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A WORD FROM THE EDITOR

In 2005, under the editorial direction of Rabbi Bernard Zlo-
towitz, the Academy for Jewish Religion (AJR) launched 
the first volume of G’vanim: The Academic Journal of 
the Academy for Jewish Religion. Rabbi Zlotowitz envi-
sioned a forum for scholarly and popular articles, as well 
as more traditional compositions, that consider Judaism 
in all of its facets from a rigorous and sincere perspective. 
After nearly a decade of regular publication, the journal 
was temporarily suspended in order to dedicate effort 
to the creation of a book-length collection of articles re-
volving around pluralism. The fruits of this labor resulted 
in the publication of Studies in Judaism and Pluralism: 
Honoring the 60th Anniversary of the Academy for Jewish 
Religion in 2015, edited by AJR faculty member Dr. Len 
Levin. 

It is with great excitement that AJR resumes production 
and dissemination of G’vanim as an online journal ded-
icated to academic engagement with the past, present, 
and future of Judaism. In order to provide a wide array 
of approaches, the journal seeks contributions from estab-
lished scholars, graduate students, as well as knowledge-
able religious leaders and laity. The diversity of voices 
represented speaks to the institutions foundational value 
of, and emphasis on, pluralism. Through this publication, 
AJR strives to further one of its core institutional goals of 
serving the Jewish community and providing knowledge 
of Jews and Judaism to the general community.

Following on the heels of the Academy for Jewish Reli-
gion’s Fall Retreat, which focused on applying wisdom 
from Jewish tradition to gender inequality, the present 
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volume assembles a variety of articles that revolve around 
the intersections between gender, sexuality, and Judaism. 
The volume opens with a reflection by Noam Sienna on 
the recent publication of A Rainbow Thread: An Anthology 
of Queer Jewish Texts from the First Century to 1969. As 
the first major translated collection of Jewish sources on 
Judaism and queer identities throughout much of Jewish 
history, this valuable resource provides an unprecedented 
look at what has often been a hidden dimension of Jewish 
experience. Sienna’s contribution to G’vanim provides in-
sight into the nature of this anthology, the process of col-
lecting materials, and his aspirations for the impact of this 
work. The second article, by Rebecca Epstein-Levi, turns 
to contemporary Jewish sexual ethics to pose the provoc-
ative question, “is Judaism ‘sex positive’?” Distinguish-
ing between cautious and expansive voices within current 
discourse, Epstein-Levi traces the ways in which we can 
understand modern Jewish thinkers’ use of the rhetoric of 
sexuality as a distinctive marker of Judaism. Turning to the 
arena of Modern Orthodox education, Evyatar Marienberg 
examines a number of guides produced for parents and 
students to teach and learn about sexuality. Marienberg 
locates these works in their socio-religious context, sur-
veying the major topics addressed and ignored by a few of 
the most comprehensive guides available. The fourth arti-
cle in the present volume, by Rona Matlow, confronts the 
challenges faced by trans Jews when considering or un-
dergoing transition surgery. Matlow highlights a range of 
traditional Jewish sources that can be employed to support 
transitioning and argues for the importance of removing 
impediments to individuals pursuing this process. A final 
piece in this year’s volume, by Ira Sheskin and Harriet 
Hartman, provides a statistical profile of LBGTQ Jewish 
households in America. Drawing upon a number of recent 
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surveys and quantitative data, these authors paint a socio-
logical portrait of the somewhat surprising demographics 
of this important population. As a whole, the articles in 
this volume of G’vanim explore a wide variety of issues 
from a broad spectrum of approaches, offering our readers 
new perspectives for thinking about the intersection be-
tween sexuality, gender, and Judaism throughout history 
and especially in the modern day.

Matthew S. Goldstone
July, 2019
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Spinning a Rainbow Thread: Reflections on Writ-
ing Queer Jewish History

Noam Sienna

When A Rainbow Thread: An Anthology of Queer Jewish 
Texts from the First Century to 19691 was first published, 

a colleague shared the announcement in a Facebook group ded-
icated to buying and selling “sefarim.” While the Hebrew se-
farim simply means “books,” in many Jewish communities the 
term “sefer” is reserved for a particular kind of Jewish book: a 
book of sacred text, or one with exegetical, theological, ritual, 
or halakhic content. Thus, it was interesting to note that this 
posting attracted a variety of responses. One group member 
commented on the post, “I hardly think this qualifies as a sefer.” 
They later explained their comment by adding that this book 
was “particularly objectionable” because of “the perversion of 
some of the sources” in it, as well as the fact that it included 
sources written by secular Jewish (and even some non-Jewish) 
authors. Another commenter wondered aloud whether “a sim-
ilar book about Messianic Judaism” would be allowed under 
the purview of a group dedicated to sefarim. These comments 
about the relationship of queer Jewish texts to the canonical 
body of what is understood as “Jewish literature” testify to a 
perspective which has a long legacy, and is clearly still wide-
spread today.
 We might compare these comments, for example, to the 
responsum of an American Reform rabbi writing in 1969. In 
that year, Rabbi Solomon Freehof, president of the Central 
Conference of American Rabbis (CCAR), answered the fol-

1  Sienna, Noam. A Rainbow Thread: An Anthology of Queer Jewish 
Texts from the First Century to 1969. Philadelphia, PA: Print-O-Craft 
LLC, 2019.
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lowing question from a synagogue in Florida: “A group 
in the Temple is planning a discussion program on the 
question of homosexuality. What is there in Jewish law 
on this subject?”2 Freehof responded that, “One can say 
in general that it is remarkable how little place the whole 
question occupies in Jewish law… The very paucity of 
biblical and post-biblical law on the matter speaks well 
for the normalcy and the purity of the Jewish people.”3 
In other words, Freehof looked only at what he believed 
would “qualify as a sefer,” one particular thread of textual 
history within the Jewish tradition, and from it he could 
see no presence of the people he considered “abnormal” 
and “impure.” Therefore, he denied them any place in the 
history of the Jewish people.
 Indeed, I have no doubt that staring at his bookshelf, 
Freehof saw a paucity of sources dealing with the diver-
sity of Jewish sexuality and gender. The trap that Free-
hof and many others have fallen into is assuming that 
the highly-selective body of rabbinic law produced by a 
small scholarly male elite was representative of a totali-
ty, or even the majority, of the experience of the Jewish 
people. In some ways, I imagine my book project as a 

2  Freehof, Solomon. Current Reform Responsa. Cincinnati, OH: 
Hebrew Union College Press, 1969, 236-238. Solomon Freehof 
(1892–1990) was born in London and came to the United States as 
a child; he was ordained by Hebrew Union College in 1915. The 
responsum is signed simply “From I.B.C., Florida.” Elisa Ho of the 
American Jewish Archives kindly identified this as Rabbi Irving B. 
Cohen (1921–1990) of Temple Israel in West Palm Beach, Florida. 
This responsum is reproduced in Sienna, Noam. A Rainbow Thread: 
An Anthology of Queer Jewish Texts from the First Century to 1969. 
Philadelphia, PA: Print-O-Craft Press, 2019, 399-401.
3  On this, and similar rabbinic responses of the 1970s, see Kahn, 
Yoel. “Judaism and Homosexuality: The Traditionalist/Progressive 
Debate,” Journal of Homosexuality 18.3/4 (1989): 47-52.
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belated response to Freehof, a book that I hope might have 
changed his mind if he had had it on his shelf. My mother, 
who served in the 1980s as a junior rabbi under renowned 
Reform rabbi W. Gunther Plaut (1912-2012), recalls that 
after the publication of her first book ReVisions: Seeing 
Torah through a Feminist Lens (Jewish Lights, 1998), 
Rabbi Plaut told her that if he had been able to read her 
book as a younger rabbi, it would have changed the way 
he wrote his Torah commentary. Just as many male Jewish 
thinkers, therefore, have realized that they had unknow-
ingly been extrapolating from “Jewish men’s experienc-
es” to “Jewish experiences,” so too, this project suggests 
that heterosexual and cisgender Jews have created a nar-
rative of Jewish history that assumes a particular unifor-
mity (even “normalcy,” in Freehof’s terms) and ignores 
the diversity of how Jews have experienced sexuality and 
gender.
 Two moves, therefore, are necessary in the reorient-
ing of our historical consciousness: first, to recover other 
sources of Jewish knowledge, such as those described by 
Rachel Adler as “the abundance of women’s feelings and 
experiences which have been non-data within the tradi-
tion and which Jewish women are only now beginning 
to recognize and name.”4 The work of Adler’s generation 
of feminist scholars has deepened our understanding of 
Judaism by recovering these experiences which formed, 
in Judith Plaskow’s phrase, “another world around and 
underneath the textual tradition.”5 Second, we must bring 
a new set of eyes, with a new set of experiences, to the ta-
ble, in order to uncover new readings of old texts and new 

