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Leap	of	Faith:	An	interview	with	
Rabbi	Gil	Steinlauf	
By	Randy	Shulman	on	May	28,	2015	
	

	 	 Washington,	DC	
	“I’m	not	going	to	go	on	record	as	saying	Moses	was	gay.”	Rabbi	Gil	Steinlauf	says	this	with	a	
laugh	—	he	laughs	often	and	warmly,	it	turns	out	—	but	he’s	also	quite	serious	in	response	
to	a	reporter’s	offhand	remark	that	Moses	could	be	viewed	as	history’s	first	gay	activist.		
	
“But	the	story	of	Moses	is	a	kind	of	coming	out	story,”	Steinlauf	says.	“He	grew	up	as	a	
Prince	of	Egypt	in	the	house	of	Pharaoh,	completely	in	the	center	of	power.	Yet,	he	was	
nursed	by	his	Israelite	mother,	so	he	knew	that	he	had	this	secret	identity.	He	lived	in	
inner-conflict	over	those	two	worlds,	those	two	identities	of	himself,	until	he	finally	came	
to	a	head	when	he	killed	an	Egyptian	who	was	oppressing	an	Israelite,	and	ran	away.	He	
tried	to	hide	until	God	called	him	back.	And	then	he	spoke	on	behalf	of	his	people.		
	
So	I	always	make	the	argument	that	Moses	has	a	kind	of	queer	coming-out	parallel	in	his	
life	story,	and	that’s	a	fundamental	motivational	factor	for	his	ability	to	recognize	the	
suffering	of	his	people	and	to	stand	up	to	Pharaoh,	because	of	his	ability	to	overcome	his	
own	limitations	and	insecurities	and	his	shame	of	who	he	was.				
	
*	*	*	
A	lot	of	people	who	aren’t	Jewish	have	trouble	grasping	this,	but	being	Jewish	is	only	in	part	
a	religion.	In	Judaism,	we	call	ourselves	“a	people.”	And	our	people	is	rich	and	varied	and	
diverse	and	textured.	There	are	observant	Jewish	people	and	there	are	secular	Jews,	but	
one	of	the	things	we	all	inherently	understand	is	that	we’re	all	Jewish.		
	
I	see	tremendous	parallels	between	the	uniquely	Jewish	experience	in	the	world	and	in	
history	and	the	experience	of	being	queer.	I	believe	that	to	be	Jewish	is	a	form	of	being	
queer.	When	you	think	about	the	role	of	the	Jewish	people	throughout	history,	we	have	
always	never	really	fit	in.	We	have	always	been	kind	of	on	the	outside	of	mainstream	
civilization	—	on	the	outside,	and	yet	interestingly,	right	in	the	middle	of	it	at	the	same	
time.	One	foot	in	and	one	foot	out.	That’s	sort	of	what	it	feels	like	to	be	Jewish.	It’s	kind	of	
also	what	it	feels	like	to	be	gay.	We’re	completely	a	part	of	the	world	that	we	live	in,	and	yet	
there	something	about	us	that’s	fundamentally	“other.”	And	to	be	Jewish	is	to	be	
fundamentally	“other,”	as	well.	Similar	to	being	queer,	to	be	Jewish	is	a	source	of	anxiety	for	
other	people	who	don’t	understand	us.	To	be	Jewish	is	to	be	a	source	of	persecution	and	
attack	and	oppression	from	those	who	project	their	nightmares	onto	us	because	we	look	
like	them,	we	might	even	dress	like	them,	but	then	we’re	somehow	“other-fied.”	And	so,	my	
journey	of	being	gay,	of	being	closeted,	and	then	coming	out	has	been	deeply	influential	on	
my	path	as	a	Jew,	on	my	path	as	a	Rabbi,	on	my	vision	of	Judaism	and	how	Judaism	can	
evolve	in	the	21st	century.	And	all	of	that	has	been	deeply	formed	by	my	insight	and	
experience	of	being	gay.		
	
Excerpted	from:	https://www.metroweekly.com/2015/05/leap-of-faith-an-interview-with-rabbi-gil-
steinlauf/	



The	queerness	of	love:		
A	Jewish	case	for	same-sex	marriage	
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Last	year,	I	officiated	at	the	first	same-sex	wedding	in	the	145-year	history	of	my	
synagogue.		For	a	Conservative	congregation,	this	was	quite	a	break	with	
tradition.		Nevertheless,		I	was	proud	to	stand	beneath	the	wedding	canopy	with	this	
couple,	who	affirmed	the	sacredness	of	their	union	“in	accordance	with	the	laws	of	Moses	
and	the	people	of	Israel.”		Before	I	chose	to	officiate,	I	studied	the	texts,	teachings,	and	
arguments	in	my	tradition.		I	didn’t	make	this	decision	lightly.		Today,	I	am	unfazed	by	the	
apparent	biblical	injunction	against	homosexuality	as	an	“abomination.”		I	am	confident	in	
my	stand,	despite	a	3,000-year-old	tradition	that	has	no	precedent	for	such	a	marriage.		In	
fact,	it	is	from	a	place	of	humility	and	awe	before	my	tradition	and	God	that	I	have	chosen	
take	this	stand.	
	
