of heterosexual love on television, in the movies, in fairy tales, and in our Torah, yet they still grow up to be gay. And the vast majority of children in gay and lesbian homes grow up to be heterosexual.  Sexual orientation, like gender and skin color, is not a product of influence, but part of the uniqueness of our creation, the splendor of our diversity.

Unless enabling gays and lesbians to live freely interfered with my right to live freely as a heterosexual person, I cannot see an argument for denying rights to gays and lesbians.  Unless gay marriage affected the stability and quality of my own marriage, I do not see the justification for withholding that right.
As a rabbi, I have lost count of the number of heterosexual families who have come to me seeking advice when an adult child has revealed that he or she is gay or lesbian.  Their first reaction is usually one of shock, disappointment, and sometimes even a feeling of being betrayed.  They question “what they did” to turn their child into a gay or lesbian adult… or they wonder if their child is simply rebelling in an effort to strike back at them for some perceived slight?  There is often quite a bit of anger and rejection in both directions.  But in nearly every case, the parent’s deepest concern is for his or her child.  What will it be like for my child to live in a heterosexual world?  Will he be attacked or even killed?  Will he be reviled and mocked every day of his life?  Will she be fired or shunned in her career?  Will she be relegated to a loveless and lonely life?  Will he never know the joys of being a parent?  Will I never know the joys of being a grandparent?  What if we could help create a world in which such fears and worries could be put to rest?
Scientific evidence overwhelmingly shows that homosexuality is not a matter of choice… but even for those who do not accept this conclusion, surely we all want the best for our children, even in the event that they are different from us. 

As I have watched parents of gay and lesbian adult children go through this shift countless times over the years, I have come to understand the struggle for marriage rights in a deeper and richer human light.  The truth is that approximately 10% of our population – one out of every ten people you meet – is a gay man or a lesbian woman.  

As I have encountered these families in my career, I have naturally asked myself the question:  “What will I want for my children if it turns out that one or more of them is  gay or lesbian?”  It’s not a statistical likelihood, but neither is it such an outlandish longshot. 

To be sure, such a development would diverge from the path that I have imagined for my kids, since it is not a path that I can personally teach them much about.  But I recognize now that I will probably have nothing to say about whether one of my children is not a heterosexual, and in the event that they end up facing the challenge of being different from the mainstream, I would not want them to feel as though the world and the law holds them in contempt – especially for something that they are unable to change. 

Gay and lesbian individuals and families are everywhere.  The question is not whether they ought to exist.  They do exist.  Gays and lesbians are here, right here in our congregation, sitting just down the row from you.  Their children are in our religious schools, and they are part of our community.   

Support for these families is strong in our religious movement. Reform Judaism has been out in front for years defending the human rights and dignity of gays and lesbians.  In 1974 the Reform movement accepted Beth Chayim Chadashim, the first synagogue for gay and lesbian Jews, into its organization of Reform congregations, becoming the first mainstream religious organization ever to welcome gays and lesbians.  In 1977, thirty one years ago, the Central Conference of American Rabbis adopted a resolution calling for legislation decriminalizing homosexual sex between consenting adults, and calling for an end to discrimination against gays and lesbians.  In 1990 the Reform movement began to ordain openly gay and lesbian rabbis, proclaiming that “all Jews are religiously equal regardless of their sexual orientation.”  And in 1996, twelve years ago, our movement resolved to "support the right of gay and lesbian couples to share fully and equally in the rights of civil marriage," and we voiced opposition to government efforts to ban gay marriage. 


As you know, today, twelve years after that Reform movement resolution, there is a campaign afoot to reverse the California Supreme Court’s decision establishing the right of gays and lesbians to marry legally.  Proposition 8 would overturn the ruling of justices of the California Supreme Court, taking away the right of gay and lesbian couples to wed legally.  It would permanently amend the Constitution of the State of California to ban gay marriage.