4  Adler, Rachel. “I’ve Had Nothing Yet So I Can’t Take More.” 
Moment Magazine 8.8 (1983): 22–26.
5  Plaskow, Judith. Standing Again at Sinai: Judaism from a Femi-
nist Perspective. New York: Harper & Row, 1990, 50.
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insights that had been invisible to previous readers with access 
to a more limited set of voices.
 The title of my book, A Rainbow Thread, speaks to one 
of the primary challenges that I have faced in this project: the 
balancing act between acknowledging the fragmentary nature 
of history, on the one hand, and recognizing continuity on the 
other. Queer Jewish history could be described as an infinite 
rainbow, with no beginning or end, and with no clear boundar-
ies between its different facets. In compiling this anthology, I 
took the perspective that history is not an uninterrupted march 
towards some universal goal, but a messy, contingent, and com-
plex network of processes, connections, interruptions, and in-
novations. It is not my intention to imply a unity of identity or 
experience between the different stories included in this book, 
nor do I see them as presenting any narrative of development 
or movement in a particular direction (from “discrimination” to 
“tolerance” and then “acceptance,” for example).
 On the one hand, therefore, we have a “history” of sin-
gular, fragmentary, discontinuous pieces. On the other hand, 
there is a thread that runs throughout the book (hence the title): 
a continuity that links our lives, our joys, and our struggles to-
day to an ancestral heritage in the past and to our inheritors in 
the future. Certainly, it is irresponsible to project our identities 
onto people in the past; at the same time, however, it is also ir-
responsible to ignore the shared practices, behaviors, and expe-
riences that link these stories to other places and times, and that 
offer clear resonances to our lives today. We must balance be-
tween recognizing the shared dimensions of history, and allow-
ing space for a diversity of individuals and identities without 
erasure or homogenization. As Rachel Hope Cleves has written 
regarding the practice of trans history, this method of holding 
onto multiple meanings simultaneously “offers a tool not for 
imposing new stabilities but for fracturing what we think we 
know about the past.”6 Overlapping resonances do not collapse 

6  Cleves, Rachel Hope. “Six Ways of Looking at a Trans Man?: The 
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into a single history, but rather support each other in their in-
finite variety. 
 The word anthology is used here in its etymological sense, 
from the Greek anthos+logia, “a bouquet of flowers” — this 
is a curated selection of historical moments, arranged to bring 
beauty and meaning. I faced many difficult choices in pre-
paring this bouquet and deciding what to trim or prune. The 
restrictions of a textual anthology meant that I was unable to 
include the creative works of many queer Jewish artists, musi-
cians, and activists, whose lives did not leave extensive writ-
ten records, while the temporal boundaries excluded the many 
memoirs, oral histories, and other reflections on queer Jewish 
life since 1969.7 I also chose purposefully to use the project to 
showcase the broadest set of Jewish voices. Thus, for example, 
I selected only four gay Ashkenazi men writing in America in 
the 1960s (Frank Kameny, Leo Skir, Sanford Friedman, and 
Edward Field) out of many other similar examples, in order 
to make space for other kinds of texts — especially prioritiz-
ing the voices of Jewish women, trans and non-binary Jews, 
and Sephardi/Mizrahi Jews — many of which have never been 
published before or made accessible in English.
 In collecting these texts and allowing readers to engage 
directly with original primary sources, I have been inspired by 
scholars like the medievalist Caroline Dinshaw, who has ar-
gued that marginalized communities today can link themselves 
with the past through “shared contemporaneity,” which in-
volves imagining ourselves and our ancestors as participating 

Life of Frank Shimer (1826–1901).” Journal of the History of Sexuality 
27.1 (2018): 32-62.
7  1969 was the year of the Stonewall Riots, which brought a new vis-
ibility and urgency to the battle for civil rights for LGBTQ people in the 
United States. While it was neither a beginning nor an ending, especially 
for LGBTQ communities outside the United States, 1969 was a clear turn-
ing point in both Jewish and non-Jewish discourse; conversations which 
had already begun in the 1950s and 1960s exploded with a new energy and 
visibility in the 1970s. For more, see Sienna, A Rainbow Thread, 11-12.
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in the same project, across time and space.8 Drawing on 
Dinshaw’s argument, José Esteban Muñoz suggested in 
his book Cruising Utopia: The Then and There of Queer 
Futurity that,

queerness exists for us as an ideality that can be 
distilled from the past and used to imagine a fu-
ture… Queerness is a structuring and educat-
ed mode of desiring that allows us to see and 
feel beyond the quagmire of the present… [It 
is] a temporal arrangement in which the past is 
a field of possibility in which subjects can act 
in the present in the service of a new futurity.9

Muñoz is proposing a model of history that focuses not 
on linearity (where a single original event leads inevita-
bly to its contemporary conclusion) but on multiplicity, 
on discontinuity, and on simultaneity. This is a history 
filled with surprises and reversals, with paradoxes and 
unknowns. Above all, this is a history which is unapol-
ogetically entangled with the ongoing negotiations of all 
of us who are fighting for a better world in the present. 
This project attempts to facilitate that process, distilling 
moments from the past that might spark the imagining of 
other possibilities.
 The circular relationship to history that Dinshaw and 
Muñoz propose, which constantly returns to the past as a 
“field of possibility” to reshape a new future, is not only 
characteristic of how queer communities might relate to 
time (what Muñoz terms “queer futurity”), but also seems 

8  Dinshaw, Carolyn, et al. “Theorizing Queer Temporalities: A 
Roundtable Discussion.” GLQ: A Journal of Lesbian and Gay Stud-
ies 13.2–3 (2007): 177-195.
9  Muñoz, José Esteban. Cruising Utopia: The Then and There of 
Queer Futurity. New York: New York University Press, 2009, 1-2, 
16.
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deeply Jewish. Many thinkers have suggested that Jewish 
history too can be understood as a non-linear, constantly 
recurring field of possibility, a sentiment articulated per-
haps most famously by Yosef Hayim Yerushalmi. In his 
book Zakhor: Jewish History and Jewish Memory (1982), 
Yerushalmi proposed that the Jewish world has always 
structured the memory of its own past through a cyclical 
and mythic imagination pointed towards redemption. He 
writes: “Those Jews who are still within the enchanted 
circle of tradition, or those who have returned to it, find 
the work of the historian irrelevant. They seek, not the 
historicity of the past, but its eternal contemporaneity.”10 
 By the “historicity of the past,” I believe Yerushalmi 
refers to the conception of any historical moment as par-
ticular and relevant only to its own concrete occurrence; 
instead, Yerushalmi argues that the “enchanted circle” of 
Jewish tradition honors the emotional connections that 
link people and communities across time. This perspec-
tive, that which Yerushalmi terms “Jewish memory,” is 
what I have aimed to capture in this anthology project. 
All of these frameworks—Yerushalmi’s “eternal contem-
poraneity,” Dinshaw’s “shared contemporaneity,” Muñoz’ 
“field of possibility”—suggest that queer Jewish history 
must be constructed through an intertwining of past, pres-
ent, and future. We return to the past, we excavate it, and 
we reassemble it, not only because it has been buried for 
centuries, but because our own future liberation depends 
on it.
 I will conclude by presenting two examples from the 
book as illustrations of how these historical fragments 
might be re-used as building blocks in contemporary queer 
Jewish life. The first is Simeon Solomon, an artist whose 