The	Hebrew	word	for	wedding	is	“Kiddushin,”	which	means	‘Sanctification,’	or	‘Holiness.’		A	
wedding	is	the	formal	declaration	of	the	holiness	of	love.		All	the	blessings	and	rituals	and	
formulae	under	the	wedding	canopy	affirm	one	idea:		when	two	human	beings	find	each	
other	and	love	each	other,	it	is	Godly:			a	taste	of	the	World	to	Come,	a	world	of	perfected	
justice	and	joy.			It	is	in	our	capacity	to	love	that	we	are	holy,	and	most	fully	in	the	image	of	
God.		If	there’s	anything	that	3,000	years	of	Jewish	history	has	shown	us—3,000	years	of	so	
much	exile	and	persecution—it’s	that	the	only	hope	for	humankind	is	to	strive	toward	ever-
more	loving	and	just	societies.		
	
We	Jews	are	a	people	who	have	never	quite	fit	into	the	same	categories	of	peoplehood	or	
religion	that	other	nations	do.		We	are	a	distinct	people,	even	as	we	bear	a	message	of	God’s	
universality.		We	affirm	that	we	are	different	from	other	peoples,	even	as	we	know	that	we	
are	no	different	than	any	other	human	being.		Our	presence	in	the	world	has	often	been	a	
source	of	anxiety	for	other	nations,	religions,	and	people.		In	this	way,	we	Jews	have	always	
been	a	queer	people	.		And	yes,	I	use	the	term	‘queer’	deliberately.		To	be	queer	is	to	be	
troubling,	unsettling,	not	meeting	expectations	of	the	way	others	might	want	things	to	be.	
	
It	is,	in	fact,	the	Jews’	queerness	in	the	world	that	captures	our	particular	Divine	message	to	
all	humanity.		As	Rabbi	David	Dunn	Bauer,	creator	of	Queer	Spiritual	Counseling	teaches,	
the	existence	of	God	is	the	queerest	thing	about	the	universe.		God,	too,	cannot	be	
categorized	or	boxed	in.	The	inexplicable	mystery	of	God	is	a	source	of	unspeakable	anxiety	
to	so	many	of	us	who	long	to	reduce	God	to	our	simplistic	categories.		Finally,	we	declare	
the	love	of	a	wedded	couple	to	be	holy	because	love,	too,	defies	all	classifications	and	can	
never	be	bounded–it’s	a	feeling,	but	not	just	a	feeling;	it’s	a	state	of	being	that	“have,”	that	
we	“are,”	but	it	is	larger	than	any	one	individual	or	relationship.		Love	is	queer,	and	in	
recognizing	this,	we	find	its	holiness,	its	Godliness.	
	



It	is	no	accident	that	the	famous	Levitical	injunction	concerning	homosexuality	appears	in	a	
section	of	the	Torah	called	“Kedoshim,”	meaning	“Holy.”		When	seen	in	context,	the	
homosexual	act	described	comes	amidst	a	series	of	many	kinds	of	human	couplings—all	of	
which	are	abusive	because	they	are	not	loving	acts.		When	one	man	rapes	another	man	
simply	because	he	does	not	have	access	to	a	woman,	such	an	act	is	indeed	an	abomination,	
a	desecration	of	God’s	holiness,	a	desecration	of	love.		Such	an	act	is	the	farthest	thing	from	
the	love	of	two	human	beings—of	whatever	gender—that	we	can	and	must	sanctify	
whenever	it	arises	in	our	human	condition.		
	
I	reject	the	idea	that	the	Bible	declares	that	the	only	sacred	love	that	can	exist	is	the	love	
between	a	man	and	a	woman.		Love	is	queer	—	it	can	never	be	limited	to	our	
categorizations	of	roles	and	gender.		Love	is	commitment,	presence,	and	kindness	so	
awesome	and	mysterious	that	nothing	in	our	power	can	contain	it.		We	must,	in	our	very	
imperfect	world,	celebrate,	sanctify,	and	lift	up	love	wherever	we	find	it;	because	our	loving	
relationships	are	the	only	way	that	we	will	bring	Godliness	to	this	world.		For	these	
reasons,	I	proudly	stand	for	the	evolution	of	Judaism,		in	awe	of	the	wisdom	of	my	Jewish	
people	and	tradition,	the	of	holiness	God	and	the	queerness	of		love.	
	
Rabbi	Gil	Steinlauf	is	senior	rabbi	at	Adas	Israel	Congregation	in	Washington,	D.C.	
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“Marriage	equality”	is	an	uninteresting	issue.	Marriage	inequality	is	interesting.	Consider	the	
Conservative	movement’s	recent	tribulations	over	a	gay	marriage	liturgy.	By	all	accounts,	this	particular	
debate	has	been	quite	civil,	l’shem	shamayim,	and	the	sort	of	applied	scholarship	that	makes	academic	life	
interesting.	The	question	presented:	should	gay	marriages	be	solemnized	with	a	replica	of	a	traditional	
Conservative	Jewish	wedding,	or	should	there	be	a	different	liturgy	that	takes	the	unique	circumstances	
of	a	same-sex	couple	into	account?	
	
The	answer,	as	of	a	few	months	ago,	was	exactly	what	one	has	come	to	expect	(for	better	and	for	worse)	
from	the	Conservative	movement:	both.	The	Committee	on	Jewish	Law	and	Standards	offered	a	
traditional	liturgy,	but	without	kiddushin,	as	well	as	an	alternative	liturgy	with	different	language	and	
different	ritual	forms	(no	chuppah,	no	rings,	etc.).	
	