If a Constitutional Amendment to ban marriage equality passes, thousands will be harmed.  If the right for same sex couples to marry is taken away, children in same-sex families will be deprived of the economic and legal protections provided to other children.  Thousands of same-sex families will see their right to exist questioned.  
This is an historic moment in which the rights and human dignity of a minority is under assault.  As Jews, we know what it is to be harassed and persecuted because we are different.  We too have been considered dangerous, deviant, a threat to society, abhorrent.  As Jews, we ought to be frightened when a majority tries to deny rights to a minority they think are not equal to the rest of us.

The American system of government is designed to protect minorities, and that’s why we as Jews feel as safe here as we do.  Our Constitution was written to defend minorities from prejudice and tyranny and to uphold the values of equality, freedom, and justice.  Judges serve as the guardians of the Constitution.  When the California Supreme Court became the first to strike down anti-miscegenation laws in 1948, 90 percent of Californians opposed the decision, and we know now that they were wrong.  The majority should never determine the rights of minorities.  

We know that the history of this nation has been a continuing evolutionary progression toward its noblest vision and values – and that this journey has been a difficult and all too slow one – still far from fulfillment. And yet, we still depend upon the original vision of our framers that proclaimed life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness as the inherent natural rights of all people.
  

In his famous letter to the Jewish Congregation of Newport, Rhode Island, following his visit to their Synagogue in 1790, George Washington powerfully proclaimed a vision for this nation that is incredibly relevant for this particular moment in history. At a time when Jews in every other country on earth were completely without any basic civil rights and, in most places violently persecuted, the leader of this new nation expressed truly revolutionary and prophetic words:

“…the Government of the United States, which gives to bigotry no sanction, to persecution no assistance, requires only that they who live under its protection should conduct themselves as good citizens – in giving it, on all occasions, their effectual support…”

And Abraham Lincoln in his Second Inaugural Address, said:

“Those who deny freedom to others, deserve it not for themselves, and cannot long retain it.”

The Proposition 8 campaign is not an attack on a faceless group somewhere out there.  It is an assault on us.  Lesbian and gay people are among us.  How many of us here in this sanctuary have a lesbian or gay son or daughter, an aunt or a brother or a grandchild; a neighbor, or a colleague, or a friend? Lesbian and gay people are everywhere, in our workplaces and our schools, in our synagogues and our homes.  

Given our core Jewish value that every human being is created betzelem elohim, in the image of God, given our firsthand experience as a people of the consequences of intolerance and hate, we as Jews have a particular obligation to speak out, to educate, and to defend the civil rights and human dignity of our gay and lesbian neighbors.  

Traditionally Jews wear white on Yom Kippur as we do at two other occasions in our lives: at our wedding and at our burial.  In this way, Yom Kippur connects us with the most fundamental aspects of being human: love and death.  These are the basics of a human life.  Every one of us will die, and every one of us loves.  

To deny any human being one of the fundamental aspects of life is to deny that human being’s inherent worth and dignity.  It is to reject the splendor of God’s creative diversity, and to deny God’s glory.

On July 27th, Pam and Mindy were married by their rabbi under a huppah surrounded by family and friends.  Matt and Eve watched their parents exchange rings and vows, as they received the blessing of their rabbi, their community, and their society.    

We break a glass at the end of a Jewish wedding to remember that even in times of great joy our world is still broken, in need of tikkun, in need of repair.  In these coming weeks and months, we have so much work to do to heal prejudice, to repair our world, and to prevent harm to good and loving families.
If you know someone who is undecided about Proposition 8, this is the time to talk.  If you know someone who may not vote, this is the time to get them to the polls.  If you know someone who is gay, this is the time to stand with them.

Sameach TeSamach Re'im Ahuvim.  

May it be God’s will that loving couples be joined in great happiness.

Blessed are you, Adonai our God, sovereign of all worlds, who has created gladness and joy, loving brides and loving grooms, glee, song, mirth and exultation, harmony and love, peace and companionship.  … Blessed are You, Adonai, who brings loving companions together to rejoice in one another.
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