10  Yerushalmi, Yosef Hayim. Zakhor: Jewish History and Jewish 
Memory. Seattle, WA: University of Washington Press, 1982, 96.
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work represents a fascinating early articulation of queer 
Jewish identity. Solomon was born in London in 1840 to 
a newly-prominent Jewish family—his father, a hat mer-
chant, was one of the first Jews to be given the municipal 
honor of the Freedom of the City of London.11 Solomon 
excelled as an artist, entered the Royal Academy of Arts, 
and joined a circle of Pre-Raphaelite artists, poets, and 
writers who questioned Victorian conventions of art and 
literature, and defied expectations of gender and sexuality; 
his circle included Edward Burne-Jones, William Morris, 
Algernon Charles Swinburne, and Dante Gabriel Rosset-
ti. Solomon’s art, which portrayed both Jewish and clas-
sical subjects and especially the beauty of androgynous 
youth, was well regarded, and sought out by galleries and 
collectors (including Oscar Wilde). Solomon’s promising 
career took a serious blow when he was arrested in 1873 
for “indecent exposure” and “attempted buggery” with a 
man in a public restroom. Although he continued to paint 
and draw over the following decades, he was abandoned 
by many of his friends and relatives, and eventually sank 
into depression, poverty, and alcoholism; he died in the St 
Giles Workhouse in 1905.
 In 1871 he published his only literary work, A Vision 
of Love Revealed in Sleep; a surreal fantasy which draws 

11  This biography is based on: Cruise, Colin and Roberto C. 
Ferrari (eds.). Love Revealed: Simeon Solomon and the Pre-Ra-
phaelites. London: Merrell, 2005; Dau, Duc. “The Song of Songs 
for difficult queers: Simeon Solomon, Neil Bartlett, and A Vision 
of Love Revealed in Sleep,” Queer Difficulty in Art and Poetry: 
Rethinking the Sexed Body in Verse and Visual Culture. Edited by 
Jongwoo Jeremy Kim and Christopher Reed, New York: Routledge, 
2017, 34-47; and Morgan, Thaïs. “Perverse Male Bodies: Simeon 
Solomon and Algernon Charles Swinburne,”  Outlooks: Lesbian 
and Gay Sexualities and Visual Cultures. Edited by Peter Horne and 
Reina Lewis, New York: Routledge, 1996, 61-85.
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on the biblical language of revelation, and the erotic po-
etry of Song of Songs, to imagine a mystical journey with 
his Soul. It begins with an invocation of three verses from 
Song of Songs: 

Upon the waning of the night, at that time when the 
stars are pale, and when dreams wrap us about more 
closely, when a brighter radiance is shed upon our 
spirits, three sayings, of the wise King came unto 
me. These are they: I sleep, but my heart waketh; 
also, Many waters cannot quench love; and again, 
Until the day break, and the shadows flee away; and 
I fell to musing and thinking much upon them.12 

Throughout the rest of the book, these three verses and 
their themes — the contrast of sleeping vs. waking, and 
interior vs. exterior; the unstoppable power of love; and 
the yearning for a dawn just over the horizon — are con-
stant threads. At the beginning of his journey, Solomon 
sees the personification of Love, first “dethroned and cap-
tive,” and then “imprisoned in an alien land of oblivion.”13 
Then, after Solomon has left the sad and forgotten Love, 
the Day begins to break. Solomon finds himself among a 
community; he doesn’t define the exact nature of the com-
munity, saying only that he recognizes many people who 
are dear to him, and others who are known to him from 
his dreams. This moment, for Solomon, is the place where 
past and future meet: “all the air about teemed with the 
echoes of things past and the vague intimations of things 
to come.” In this joyous community, Love is finally en-
throned again in glory, and Solomon beholds a dazzling 
vision of the revelation of what he calls “the Very Love, 

12  The three verses are Song of Songs 5:2, 8:7, and 4:6. As repro-
duced in Noam Sienna, A Rainbow Thread, pg. 146.
13  Ibid., 148-149.
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the Divine Type of Absolute Beauty, primaeval and eter-
nal.” Love whispers to Solomon his innermost secret, 
which Solomon does not tell us: “Ah, how may words 
shew forth what it was then vouchsafed to me to know?” 
A love that dare not speak its name, perhaps? Finally, the 
vision closes by returning again to Song of Songs: “until 
the day break and the shadows flee away.”14 
 In other words, Solomon imagines a community of 
like-minded people devoted to the freedom of Love, in 
whose unity, a new future is made possible. For Solomon, 
Love is now asleep, but soon, when the Dawn comes, it (or 
he!) will awake. Solomon mobilizes the richness of Jew-
ish text into support for his own vision of a world of light, 
of love, and of life just beyond the horizon (prefiguring, 
perhaps, Muñoz’ queer future as “a horizon imbued with 
potentiality”) — his assertions that the force of Love can-
not be quenched, and that a new Day for Love will dawn, 
are grounded, for Solomon, in the support of the Jewish 
textual tradition. I argue, therefore, that we can read this 
text as an early and powerful example of explicitly gay or 
queer midrash, and one that still holds relevance today.
 The second example comes from a letter to the ed-
itor printed in the Yiddish Forverts (the Jewish Daily 
Forward). In 1936, following the Summer Olympics in 
Berlin, a flurry of articles reported on female athletes who 
were discovered, or suspected, to be men.15 A Forverts 
reader wrote to the editor to say, essentially, nu? “That’s 

14  Ibid., 150-153.
15  Today, scholars and activists have emphasized the complex in-
terplay in these stories of assumptions surrounding masculinity/fem-
ininity, intersex identity, and medical definitions of sex and gender. 
See, for example, Tebbutt, Clare. “The Spectre of the ‘Man-Woman 
Athlete’: Mark Weston, Zdenek Koubek, the 1936 Olympics and the 
uncertainty of sex.” Women’s History Review, 24.5 (2015): 721-738.
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not news to the people in the town where I’m from,” he 
explains.16 The letter-writer, a greengrocer named Samu-
el (Yeshaye) Kotofsky, proceeds to tell a story from his 
hometown of Krivozer (today Kryve Ozero, southern 
Ukraine) about a young girl named Beyle, who was “not 
quite a woman, and not quite a man.” One day in the late 
1890s, Beyle leaves the shtetl and goes off to the big city 
of Odessa… When Beyle comes back — he’s a man! 
 Now this is, in itself, already a powerful story of 
someone who had the courage and the resources to live 
their truth; but what is even more extraordinary, I believe, 
is how this writer remembers it: “in the shtetl,” he writes, 
“we waited impatiently for her return. And on the day 
when Beyle was to arrive, half the shtetl ran to the bridge 
to greet her, or better said, to greet him.” From then on, in 
the shtetl, Beyle became Berel, and was seamlessly re-in-
tegrated into the social and religious life of the shtetl as 
a man. He was taught how to pray, counted in the min-
yan at synagogue, married to his old girlfriend… In other 
words, at least as far as this writer remembers it, there was 
no hesitation, no concern about what side of the mehitzah 
they should sit on, how to deal with gender transition from 
a Jewish perspective… It was completely natural and ob-
vious to support Berel in their chosen gender. “By us,” he 
concludes, “in our shtetl, Berel-Beyle always had a good 
name as a fine, upstanding Jew.”17

 This is important, I think, because it holds a surpris-
ing mirror to the stories we sometime tell ourselves about 