This	result	is	not	particularly	interesting,	as	it	is	but	the	latest	in	the	movement’s	(take	your	pick)	
pluralism/vibrancy,	or	paralysis/discord.	But	the	debate	surrounding	the	question,	and	its	unintended	
consequences,	are	fascinating.	
	
First,	there	were	multiple—and	diametrically	opposed—	rationales	for	alternatives	to	the	traditional	
model.	On	the	one	hand,	some	LGBT	advocates—myself	included—favored	a	ritual	that	didn’t	mimic	a	
straight	wedding	but	recognized	that	a	gay	wedding	is	importantly	and	productively	different.	On	the	
other	hand,	some	small-c	conservatives	favored	a	different	ritual	so	that	it	wouldn’t	be	confused	with	a	
“real”	wedding.	The	rabbis	on	the	law	committee	were	caught	in	the	middle.	Is	“different	from”	always	
“less	than”?	Is	separate	inherently	unequal?	
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And	then	there	was	the	issue	of	kiddushin.	For	at	least	thirty	years	now,	feminists	have	critiqued	this	
legal	form—in	which	the	groom	effectively	buys	the	bride—as	outrageous.	Kiddushin	seemed	
particularly	out	of	place	in	a	same-sex	wedding.	Who	buys	whom?	And	if	a	new	ritual	is	being	created,	
isn’t	this	the	perfect	time	to	dispense	with	this	old,	offensive,	and	outmoded	form?	
	
The	law	committee,	following	the	pioneering	work	of	Rachel	Adler,	tended	to	agree.	But	then	the	law	of	
unintended	consequences	kicked	in.	With	kiddushin	no	longer	mandatory	for	gay	couples,	some	straight	
couples	have	already	begun	adapting	the	gay	liturgy	for	their	own	egalitarian	nuptials.	After	all,	the	
reasoning	goes,	if	the	kiddushin-free	rite	is	equally	valid	as	the	traditional	one,	why	shouldn’t	it	apply	to	
heterosexual	couples	as	well?	Do	straight	people	now	have	fewer	options	than	gay	people?	
	
There	are	those	who	have	complained	about	this	unexpected,	but	perhaps	foreseeable,	development.	
They	see	it	as	a	back-door	sabotaging	of	kiddushin,	and,	though	I	have	yet	to	read	anyone	saying	so	in	
print,	conservatives	might	well	point	to	this	turn	of	events	as	evidence	that	same-sex	marriage	actually	is	
changing	marriage	for	everyone.	In	some	ways,	this	is	a	nightmare	come	true	for	those	who	disparage	gay	
marriage.	
	
I	have	a	different	view,	naturally.	To	develop	it,	I	want	to	go	back	to	my	brash	introductory	sentences	
about	marriage	equality	and	inequality.	From	the	outset,	there	have	been	multiple	strands	to	the	LGBT	
movement,	just	as	there	are	in	feminism	and	in	anti-racism	and	anti-oppression	work	of	all	kinds.	There	
are	those	in	my	community	who	espouse	a	basically	assimilationist	message:	let	us	in	(to	rabbinical	
school,	to	the	rite	of	marriage,	etc.)	because	we	are	basically	the	same	as	you.	We	are	not	here	to	
transform	institutions,	but	to	join	them.	We	want	only	what	you	already	have.	This	is	the	dominant	
argument,	and	the	argument	that	is	politically	the	most	effective.	
	
But	then	there	are	the	more	radical	voices	with	a	different	message.	Let	us	in,	they	say,	not	because	we	
are	the	same	as	you,	but	because	we	are	relevantly	equal	and	importantly	different	as	well.	And	know	
that	when	you	do	let	us	in,	we	will	probably	change	your—now	our—institutions.	
	
This,	of	course,	is	not	an	LGBT-specific	message.	Few	people	advocate	for	the	“melting	pot”	model,	the	
idea	that	all	genders,	races,	ethnicities,	and	sexualities	will	blur	together	into	one	majority.	
Multiculturalism	more	closely	resembles	the	metaphor	of	the	“gorgeous	mosaic”	(apparently	first	used	by	
New	York’s	mayor	David	Dinkins)	of	a	diverse	society.	In	a	mosaic,	the	tiles	are	different	from	one	
another,	and	the	celebration	of	that	difference	is	what	makes	the	overall	mosaic	beautiful.	
	
Or,	to	choose	the	most	proximate	example,	consider	the	effects	on	religious	institutions	once	women’s	
voices	are	empowered.	Liturgy	changes,	theology	changes,	leadership	changes—and	presumably,	all	for	
the	better	since	these	changes	better	reflect	the	diversity	of	the	population	at	large.	These	new,	or	newly	
heard,	voices	enrich	the	conversation	by	engaging	in	dialogue	and	often	in	critique	of	existing	ones.	
	
We	are	only	beginning	to	have	the	conversation	when	it	comes	to	LGBT	people.	Only	in	the	last	ten	years	
have	we	begun	to	ask	more	probing	questions	than	“Is	it	okay	to	be	gay.”	In	Christian	communities,	queer	
theologians	have	been	thinking	and	writing	for	several	decades.	In	Jewish	communities,	with	a	few	
exceptions,	we	are	playing	catch-up.	And,	of	course,	we	are	still	at	square	one	in	many	communities,	often	
fighting	for	basic	legitimacy	in	the	context	of	marriage.	
	