16  Sienna, A Rainbow Thread, 291. This letter was first recovered 
and translated from Yiddish by Eddy Portnoy, and published in the 
Forward under the title “Transgender Jews May Be Nothing New,” 
October 11, 2011 (https:// forward.com/articles/144546/transgender-
jews-may-be-nothing-new/).
17  Sienna, A Rainbow Thread, 291-292.
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what Jewish life was like in the past: the image of the 
shtetl, the Old Country, as a frozen picture of conserva-
tism, backwardness, a Fiddler-on-the-Roof type tradition-
alism. Some like to imagine that history always moves 
forward, and that there is a teleology of progress that 
makes each generation more tolerant, more radical, and 
more accepting than the one that came before. Perhaps 
recent events are helping disabuse us of the notion that 
there is any automatic or inherent progression to history. 
Perhaps, this story suggests, the shtetl was more diverse 
than we give it credit for — and perhaps our ancestors 
were more open-minded than we give them credit for.
  This anthology is not an attempt to show that Juda-
ism “really” promotes LGBTQ inclusion; nor is it merely 
an anachronistic attempt to say “Look! There were [in-
sert-identity-here] Jews in the past!” Instead, it is intend-
ed to do something both deeper and more expansively 
imaginative: to push us to rethink what queer Judaism 
could be, and to encourage us to question what we have 
assumed about how Jews have understood sexuality and 
gender over our long history as a people. Queer Jewish 
identity is so often imagined as existing in spite of, or in 
opposition to, the world of “Jewish tradition.” LGBTQ 
Jews are asked how they reconcile the “contradiction” of 
their identity, how they overcome the “obstacles” of Jew-
ish text. These stories show us that Jewish history does 
not have to be an obstacle to overcome, or a contradiction 
to reconcile; instead, it can be a source of strength and 
inspiration. Classical, canonical, texts can be reread with 
new eyes to make space for new possibilities of identity 
within a Jewish framework. Jewish lives and experiences 
that have been marginalized and purposefully erased can 
be brought back to the center, to enrich the range of pos-
sible models from our heritage. And carefully attending to 
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the complexities and multiplicities of Jewish identity in 
the past can help us work towards recognizing the same 
complexities in ourselves. 
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Is Judaism ‘Sex Positive?’ Understanding Trends 
in Recent Jewish Sexual Ethics

Rebecca Epstein-Levi

Introduction

When I tell people that I am a scholar of Jewish sexual eth-
ics, I am sometimes asked just what Judaism has to say 

about the matter. I usually give the unhelpful academic refrain 
of “well, it’s complicated…” or I tell the well-worn joke about 
“two Jews, three opinions.” The fact of the matter is that Jewish 
thinking on sexual ethics, as with most other things, is conten-
tious, multivocal, and often contradictory. However, there are 
actually two levels on which this question operates. The first 
level is what the multiplicity of classical Jewish traditions have 
offered directly on matters of sexual conduct—what “Judaism 
says about sex.” The second level is the way modern and con-
temporary thinkers have presented classical sources on sex and 
sexuality—what “Jewish thinkers say Judaism says about sex.”
 In the past seventy years or so, as the academic study of 
Jewish ethics has gained an institutional foothold and as rab-
bis and Jewish public intellectuals have had to grapple with 
changes in public sexual mores and with the increasing reach 
of popular media, both of these levels of the question have, at 
least in Jewish thought in the U.S. and Canada, exhibited some 
clear trends. Here, I offer an analysis and a critique of these 
trends, especially in academic Jewish sexual ethics as it cur-
rently stands, and suggest some directions for its future growth. 
 I organize literature in modern and contemporary Jewish 
sexual ethics according to a typology of “cautious” versus “ex-
pansive,” a typology which does not fall neatly along denomi-
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national lines. While “cautious” voices consider sex, like 
the body itself, “morally neutral and potentially good” (in 
the words of ethicist and Conservative Rabbi Elliot N. 
Dorff),1 in practice they think about sex largely in terms of 
its risks and believe that only in the context of a commit-
ted, monogamous relationship can those risks be managed 
and sex’s potential for goodness unlocked. “Expansive” 
voices, on the other hand, think about sex primarily as 
an expression of the holiness of the created human body 
and human connection; for them, risk is a secondary con-
sideration. While expansive voices can and do have con-
texts for sexual expression that they prefer over others, the 
range of sexual expression in which they find holiness is 
much broader than that of “cautious” voices.
 Both sets of voices are invested, at least rhetorically, 
in the claim that Judaism as a tradition—and on this point 
one generally finds it presented as a single tradition— has 
a relatively positive view of sex, sexuality, and the body. 
This claim serves, on the one hand, to distinguish Jew-
ish sexual teaching—especially more conservative teach-
ing—from what writers see as the dominant conservative 
Christian discourse on the topic, such that sexual restraint 
is not conflated with sexual repression. Their aim is thus to 
paint religious Jews as more reasonable and enlightened 
than their conservative Christian brethren. On the other 
hand, it serves to demonstrate that “religious” teaching on 
sexuality is not monolithic, and it provides a potential in-
centive for people whose sexual politics are more relaxed 
to embrace Judaism. However, for some expansive voices 
this rhetoric is explicitly revisionist; their embrace of sex-
ually affirming streams is framed in terms of reworking 

1  Dorff, Elliot N., Matters of Life and Death: A Jewish Approach 
to Medical Ethics. Philadelphia, PA: Jewish Publication Society, 
1998, 24.
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the tradition to foreground marginalized voices, or of re-
claiming suppressed aspects of it for the same purpose.2

 There is also a strong trend common to both cautious 
and expansive voices of framing their particular Jewish 
position in opposition to what they perceive as the dom-
inant set of secular cultural values around sexuality. For 
cautious voices, these secular values are generally por-
trayed as permissive, instrumentalizing, shallowly fo-
cused on immediate pleasure, and uninterested in genuine 
relationship or long-term commitment. Jewish values, by 
contrast, are said to sanctify sex by locating it within a 
context of command, covenant, and deliberate relation-
ship. Expansive voices tend to frame secular values—or, 
for them, hegemonic, corporate, or patriarchal values—
as objectifying and commodifying bodies and sexuality, 
especially women’s. If they identify restrictive elements 
in non-Jewish sexual discourse, they are likely to frame 
them as dominating or prudish. Here, Jewish values count-
er secular discourse by affirming the sanctity and worth 
of each embodied human person, elevating sex from the 
merely transactional to the humane and relational.
 Finally, both sets of voices deploy a similar, limited 
set of biblical and rabbinic texts in service of this claim. 
However, this set of texts—and the ways in which aca-
demic Jewish sexual ethics has tended to read them—may 
not be the richest set of textual sources for thinking about 
Jewish sexual ethics. Indeed, an overwhelming focus on 
these texts may obscure sources—for example, sources 
that deal with ritual purity, or with the social risks of com-
munal text study— that prove far more fruitful for con-
structive work. 

2  Tamar Ross’s taxonomy of revisionism within Jewish feminism, 
in part III of Expanding the Palace of Torah: Orthodoxy and Fem-
inism. Lebanon, NH: Brandeis University Press, 2004, is useful here.
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Cautious Voices

 Cautious voices, as a rule, view sexuality as neutral 
or potentially good, but they hold that the proper or ide-
al context for sexual expression is marriage.  For them, 
while sexuality can be commanded, beautiful, and holy 
within the context of Jewish marriage, it is volatile, dan-
gerous, distorted, and amoral or immoral outside an ap-
proved container. These voices also tend to assert a di-
rect relationship between the context of sexual interaction 
and the interpersonal values played out within it. This is 
true of cautious voices in both halakhic and non-halakh-
ic movements. Although cautious voices within halakhic 
movements need not, in theory, proffer any further ethical 
reasons for their positions—premarital and extramarital 
sexual contact, homosexuality, and masturbation are al-
ready legally forbidden, biblically in the case of adultery, 
homosexuality, and masturbation, and rabbinically in the 
case of premarital and some extramarital sex3—it is usu-
ally the case that such are offered anyway. Cautious voic-
es from non-halakhic movements have little choice but to 
appeal primarily to ethical reasoning.
 There are two main languages through which these 
voices express their caution: A language of purpose and 
a language of risk. Purpose language insists that sex must 
exist within a committed, deliberate, long-term union (al-
most always a marriage) in order to achieve its potential 

3  Biblically speaking, adultery occurs if and only if a married 
woman has sex with someone other than her husband. In this case 
both parties have committed adultery. If, on the other hand, a mar-
ried man sleeps with an unmarried woman, adultery has not occurred 
(although a lesser transgression may have occurred depending on the 
circumstance).
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goodness and, indeed, to have any real meaning at all. 
Outside of such a context, it is merely an unchecked bodi-
ly function, hardly different from the copulation of other 
animals. Thus, for example, the Reform Rabbi and scholar 
Eugene Borowitz asserts that “a direct concern with sex-
ual fulfillment is fundamentally physiological and egotis-
tic, and probably quite impersonal, even though it may 
care about giving as well as getting sensation.”4 Language 
of purpose also pits individual fulfillment against commu-
nal obligation. This rhetoric also stands, like both cautious 
and expansive sources, opposed to what Israeli Modern 
Orthodox Rabbi Yuval Cherlow calls “the warped value 
system of the Western world in general.”5 Cherlow argues 
that while “the desire for happiness and personal fulfill-
ment constitutes one of the foundations of the modern 
lifestyle… the marriage relationship is not merely about 
rights. It is a deeper and more comprehensive relationship 
which entails responsibilities as well.”6 
 Cautious voices that condemn masturbation and “de-
viant” practices usually invoke the language of purpose. 
As Modern Orthodox Rabbi Reuven P. Bulka puts it, “the 
spiritual creativity of shared intimacy transmutes what 
could be perceived as a biological waste into a humanly 
fulfilling act. Seed that is spilled is essentially sensuali-
ty without spirituality, and is categorically condemned.”7  
The Orthodox Rabbi and popular Jewish writer Shmuley 
Boteach, who is relatively lenient regarding the activities 

4  Borowitz, Eugene B., Choosing a Sex Ethic: A Jewish Inquiry. 
New York: Schocken Books, 1969, 107.
5  Cherlow, Yuval, “Premarital Guidance Literature in the Internet 
Age,” Gender Relationships in Marriage and Out, edited by Rivkah 
Blau, New York: Yeshiva University Press, 2004, 131-172 (at 150).
6  Ibid., 149.
7  Bulka, Reuven P., Jewish Marriage: A Halakhic Ethic. New 
York: Ktav Publishing, 1986, 109.
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he permits to married couples, condemns both mastur-
bation8 and sexual sadomasochism9 along similar lines: 
“Sadomasochism results entirely from the been-there, do-
ne-that mentality in which those who have no holiness or 
modesty in their sexual relationships will try to end the 
monotony…[its participants] cannot get to know each 
other more deeply…”10 Thus, for him, activities which 
appear to lack either obvious mutuality11 or an obvious, 
bodily route to direct sexual pleasure cannot comprise fit, 
holy sexuality, even when practiced by a married couple 
within basic halakhic standards.
 Cautious writers who deploy a language of purpose 
forbid sexual acts that seem, from their ethical vantage, to 
be pursued solely or primarily for the sake of sexual plea-
sure, rather than for the sake of cementing marital stabil-
ity, building appropriate social structures, performing di-
vine commands (such as procreation), or attaining greater 
holiness. Sex is a divine gift, worthy of affirmation, when 

8  Boteach, Shmuley, Kosher Sex: A Recipe for Passion and Inti-
macy. New York: Doubleday, 1999, 89-90.
9  Which, oddly, he seems to equate almost exclusively with the 
very specific phenomenon of “cock-and-ball-torture,” in which one 
inflicts various painful sensations on one’s or one’s partner’s penis 
and scrotum via strikes, weights, piercings, and so forth. He also 
uses the almost certainly apocryphal practice of “gerbiling” as a 
rhetorical device. Boteach, Kosher Sex, 134-7; http://www.snopes.
com/risque/homosexuality/gerbil.asp.
10  This last statement is unsupportable. See Newmahr, Staci, 
Playing on the Edge: Sadomasochism, Risk, and Intimacy. Bloom-
ington, IN: Indiana University Press, 2011 for an ethnographic 
account of a BDSM [Bondage/Discipline/Domination/Submission/
Sado-Masochism] community; of note is the deep friendship shared 
by many of the community’s members, and the significant and de-
tailed negotiation that occurs prior to enacting any scene.
11  Even if, as in organized BDSM, consent and mutuality are 
negotiated prior to engaging in the activity as well as throughout it.

http://www.snopes.com/risque/homosexuality/gerbil.asp
http://www.snopes.com/risque/homosexuality/gerbil.asp


20

G'vanim 10 (2019)

married couples engage in it with these purposes in mind. 
When these purposes are absent, however, sex is merely a 
shallow, animalistic appetite.
 Risk language, by contrast, highlights the social, 
physical, or spiritual dangers of sex, insisting that the only 
acceptable method of controlling these risks is to restrict 
sex to marriage. Sex is a necessary but dangerous force 
whose inherent risk can only be mitigated through strict 
containment; while sex is salubrious and sanctified within 
marriage, outside that container, it becomes corrosive and 
antisocial. Writers from halakhically liberal and non-hal-
akhic traditions tend to give significant attention to risks 
such as STIs and unwanted pregnancy, whereas writers 
from more halakhically conservative traditions tend to fo-
cus much more on the social and spiritual risks of sex. 
They may fear the breakdown of the “traditional” fam-
ily: Maurice Lamm writes, “the Jewish people will sur-
vive only if the Jewish family survives. The Jewish family 
will survive only if that old, powerful fortress of marriage 
is preserved in the form in which it has existed since Si-
nai—the sanctified, immovable, inviolate rock of civili-
zation.”12 Specific arguments about STIs and unwanted 
pregnancy evolve in relation to professional consensus on 
sexual, social, and psychological matters: In 1998, Con-
servative Rabbi and bioethicist Elliot N. Dorff advised any 
HIV-positive individual to remain celibate.13 However, as 
the treatment of HIV advanced and the infection became 
chronic and livable, he softened his stance somewhat, in 
2009 admitting sex with a condom as a “second best alter-
native.”14

12  Lamm, Maurice, The Jewish Way in Love and Marriage. Mid-
dle Village, NY: Jonathan David Publishers, 1991, 48.
13  Dorff, Matters of Life and Death, 116.
14  Dorff, “A Jewish Perspective on Birth Control and Procre-
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 Indeed, Dorff’s writings on sexuality are an excellent 
example of cautious language of purpose and risk within 
a relatively liberal context. Even though Dorff has made 
significant halakhic arguments in favor of homosexuality 
and permits masturbation and even premarital sex within 
the context of a long-term, committed relationship, he is 
a paradigmatically cautious voice, for his ethical rhetoric 
clearly and centrally employs languages of purpose and 
risk. The foundation of Dorff’s ethic is the theological 
claim that the body fundamentally belongs not to oneself, 
but to God.15 The implications of God’s ownership re-
garding care for and endangerment of, or risk to, the body 
emerge clearly for sexual ethics, as we are advised to be 
especially risk averse in our sexual behavior. Thus, sex is 
best expressed within marriage, or at least a long-term, 
committed, monogamous relationship. For Dorff, “casu-
al and promiscuous encounters, while not as egregious 
as adultery and incest, are [to] be avoided, since they in-
volve little or no love or commitment and carry substan-
tial health risks.”16

 Even as Dorff makes room for sex within committed, 
monogamous non-marital relationships, he characteriz-
es it as “not fulfilling the Jewish ideal.”17 He states that, 
“Jewish norms in sexual matters, like Jewish norms in 
other areas, are not all-or-nothing phenomena.”18 Similar-
ly, while he permits masturbation, this is framed in terms 
of it being a better alternative to non-marital, partnered 

ation,” The Passionate Torah: Sex and Judaism, edited by Danya 
Ruttenberg, New York: NYU Press, 2009, 152-168 (at 158).
15  Dorff, “A Jewish Perspective on Birth Control and Procre-
ation,” 152.
16  Dorff, Matters of Life and Death, 111.
17  Ibid., 112.
18  Ibid.
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sexual expression, rather than in terms of it having a pos-
itive value of its own. For teens in particular, partnered 
sexual expression is strongly discouraged; this is couched 
overwhelmingly in risk language. He writes that “teenag-
ers need to refrain from sexual intercourse, for they can-
not honestly deal with its implications or results—such as 
the commitments and responsibilities that sexual relations 
normally imply for both partners, including, especially, 
the possibility of children and the risk of AIDS and other 
sexually transmitted diseases.”19

 Thus, cautious voices, even where they accept 
non-marital sexuality in certain contexts, nevertheless 
treat it as a less-good version of the ideal of marital sex-
uality. Furthermore, the contexts in which they accept 
non-marital sexuality tend to resemble marriage in every-
thing but rite. Outside an appropriate container, sex, even 
when it is seen as fundamentally good, has risks that heav-
ily outweigh any possible benefits.