The	question	of	kiddushin	is	an	instance	in	which	the	distinctive	modalities	of	a	same-sex	relationship,	in	
particular,	the	impossibility	of	assigning	who	is	to	be	the	ba’al	(owner)	and	who	the	owned,	has	shed	light	
on	the	tensions	of	such	dichotomies	in	heterosexual	contexts	as	well,	where	they	are	no	more	valid.	This	
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is	not	unlike	the	adoption	of	the	term	“coming	out,”	which	originated	in	gay	experience,	for	all	manner	of	
self-revelations.	In	both	cases,	LGBT	experience	matters	to	everyone,	not	just	gay	people.	
	
At	the	same	time,	it’s	obvious	that	this	tempest	in	a	liturgical	teapot	won’t	matter	to	the	most	Jews.	Most	
Jewish	weddings	are	Jewish	because	there’s	a	chuppah,	there’s	a	glass,	and	there’s	a	rabbi	even	though	
none	of	those	elements	is	required	by	halakah.	Halakically	speaking,	the	words	which	are	recited	under	
the	wedding	canopy	determine	the	nature	of	the	relationship.	But	popularly	speaking,	they	are	less	
important	than	the	pomp	and	circumstance.	Weddings	are	Maimonidean	in	nature:	there’s	one	level	of	
meaning	for	those	who	understand	them,	and	another	for	those	who	do	not.	
	
In	this	light,	the	gradual	transition	of	Conservative	marriages	to	a	non-kiddushin	rite	makes	sense,	and	
once	again,	LGBT	experience	might	help	point	the	way.	It’s	interesting	to	note	that	in	the	United	Kingdom,	
when	the	Liberal	movement	proposed	a	radically	different	wedding	rite,	gay	people	refused	to	adopt	it.	If	
they	were	to	get	Jewishly	married,	they	wanted	it	to	be	“kosher,”	with	all	the	trimmings.	
	
I	predict	the	experience	here	will	be	similar.	I	don’t	think	the	new	“alternative	rite”	with	its	chuppah-free	
forms	will	catch	on	at	all.	People	who	want	a	Jewish	wedding	want	a	Jewish	wedding.	Ketubah-free	
weddings	will	likely	be	adopted	by	the	small	minority	of	Conservative	Jews	who	are	Jewishly	literate	
enough	to	notice	and	care,	while	most	others	coast	on	tradition.	
	
In	other	words,	what’s	important	for	most	people	is	precisely	what	isn’t	interesting	to	the	scholar.	
Ultimately,	the	contemporary	marriage	is	a	sacralization	of	love.	Once	upon	a	time,	marriage	was	seen	as	
primarily	an	economic	relationship,	so	the	terms	of	that	relationship	were	of	primary	importance.	These	
days,	however,	marriage	is	seen	as	primarily	romantic,	and	the	old	legal	provisions	are	secondary	in	
nature.	Changing	them	will	be	important	for	the	literate	minority,	and	it’s	the	right	thing	to	do.	But	what	
matters	more	is	the	simpler	stuff:	this	is	love,	and	it	is	holy,	and	it	is	good.	
	



The	Feminist	Core	.	.	.	and	Out	from	There	
	
	
Just	as	feminism	influenced	gay	liberation,	feminist	theology,	both	Christian	and	Jewish	
influenced	gay	theology,	both	Christian	and	Jewish.		A	pillar	for	Judaism	is	Dr.	Judith	
Plaskow’s	Standing	Again	At	Sinai.		She	recognized	that,	although	women’s	voices	are	not	
heard	directly	in	Torah,	women	were	there	and	we	can	discern	their	teaching.		Similarly,	
queer	voices	are	not	heard,	but	we	know	they	were	there	and	we	can	find	their	share	of	
Torah.			
	
Merle	Feld’s	poem	“We	All	Stood	Together”	embodies	the	apparent	silence	of	women	in	our	
tradition.		My	response	“My	Sister	and	I”	expresses	the	humility	that	is	needed	from	men	if	
their	voices	are	to	meld	with	women’s.			
	
Just	as	the	Torah	is	said	to	be	black	fire	on	white	fire,	liturgy	is	black	letters	on	white	pages.		
The	white	pages	have	shapes	and	voices	that	we	do	not	usually	focus	on,	but	which	are	
essential	to	understand	the	whole.			
	
Traditional	gender	roles	are	arguably	the	root	of	homophobia.		Therefore,	one	of	the	first	
changes	required	for	liturgy	to	be	appropriate	in	a	LGBTQ	context	is	to	address	the	issue	of	
gender	–	gender	of	people	and	gender	of	G-d.		The	liturgy	must	not	be	exclusively	
masculine	in	gender.		Liturgy	must	acknowledge	that	women	pray	and	are	addressed	in	
prayer.		God	should	not	be	addressed	as	exclusively	male.		(English	and	Hebrew	present	
different	challenges	in	this	regard.)			
	
The	difficulties	of	traditional	gender	usage	in	liturgy	are	reflected	in	the	moving	essay	by	
Ayelet	Wenger,	an	Orthodox	Jew,	which	follows.			
	
Thereafter,	there	are	a	few	pages	from	Shavat	va-Yinafash	that	acknowledge	influential	
women	in	our	ancient	tradition,	many	of	whom	are	not	often	given	their	due.		In	addition	to	
the	prophet	Miriam,	they	include	Tamar,	Rahab,	Ruth,	and	Serach.			
	