Expansive Voices

 Almost all expansive voices within contemporary 
Jewish discourse on sexual ethics also belong to the can-
on of Jewish feminist thought. Feminist innovation with-
in Judaism required radical re-workings of Jewish texts, 
laws, rituals, customs, and socio-cultural attitudes, and 
because many of the issues that affect women’s roles in 
Jewish life have to do with the body, it was inevitable that 
many of the thinkers engaging those questions would also 
engage questions of sex and sexuality directly. Expansive 
writers, such as Rabbis Arthur Green and Arthur Waskow, 
who have not made their names primarily as Jewish fem-

19  Ibid., 117.
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inists, nevertheless are generally considered at least to be 
feminist allies, and reference feminist tropes implicitly, if 
not explicitly, within their own work. 
 Along these lines, expansive re-evaluations of sex-
uality tend to have one of two foundations. They may be 
based directly in feminist and, more recently, queer claims. 
Thus, for example, Jewish educator Melanie Malka Lan-
dau’s work toward redefining “good sex” rests on the fun-
damental claim that, “the desirable relationship between 
men and women is not about exchanging male dominance 
for female dominance; rather, it is about transforming the 
relationship beyond power dynamics to a dance of giving 
and receiving.”20 Alternatively or additionally, they may 
make a broader “times have changed” argument: The re-
alities of people’s lives are different than they were when 
halakhah was codified, and sexual ethics must account 
for these changes—changes which prominently include 
women’s demands for political, social, economic, and 
bodily liberation. Thus, Reconstructionist Rabbi Arthur 
Green opens his influential 1976 essay, “A Contempo-
rary Approach to Jewish Sexuality,” with the claim that 
“we are postmodern rather than premodern Jews… it is 
in the areas of sexuality and the place of women that this 
discrepancy between fully halakhic traditionalism and 
the neotraditionalism of these ‘new Jews’ is most clearly 
seen.”21

20  Landau, Melanie Malka, “Good Sex: A Feminist Jewish Per-
spective,”  The Passionate Torah, 93-106 (at 102).
21  Green, Arthur, “A Contemporary Approach to Jewish Sexual-
ity” The Second Jewish Catalog: Sources and Resources, edited by 
Michael Strassfeld and Sharon Strassfeld, Philadelphia, PA: Jewish 
Publication Society, 1976, 96-99 (at 97). Likewise, Green’s fellow 
Reconstructionist Rabbi David Teutsch writes, “family and sexual 
ethics must adapt to changing social, political, and technological 
conditions” (A Guide To Jewish Practice, Vol. 1: Everyday Living. 
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 Expansive voices view sexuality as something that 
is fundamentally good. This view tends to flow from an 
appreciation of the holiness and wholesomeness of the 
God-given body, in all its functions. As Judith Plaskow 
puts it, “We believe that we honor the image of God by 
honoring the body…We affirm that each human being 
must be taught that the awakening of sexual feeling and 
the desire for sexual activity are natural and good, and that 
an understanding of how to express sexuality must also be 
taught.”22 Like many among the cautious voices, expan-
sive voices are likely to give greater weight to the sexually 
affirming stream of textual tradition; however, where they 
do engage the cautious stream of tradition they are likely 
to do so in critical terms, focusing on the ways in which 
the tradition is more cautious about women’s sexuality 
than about men’s. 
 Expansive voices differ most clearly from cautious 
voices in their belief that sexuality is not only a good, but 
that it can achieve goodness and holiness within a variety 
of expressions. Thus, Plaskow affirms “human sexuality 
in all its fluidity, complexity, and diversity.”23  Homosexu-
ality, masturbation, and premarital sex all find approbation 
and even potential blessing here.24 While cautious voices 
tend to claim that sex can only have real, deep meaning 
when it is restricted to a narrow set of expressions, ex-
pansive voices are likely to claim that sexuality’s full uni-
verse of meaning can only be recognized when its fluidity 

Wyncote, PA: RRC Press, 2011, 162).
22  Plaskow, Judith and Donna Berman, The Coming of Lilith: Es-
says on Feminism, Judaism, and Sexual Ethics, 1972-2003. Boston, 
MA: Beacon Press, 2005, 176.
23  Ibid.
24  One might call this a different kind of purpose language—or, 
perhaps, an inversion of the meaning language used by cautious 
voices.
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and diversity are given freer expression. Nor are all these 
writers non-halakhic or post-halakhic. Sara N.S. Meirow-
itz, who identifies as an observant Jew, mounts a defense 
of non-marital sex in an observant context, asking, “can 
only long-term relationships have sexual holiness? I posit 
that traditional Judaism has a thing or two to learn from 
more radical feminist and Jewish scholars who see that 
holiness in sexual relationships can come from recogniz-
ing the spark of divinity in one’s partner and creating re-
spectful norms.”25 
 Notable among these voices is Jennie Rosenfeld, 
whose important dissertation, “Talmudic Rereadings: To-
ward a Modern Orthodox Sexual Ethic,” combines eth-
nographic accounts of the sexual frustrations of Modern 
Orthodox singles with a careful, yet “against the grain” 
reading of a variety of Talmudic and later halakhic sourc-
es. Rather than attempt a halakhic argument in favor of 
traditionally forbidden sexual practices, Rosenfeld instead 
searches for “cracks and fissures within the text [where] 
there is some tension at play”26 in order to articulate what 
she refers to as an “ethics of sin.” Even though an Or-
thodox person might act in a way that violates halakhah, 
Rosenfeld argues, they can and must find a way to “vio-
late the law and simultaneously manifest one’s knowledge 
of G-d through ethical behavior.”27 Rosenfeld thus pas-
sionately articulates the ethical value specifically of sex-
ual pleasure, even as expressed through masturbation and 
non-marital sex, while nevertheless acknowledging its il-

25  Meirowitz, Sara N.S., “Not Like a Virgin: Talking About Non-
marital Sex” The Passionate Torah, 169-181 (at 177).
26  Rosenfeld, Jennie, Talmudic Re-Readings: Toward a Modern 
Orthodox Sexual Ethic. Ph.D Diss., City University of New York, 
2008, 36.
27  Ibid., 58.
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licit character. Rosenfeld’s Modern Orthodox standpoint 
means the range of activities she is willing to countenance 
even within this framework is less broad than many other 
expansive voices and even some of the more liberal cau-
tious voices. However, her fundamental understanding of 
sexuality and sexual pleasure as valuable for their own 
sake and the relative absence of simple languages of risk 
and purpose from her work place her squarely within the 
expansive camp.
 Expansive voices often reinterpret or reframe Jew-
ish ethical, ritual, theological, or halakhic concepts to 
accommodate or account for their empirical and moral 
claims about sexuality, and especially to articulate here-
tofore taboo or forbidden activities in explicitly Jewish 
terms. Thus, sex educator and historian Hanne Blank sug-
gests that “people practicing BDSM [Bondage/Discipline/
Domination/Submission/Sado-Masochism] might con-
ceptualize negotiations—who takes on what role(s), what 
acts are and are not acceptable, what parameters of sexual 
activity are to be part of their interactions with each oth-
er—as a form of ketubah, or marriage contract, specifying 
what each partner is obligated to bring to the relationship 
and what each can expect in terms of support and help 
if things go poorly.”28 Rabbi Jay Michaelson finds queer 
theological meaning in the differently-gendered aspects 
of God as articulated in kabalistic tradition.29 And Rabbi 
Rebecca Alpert connects masturbation, understood as a 
practice of self-care and self-love, to the Jewish values of 

28  Blank, “The Big O Also Means Olam” Yentl’s Revenge: The 
Next Wave of Jewish Feminism, edited by Danya Ruttenberg, Seattle, 
WA: Seal Press, 2001, 194-205 (at 201).
29  Michelson, Jay, “On the Religious Significance of Homosex-
uality; or, Queering God, Torah, and Israel” The Passionate Torah, 
212-228.
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caring for and protecting the God-given body; further, she 
argues that it provides a training ground for understanding 
the importance of privacy and thus is an arena for practic-
ing tzniut, or modesty.30

 While expansive voices do not tend to talk in terms 
of risk-benefit language, preferring to speak in terms of 
fulfillment, expression, and relationality, they do not ig-
nore risk. While they believe in the fundamental goodness 
of sexuality and the body, they also recognize that sexu-
ality can cause harm. However, good sex versus harmful 
sex tends not to be as much a matter of taxonomy as it is 
for cautious voices. Rather, it is a question of the quality 
of relationships in a given case. Sexuality becomes dan-
gerous and distorted through the breakdown of respect-
ful relationships and through the misuse of power. Fur-
thermore, expansive voices are somewhat more likely to 
foreground the positives of sexuality and treat the risks as 
more of an appended caution, perhaps in direct reaction to 
the heavy and, to them, disproportionate foregrounding of 
risks they observe among cautious voices.
 Along these lines, expansive voices are not univer-
sally or uniformly permissive, as cautious voices are not 
uniformly restrictive. While there is a general consensus 
among these voices that homosexuality, premarital sex, 
and masturbation are not only permitted but are poten-
tial areas for sanctification, as in broader feminist move-
ments, significant disagreements arise around questions 
of monogamy, pornography, and sex work. Hanne Blank, 
for example, strongly supports legitimizing sex work, ar-
guing that it can be a form of female sexual self-deter-
mination and framing its practice by those who choose it 

30  Alpert, Rebecca T., “Reconsidering Solitary Sex from a Jewish 
Perspective,” The Passionate Torah, 182-190.
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as a way to effect tikkun olam.31 Martha Acklesburg, by 
contrast, argues that women’s participation in sex work is 
largely a consequence of economic coercion.32

 
Moving Forward

 Despite the diversity of permitted, tolerated, discour-
aged, or forbidden behaviors, interpretive approaches, and 
theologies among these writers, there are certain constants 
among them. First, regardless of the expansiveness or 
caution of the writer’s position, almost all writers empha-
size, at least rhetorically, the sexually affirming pole of 
the rabbinic tradition—either as a descriptive claim (for 
example, a claim that compared to Christianity, Judaism 
has affirmed the goodness of sexuality) or as an aspira-
tional one (a claim that as we move forward, we should 
choose to emphasize the sexually affirming voices within 
the Jewish tradition). Normativizing one strand of rabbin-
ic thought over another33 thus is not solely the purview of 
expansive voices interested in reforming sexual mores; in 
rhetorically claiming the sexually affirming side of rab-
binic tradition as dominant, at least relative to Christianity, 
cautious voices too have their own brand of revisionism. 

31  Blank, Hanne, “The Sex of Work, the Work of Sex” in Jewish 
Choices, Jewish Voices: Sex and Intimacy. edited by Elliot N. Dorff 
and Danya Ruttenberg Philadelphia, PA: Jewish Publication Society, 
2010, 91-97.
32  Acklesberg, “Sex Work: Whose Choice?” Jewish Choices, 
Jewish Voices, 105-110.
33  Tamar Ross, in Expanding the Palace of Torah, 107-9, 
commenting on similar tendencies in feminist Jewish treatments of 
rabbinic text, calls this “golden thread” revisionism (in the case of 
ignoring the fear or ascribing it to Hellenistic contamination), or 
“multiple thread” revisionism (in the case of minimizing or down-
playing it.)
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Second, when these writers appeal to traditional Jewish 
texts to ground their arguments, they all appeal to texts 
that have some sort of explicitly sexual primary subject 
matter. This, rather than texts’ forms of argument or the 
way their subject matter functions within the larger world 
they describe, is the determining ground for which texts 
apply to which problem. Finally, although they are used 
in different ways and given different levels of importance, 
the concepts of risk and meaning seem to be operative in 
some form across the entire canon.
 This literature as a whole also usually exhibits a sig-
nificant gap between content and general rhetoric, espe-
cially where its characterization of rabbinic text is con-
cerned. Professional Jewish ethicists, as well as halakhic 
and non-halakhic Jewish popular writers tend to claim 
relatively body- and sex-positive streams of the tradition 
as representative of Jewish thought about sexuality as a 
whole, even though, as scholars like Daniel Boyarin, Mi-
chael Satlow, and Jonathan Schofer have demonstrated, 
there exists an equally strong stream of sexual asceticism 
within rabbinic literature.34 Importantly, this emphasis on 
rabbinic affirmation of sexuality remains the case as a rhe-
torical claim about Jewish sexual ethics even where the 
content of these writings may seem to contemporary read-
ers at odds with such a claim. Even where these writers 

34  See Boyarin, Daniel, Carnal Israel: Reading Sex in Talmu-
dic Culture. Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1993; 
Satlow, Michael, Tasting The Dish: Rabbinic Rhetorics of Sexuality. 
Providence, RI: Brown Judaic Studies, 1995; Schofer, Jonathan, 
The Making of a Sage: A Study in Rabbinic Ethics. Madison, WI: 
University of Wisconsin Press, 2005. For a general treatment of 
rabbinic asceticism in which sexuality works as a case study, see 
also Diamond, Eliezer, Holy Men and Hunger Artists: Fasting and 
Asceticism in Rabbinic Culture. Oxford, UK, and New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2004.
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restrict sexual behavior—in part, precisely on the grounds 
of various associated risks—their overall rhetoric of sexu-
ality in Judaism remains affirming.
 The contemporary tradition is correct to stress the 
importance of sexuality for a person’s and a community’s 
psychosocial wellbeing. It errs, however, in two ways: 
first, in neglecting the sexually ascetic stream of rabbinic 
tradition, and second, in treating the phenomenon of sex 
in the rabbinic world as equivalent to sex in our contem-
porary one. Attending to the ascetic pole of the rabbinic 
tradition’s sexual dialectic is important both from the per-
spective of hermeneutical responsibility and from the per-
spective of ethical and empirical accountability.  From a 
hermeneutical perspective, to ignore or minimize the rab-
binic fear of sexuality is to commit a kind of revisionism 
that belies the texts’ particular voices and complexities. 
In fact, the rabbinic tradition’s fear of sexuality is no less 
real, palpable, or present in the canon than is its affirma-
tion of sexuality. The dialectic between anxiety about, and 
affirmation of, sexuality functions as a genuine dialectic, 
not as a weaker voice serving as a foil to emphasize a 
stronger one, nor as a secondary limit upon a generally 
positive tendency.
 The second common error is trickier to grasp. The 
shapes of the conversations and norms around sex and 
sexuality within the universe of text and tradition we call 
rabbinic Judaism point us in interesting directions, but are 
in no sense proof that Judaism is or is not “sex-positive,” 
or that it uniformly “thinks” any one thing about any given 
sexual activity or aspect of sexuality. While we can glean 
clues about attitudes toward sexuality or about how sexual 
concerns were or were not woven into Jewish (including 
pre-rabbinic) religious discourse at the time a given text 
was written or redacted, it is critical to remember that sex 
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is usually not the ultimate subject of discussion. Rather, 
the ultimate subject of discussion—especially if the source 
is, as most of them are, linked to the rabbinic tradition—is 
how to read, interpret, and live out God’s Torah. For ex-
ample, one of the most commonly-cited sources attesting 
to the rabbis’ putative “sex-positivity”—Mishnah Ketubot 
5:6, concerning a husband’s sexual duty to his wife—be-
comes a question initially because of the ambiguity of the 
word onah in Exodus 21:10-11, which stipulates “If he 
takes himself another wife, he shall not diminish [his first 
wife’s] food, clothing, or her onah.”35 The rabbis translate 
the word onah literally as “time,” but what specific time is 
she owed? Only after this interpretive question comes up 
for discussion can the verse generate a rabbinic ruling.36 
 Put another way, classical Jewish sources, even those 
that seem to be about sexuality, are ultimately about textu-
ality. The centrality of text in any rabbinic material means 
that these textual concerns themselves will substantially 
determine how that material configures the shape of any 