Finally,	Rabbi	Jill	Hammer	presents	a	radical	restating	of	how	tradition	is	passed	down	in	
her	“Pirkei	Imahot.”		
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A	Bit	of	What	the	Rabbis	Say	
	
On	love,	on	gender,	and	on	finding	new	meanings	…	
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Little	Gay	Words	
	
One	road	to	affirmation	and	influence	is	subtlety.		Because	English	is	the	native	language	of	
most	of	us,	it	provides	a	useful	tool,	both	for	those	who	understand	Hebrew	and	for	those	
who	don’t,	to	understand	liturgy	in	new	and	liberating	ways.			
	
I	believe	that,	when	it	comes	to	liturgy,	many	people	become	suddenly	metaphorically	
challenged.		They	can’t	relate	to	what	prayers	say	because	they	don’t	believe	them	literally.		
As	Rabbi	Lawrence	Hoffman	teaches,	“Words	never	say	anything	on	their	own.	Readers	
always	interpret	them.	So	instead	of	asking	what	the	text	says	in	and	of	itself,	we	have	to	
ask	what	the	text	means	to	the	reader	who	reads	it.”	(The	Art	of	Public	Prayer,	p.	150.)		
“Meaning	comes	not	just	from	text,	but	from	context.	…	The	history	of	what	a	text	meant	
once	upon	a	time	has	no	necessary	relationship	to	what	it	means	now.”	(Id.	p.	148.)		These	
ideas	are	addressed	in	the	Note	on	Translation	in	the	preliminary	pages	of	Shavat	va-
Yinafash.	
	
So,	in	Psalm	95,	tzur	yish-einu,	is	traditionally	translated	as	“the	rock	of	our	salvation”	or	
similar.	We	asked	the	question:	What	does	that	mean,	whether	in	the	abstract,	or	to	us?	We	
translated	it	as	“our	liberating	Power.”	This	is	meant	to	suggest	both	our	self-liberation	as	
women	and	LGBTQ	people	and	acknowledge	its	ultimate	Source.			
	
For	“U-Melech	gadol	al	kol	elohim,”	G-d	is	greater	than	other	gods,	we	assume	that	paganism	
is	no	longer	that	much	of	concern.	So	what	are	our	false	gods	today?		Thinking	too	highly	of	
our	own	power	might	be	one,	so	we	acknowledge	that	G-d	is	the	“creative	Force	behind	all	
that	we	create.”	
	
For	“nishtachaveh,”	instead	of	“we	bow	down,”	we	say	“we	are	swept	off	our	feet	with	
wonder.”			What	could	be	more	gay?	;-)		
	
In	Psalm	96,	“mishp’chot	amim”	is	familiar	perhaps	as	“families	of	nations.”		But	what	does	
that	really	mean?		Germanic	tribes?	The	UN?		We	took	some	poetic	license	to	translate	it	as	
“families	of	all	kinds,”	a	welcoming	concept	for	queer	people.			
	
“Ya-aloz	sadai	v’chol	asher	bo”	is	often	rendered	as	“Let	the	field	and	its	bounty	exult.”		We	
asked:	“Bounty”?		“Exult”?		Who	says	these	things?	Do	we	catch	their	meaning	as	we	speed	
through?		So	a	more	explicit	translation	…		and	more	“gay”	translation	was	chosen.		The	
root	of	ya-aloz	is	also	the	root	of	the	word	aliz,	literally	“gay.”*	So,	filling	in	the	blanks	a	bit	

																																																								
*	Aliz	was	suggested	as	a	Hebrew	word	for	Gay	in	the	80s,	but	it	didn’t	stick.		Unfortunately,	
the	word	generally	used	for	a	gay	man	is	homo.		Women	did	better	on	this	score,	with	lesbit.	



on	what	the	bounty	of	the	fields	might	be,	we	have	“Gaiety	reigns	in	the	fields;	plants	and	
animals	thrive.”			
	
	At	the	beginning	of	the	Torah	service,	we	sing,	quoting	a	verse	from	the	book	of	Numbers	
about	the	Israelites’	wandering:	
	

“When	the	Ark	was	carried	forward,	Moses	would	say:	
‘Rise	up,	O	God,	that	Your	enemies	be	scattered,	
and	those	who	hate	You	flee	before	You.’”	

	
At	the	end	of	the	Torah	service,	as	the	Ark	is	about	to	be	closed,	the	liturgy	contains	the	
next	verse	from	Numbers:		
	

“And	when	the	Ark	rested,	Moses	would	say:	
‘Shuva,	Adonai,	riv’vot	alfei	Yisrael.’”	

	
Literally,	“Return,	O	God	the	myriad	thousands	of	Israel.”		Huh?	Some	try	to	answer	the	
math	problem	with:	“unto	the	ten	thousands	of	the	families	of	Israel.”	So	we	took	it	a	step	
farther:		‘Turn,	O	God:	Behold	the	diverse	families	of	Israel.’”		
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Too	Queer	for	Shul	or	Queer	for	All?	
	
Some	of	the	readings	from	Shavat	va-Yinafash	speak	expressly	to	LGTBQ	people.		Some	also	
include	their	family	and	allies.			
	
Many	are	explicitly	inspired	by	queer	experience,	but	attempt	to	speak	to	everyone.		In	
some,	the	queer	experience	is	the	root	but	is	not	directly	expressed.		Is	that	palpable?	
	
Where	do	you	see	the	differences?	Do	you	see	them?	Do	they	matter	today?		
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Who’s	on	First?	
	
In	1993,	as	the	Bet	Mishpachah	liturgy	committee	was	working	on	a	new	machzor	for	the	
Kol	Nidrei	service,	we	considered	the	various	confessional	pieces.		One	of	our	members,	
now	Aleph-ordained	Rabbi	Beth	Cohen,	said,	“You	know,	of	course	we	should	confess	our	
sins,	but	as	gay	people,	we’ve	been	told	too	long	that	we	are	wrong.	Shouldn’t	we	take	an	
opportunity	to	acknowledge	what	we	have	done	that	is	good?”	From	there,	to	mirror	
Ashamnu,	we	composed	Ahavnu.	It	has	become	a	fixed	part	of	our	liturgy.			
	
A	year	and	half	ago,	Rabbi	Avi	Weiss	published	a	similar	recitation	of	good	deeds,	
apparently	completely	unaware	of	ours.		He	later	found	out	there	were	earlier	antecedents	
to	his.		I	thought	about	getting	in	touch	with	him,	but	never	got	around	to	it.			
	
Regardless	of	who	was	“on	first,”	this	is	a	demonstration	that	a	concept	which	may	have	
originated	with	queer	Jews	can	speak	to	all	Jews.			
	



������������	��������������������������
���
������ ������

����������������	
��
�����
��
�	����
�
������������������
�����������

������

�	��
�������
�
��		
��������������

��������������
��������
�������
���

	
��
��������
�
�������������
������
��
�
������������������	��
����������
�
��	����
����	
���������������������	
��������	
������������	��
��������
��
�����
���
�����	��
���������

�����������
��������
����
��
������

������
��������������
�����������
�
�	
�������	
������
����
������������
�	
�����

�
��
����
����
���������
���

�����������
�	�����

���������
������������
���
���
���
���

����������	�������
 ���	
������ ��
������������������
������������	������ ��
�
���� ����
	����������������������������
���� �����	!�������"	����� �#����	����� �#��$���������"������� ��#
���������������� �# ��
������� ����%�������� ��#	����� ��������������
������� ���������������������
���������� ��		���& ��'

������ ����
��
�����
��
�����

� 
����

�
�
�������������

�
���
��

��	
����� ����	��
������� 
�!���������������
�
�������

�	
���� ���	���������������
����������	�
������
��

��	������
��
�
	���

������� ��������	�
��
���
���������������������
���
����
��
������
��������
�������� ��������������������	���
�

�	
��� ���	
������
�
���������������������
���

��
�
����������

�����
�� ���
������
���
�����
�����������
�������������
����
�������������
�
����
�������������

��	����� ������
�	�������
����������	������
��
�
���
�����

������� ��������������"��
���	������������
�
��������

��������
��������
 ������ ���	
���
���
������	�
�������������
�
����
��������
��	�����
��

© 1994 Bet Mishpachah



!	��
�� ����
��
����	�����
��
���
����
��������������������
�����
��

��
�
�
���

"	��
�� ������	��
�
�	����
����
�
����	��������
�
�����������
����
���

#������ �������������	�����
�
�	
��������

$�
���� ��������
�
�����������
�����
��

����	������

%������� ����

�������
�����
�������

��������

&
�
�� �����	
�
����
���
����
�������������

���
�
�����������
������
�����

'���
�� ���������
����
����
��

��������

����������
����	����

���
���� ����

���
������
�
��

����

�������

!	����� ����		����
���
����������������������
��
��
�
����
���� ����������������
���������������

(����� ����������������
����
��
���
�������

���
����������
������

%������� ������
���
�
���	����
���
��������
�
��
����
����

�������� �������

�������
����
��������
�
�
������

������ �����
������������
���
��
��#
����
��

�	���� �����������������������

��

© 1994 Bet Mishpachah



This post has been contributed by a third party. The opinions, facts and any media content here are presented solely by the
author, and The Times of Israel assumes no responsibility for them. In case of abuse, report this post.

Ahavnu, beirachnu: Yom
Kippur is also a time to
confess our good
AVI WEISS  OCTOBER 6, 2016, 10:19 PM  

M y wife, Toby, and I years ago attended a seminar called “Marriage Encounter.” Its goal:
to help good marriages become better.

At the outset we were asked to write, for ourselves and ourselves alone, what we believed were
our positive and negative qualities.

At first I had difficulty identifying my positives — what I know to be the truth — as opposed to
what others thought of me, and how I may have fooled them into thinking what is not quite true.
While I did manage to claim some positives that felt worthy, it was a struggle to reach them.

As it turned out, I was not alone in this difficulty: most of the participants found it easier to write
about their negatives than their positives.

The presenters explained that, deep down, people by and large lack confidence in their own
abilities. We may “put on airs,” appearing confident and capable, but at heart most people — even
the most successful — lack belief in themselves.

This is a major stumbling block in developing loving relationships and good marriages. The famous
biblical mandate “Love thy neighbor as thyself” makes this point. The prerequisite to loving an
“other” is to love oneself.

I often think of this Marriage Encounter moment during the High Holidays, especially on Yom
Kippur — the Day of Atonement — when over and over we recite the Vidui, the confession prayer.
While beating our hearts we follow the order of the Hebrew alphabet declaring our transgressions:
ashamnu (אשמנו), bagadnu (בגדנו), gazalnu (גזלנו), dibarnu dofi (דברנו דפי) — we have trespassed,
we have dealt treacherously, we have robbed, we have spoken slander. The benefit of the
Vidui confession is its potential for inspiring the commitment to improve.

THE TIMES OF ISRAEL | www.timesofisrael.com
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But repetitive Vidui can also have an opposite effect: it can bring one to despair, to loss of
confidence, even to loss of belief in one’s capacity to do good. After so many ashamnus, one
may be left overwhelmed, wondering, “Is there anything I’ve done right? Do I have the capacity to
make positive contributions to the world?”

Relative to Vidui, it is important to recognize that Yom Kippur is not only a solemn day but a joyous
one. The Jerusalem Talmud puts it this way:

Said Rabbi Abahu: The way of the word is that when one comes to be judged, one
wears black clothes, and allows his beard to grow long and unkempt, concerned about
the outcome of his case. This is not the case concerning the People of Israel. The Book
of Life and Death are before us, who will live and who will die. And yet, we wear white,
we wrap ourselves in white garments, we trim our beards and we believe that the Holy
One, Blessed Be He, will act kindly towards us. (Rosh Hashanah 1:3)

The 13th-century commentator Rabbenu Yonah adds that the final meal (seudat ha-mafseket)
before the fast is viewed as a festive meal. In his words:

On holidays, we joyously partake in meals.  Bearing in mind, however, that on Yom
Kippur we fast, the law was established that we eat sumptuously beforehand. As we
approach Yom Kippur, we eat a hearty meal, full of optimism, belief and joy. (Sha’arei
Teshuva, Gate 4, Section 9)

This is a remarkable commentary.  The Talmud views the se’udat ha-mafseket with concern, that
with every bite we could choke to death. For this reason, we first pray the afternoon Mincha
service, with Vidui, so that if we die during the meal, we will have at least recited a final
confession.  (Yoma 87b)  Rabbenu Yonah turns this on its head: the meal before Yom Kippur is not
a “fearful meal,” but a festive Yom Kippur meal.

In this spirit, Rabbi Avraham Yitzchak HaCohen Kook in his commentary on the Mishnah points
out that just as there is a vidui la-ra, a confession for the bad, so, too, is there a vidui la-tov, a
confession for the good.  An example is vidui ma’aser. In the fourth and seventh year of the
sabbatical cycle, we recall that we have given tithes properly over the past three years. To the
priest, we gave terumah (gift offering), to the Levite, we gave tithes, in support of Jerusalem we
gave the second tithes. And we helped the indigent (ma’aser ani) by giving money to the poor. In
short, our actions were an all-encompassing doing good (Deuteronomy 26:12-15).

Rav Kook puts it this way:

A person should also be joyous concerning the good he or she has done. It follows that



just as there is a great benefit to self-improvement through confessing one’s sins, so is
there great benefit to confessing one’s good deeds. Therefore, the commandment of
Vidui was established concerning the setting aside of the obligatory gifts (terumah and
ma’aser). (Rabbi Kook’s Commentary to Mishnah Ma’aser Sheni 5:10)

Now, Rav Kook carefully insists we speak with humility of our good deeds. We can always do
better. But, reminding ourselves of what we’ve done well builds self-confidence, which is critical to
belief in one’s ability to do and accomplish for oneself, for Am Yisrael and for the world.

Inspired by this approach, we may consider an opposite recitation of Ashamnu, focusing on the
good we’ve done. It, too, can be listed following the order of the Hebrew alphabet.

בַּרְנוּ  יפִֹי ִּ אָהַבְנוּ, בֵּרַכְנוּ, גָּדַלְנוּ, דִִ
We have loved, we have blessed, we have grown, we have spoken positively.

הֶעֱלִינוּ, וחְַסְנוּ, זֵרַזְנוּ
We have raised up, we have shown compassion, we have acted enthusiastically,

חָמַלְנוּ, טִפַּחְנוּ אֱמֶת
We have been empathetic, we have cultivated truth,

יעַָצְנוּ טוֹב, כִּבַּדְנוּ, לָמַדְנוּ, מָחַלְנוּ
We have given good advice, we have respected, we have learned, we have forgiven,

נחִַמְנוּ, סָלַלְנוּ, עוֹרַרְנוּ
We have comforted, we have been creative, we have stirred,

פָּעַלְנוּ, צָדַקְנוּ, קִוִּינוּ לָאָרֶץ
We have been spiritual activists, we have been just, we have longed for Israel,

רִחַמְנוּ, שָקַדְנוּ
We have been merciful, we have given full effort,

תָּמַכְנוּ, תָּרַמְנוּ, תִּקַּנּוּ
We have supported, we have contributed, we have repaired.

Even the traditional Ashamnu, the confession for the wrongs we’ve done, has overtones of
optimism. Consider how music is divided into major and minor keys. Typically, the major keys are
thought to be upbeat, the minor ones more melancholy.

But as Rabbi Ari Hart points out, we detail our ashamnu failures in a major key. The music is
triumphant, suffused with a spirit of positive hopefulness. (You can hear the traditional ashamnu
melody here.)



In advocating Ahavnu, I am not discounting Ashamnu. Rather I suggest we find room alongside
our negatives, to feel good about our accomplishments both as individuals and within our
community.

Perhaps everyone should consider reflecting upon his or her good attributes by writing out a
personal Ahavnu in English or Hebrew alphabetical order. It would also be good to do the same
relative to the Jewish community and the State of Israel. With all of our challenges, there is so
much to be proud of.

Yes, Yom Kippur is an intensely serious day. It is a day of self-reflection. But it is also an “up” day. It
is a day to combine tears, worries and regrets with smiles, confidence and a humble but positive
sense of accomplishment. A day to lift our hands from our hearts heavenwards, while singing and
dancing – ahavnu (אהבנו), berachnu (ברכנו), gadalnu (גדלנו), dibarnu yofi (דברנו יפי).

—

Author’s Note: I’m grateful to Dr. Shalom Holtz, Rabba Anat Sharbat and Rabbi Steven Exler for
their help in formulating the Ahavnu. Dr. Yehudah Freidenberg did the vocalization. Subsequent to
my penning this Ahavnu, it was brought to my attention that Rabbi Binyamin Holtzman wrote
another Ahavnu in 2012. It can be seen here. In the same vein, years earlier, Rabbi Joseph
Telushkin suggested a reading for Yom Kippur which he called “For the Mitzvah We Performed.”
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Our	Liturgy	
	

The	new,	second-edition,	hardbound	Shavat	va-Yinafash,	
published	in	December	of	2017.	

Bet	Mishpachah’s	unique	prayer	books	reflect	the	spiritual	values	
of	our	congregation.		We	are	very	proud	of	our	siddur	for	Shabbat	
evening	and	morning,	Shavat	va-Yinafash	(Rest	and	Renewal),	
our	machzor	for	the	High	Holy	Days,	Chadeish	Yameinu	(Renew	
Our	Days),	and	our	shiva	book	for	a	house	of	mourning,	Ha-
Makom	Y’nacheim	(Place	of	Comfort),	which	were	developed	by	
our	Liturgy	Committee	to	meet	our	needs	as	LGBTQ	Jews	and	
allies.	

With	great	pride	and	joy,	Bet	Mishpachah	dedicated	the	updated	
and	expanded	second	hardcover	edition	of	its	unique	prayer	
book,	Shavat	va-Yinafash,	at	its	weekly	Shabbat	service	on	December	1,	2017.	Shavat	va-Yinafash	
offers	a	wide	variety	of	beautiful	prayers,	readings,	and	meditations	by	contemporary	liturgists,	
including	several	very	talented	members	of	Bet	Mishpachah.		Several	special	prayers	from	a	trans	
perspective	are	also	included.	

The	siddur	provides	complete	Shabbat	services	for	Friday	night	and	Saturday	morning,	including	
the	service	for	reading	the	Torah.	It	also	includes	the	Festival	Amida	and	selected	prayers	and	
readings	for	holidays	and	special	occasions	throughout	the	year.	As	with	the	first	edition,	the	
English	translations	in	the	second	edition	use	gender-neutral	terminology	with	respect	to	God,	and	
both	male	and	female	forms	with	respect	to	people	are	used	in	Hebrew	and	in	English.		The	second	
edition	has	also	added	many	references	to	women,	such	as	all	six	Matriarchs	and	the	Prophet	
Miriam.	Some	Hebrew	prayers	are	in	the	feminine.	Much	of	the	translation	of	the	traditional	
Hebrew	prayers	is	original	to	Bet	Mishpachah	and	is	uplifting	and	inspiring	in	new	ways.	In	the	new	
edition	all	Hebrew	is	transliterated.	

The	first	hardbound	edition	of	Shavat	va-Yinafash	was	published	in	1991	and	was	adopted	by	
several	other	LGBTQ	synagogues	around	the	country,	including	ones	in	Cleveland,	Miami/Fort	
Lauderdale,	Tampa,	and	Dallas.	Bet	Mishpachah	used	softbound	drafts	of	the	second	edition	until	it	
was	finalized	by	the	congregation’s	Liturgy	Committee,	printed,	and	published.	

Please	support	the	congregation	by	donating	a	bookplate	on	the	inside	the	front	cover	of	a	siddur	
that	will	be	used	during	services	at	Bet	Mishpachah.	You	may	order	bookplates	in	honor	of	or	in	
memory	of	a	loved	one,	at	$54	each.	You	may	order	your	own	copy	of	the	siddur	(without	a	
bookplate)	for	a	donation	of	$40,	including	shipping.		Go	to	betmish.org,	then	Our	Services	
and	Liturgy,	Our	Liturgy.	

Bet	Mishpachah’s	Liturgy	Committee	worked	for	several	years	to	compile,	translate	and	edit	
prayers,	readings,	and	meditations	for	the	second	edition	of	Shavat	va-Yinafash.		In	this	endeavor	
the	Liturgy	Committee	was	chaired	and	led	by	Scott	Reiter,	who	also	did	all	the	desktop	publishing	
in	Hebrew	and	in	English.	The	committee	included	Allan	Armus,	Alex	Carter,	Rabbi	Laurie	Green,	
Elke	Martin,	Larry	Neff,	Ruth	Potts,	and	Rachel	Wolkowitz.	

Your	comments	and	suggestions	are	always	welcomed.	In	addition,	if	you	have	an	interest	or	
background	in	liturgy	and	would	like	to	participate	in	this	process,	please	contact	
liturgy@betmish.org.	
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