35  “Onah” also carries the more specific meaning of “cohabita-
tion,” but the texts in question, perhaps in an instance of creating a 
problem in order to solve it, “ interpret onah, literally as “time” and 
from there taken it to refer to time-specific sexual obligations. See 
Satlow, 265-8. Also see b. Yevamot 62b: “R. Yehoshua b. Levi said, 
any man who knows that his wife fears heaven, and he does not visit 
her [euphemistic here for sexual relations] is called a sinner, as it 
is said, ‘you shall know that all is well in your tent, when you visit 
your dwelling [understood here as including your wife,] you shall 
not sin’ (Job 5:24).”
36  See Mekhilta deRabbi Ishmael 21:9-10, a text contemporary 
with the Mishnah quoted above, for an explication of this interpre-
tive issue. Here, R. Yoshia exploits a pun: ענה, “time” or “cohab-
itation” has a homonym, ענה, “force” or “duress.” Connecting the 
instance of the first sense in Exodus to its use in the second sense, 
along with שכב, “to lie with” to describe the rape of Dinah in Gene-
sis 34:2, R. Yoshia connects the term both to sex and to obligation. 
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empirical phenomenon that may come up for discussion. 
That is to say, here, textual concerns condition how the 
rabbis deal with real-world problems, not the other way 
around. Thus, anyone wishing to utilize rabbinic text for 
guidance in matters of contemporary practical ethics—as, 
indeed, the contemporary discipline of academic Jewish 
ethics as a whole has decided to do—must look past the 
simple denominative sense of the words they read in those 
rabbinic texts. If one wants to take into account the text’s 
historical meaning and function—and, even more impor-
tantly, in gleaning the most nuanced practical guidance 
from that text—one must seek texts in which either the 
social functions of the topics under discussion, or even 
the formal patterns of the text itself, have substantial rele-
vance to one’s questions.
 This means that those texts which appear at first to 
address the very topic on which one seeks guidance may 
turn out, upon further examination, not to be the best 
sources of guidance for one’s actual questions. Such, I be-
lieve, is the case for sex and sexuality. Explicitly sexual 
biblical and rabbinic texts are not the best analogues for 
how sex, as a form of social interaction, functions in our 
contemporary world. Other texts from these canons, how-
ever, might provide better models. Ritual purity texts, for 
example, may help us think about social contagion and 
STI risks in measured, non-stigmatizing ways.37 Texts that 

37  See my own articles, “A Prescription For Discourse: Power 
and Expertise in Ritual and Sexual Health,” Journal of Jewish Ethics 
4:2, 2018, and “Textual Relationships: On Perspective, Interpretive 
Discipline, and Constructive Ethics,” Journal of Textual Reason-
ing 10:1, 2018, for more on how tannaitic ritual purity texts can 
offer resources for liberatory STI management. The latter article is 
available open-access at http://jtr.shanti.virginia.edu/vol-10-no-1-de-
cember-2018/textual-relationships-on-perspective-interpretive-disci-
pline-and-constructive-ethics/.

http://jtr.shanti.virginia.edu/vol-10-no-1-december-2018/textual-relationships-on-perspective-interp
http://jtr.shanti.virginia.edu/vol-10-no-1-december-2018/textual-relationships-on-perspective-interp
http://jtr.shanti.virginia.edu/vol-10-no-1-december-2018/textual-relationships-on-perspective-interp
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deal with the social and metaphysical risks of rabbinic de-
bate, such as the well-known Oven of Akhnai (b. Bava 
Metzia 59a-b), can offer resources for thinking about how 
communities develop around risky-yet-life-affirming ac-
tivities and cultivate the kinds of social and interpretive 
virtues needed to manage those risks.38 If scholars, rabbis, 
community leaders, and all Jews who take an active inter-
est in being part of a complex and living tradition of text, 
theology, and ethics look beyond the plain sense of our 
texts and ask, “how do these texts do their interpretive and 
moral work?” we will find that there are countless other 
examples out there awaiting discovery.

Conclusion

 While modern and contemporary Jewish thinkers 
have, on the whole, painted a picture of a Jewish canon—
in particular, a biblical and rabbinic canon—that is rela-
tively sex-positive, the text-historical reality is far more 
complex. Nevertheless, in examining the ways different 
modern and contemporary thinkers have depicted and de-
ployed this rhetoric of sex-positivity, we can learn some-
thing about the ways Jewish thinkers have used sex and 
sexuality as key ways to define Judaism in contrast to their 
Christian contemporaries. Sex, or at least the rhetoric of 
sex, functions for these thinkers as a marker of Jewish 
distinction, especially social and moral distinction.
 At the same time, as Jewish thinkers—especially 
those who do constructive work— move forward, it be-

38  I explore such a use of the Oven of Akhnai text in my book 
manuscript; I also presented a paper on this at the 2018 Annual 
Meetings of the American Academy of Religion/Society for Biblical 
Literature, entitled “Torah Edgeplay: Risk, Power, and Polymor-
phous Community.” November 18, 2018, Denver, CO.
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hooves us to look beyond the rhetoric of sexual distinction 
and survey the vast resources of our textual canon with 
care. To do so may mean letting go of some of our de-
fault assumptions about sex and classical texts, but it also 
means allowing ourselves to appreciate the possibility of 
moral resources for thinking about sex and sexuality in 
places we might not have expected to find them.
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Educating American Modern Orthodox Children 
about Sex:

Guides for Parents, Guides for Pupils

Evyatar Marienberg

 

There are many of  us who attend this in-
stitution [Yeshiva University] who have nev-
er had a comprehensive sex-ed class in our 
life. We have certainly never had such a class 
from the Jewish perspective.1

Without conducting a major sociological survey, it is im-
possible to know what Modern Orthodox children are 

taught about the heterosexual act by their parents and teachers. 
Are there characteristics that distinguish the kind of informa-
tion which is conveyed and the way it is transmitted in Mod-
ern Orthodox families and institutions from those belonging 
to other faith or secular traditions? Some characteristics are 
obvious. It is likely that many Modern Orthodox parents will 
mention theological ideas while providing information on sex-
uality, for example, that sexual relations are—in addition to 
whatever else may motivate them—divinely commanded in 
some circumstances, but a major sin in others; that modesty 
in everything sexual is a religious obligation; and that God is 
somehow involved in the process of procreation. Many Mod-

1  Olivia Wiznitzer, “This Too is Torah, and I Must Learn”, Yeshiva Uni-
versity Observer, December 30, 2008. This article is no longer available 
on the journal’s website.
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ern Orthodox parents will almost surely tell their children 
that sexual relations before marriage are forbidden, or are, 
at the very least, highly discouraged. In this, they follow 
rather basic tenants of Jewish law. And yet, without socio-
logical data, one cannot say much about actual practice. 
Do some Modern Orthodox parents find this subject diffi-
cult to speak about? I suspect that the answer is yes,2 but 
this may be the case for many parents of other faiths, or 
no faith. At what age do Modern Orthodox parents tend to 
speak with their children, and what is the content? Again, 
I will not be surprised if a study would show that the av-
erage age is later than among Jewish parents who feel less 
bound, or not bound at all, to Jewish law, and that some 
elements that more secular parents are likely to address, 
for example, safe sex and the use of contraceptives, are 
more rarely mentioned. If among many more-or-less sec-
ular parents the assumption is that their children might 
begin to engage in sexual relations at some point during 
their (late?) teen years, many years before marriage, and 
that they are very likely not to marry the person with 
whom they had their first sexual contact, average Modern 
Orthodox parents probably typically hope their children 
will not engage in sexual relations before marriage, and 
that they will marry in their (early?) twenties. Obviously, 

2  People with way more knowledge than me seem to have the 
same impression. Thus, Tzvi Hersh Weinreb, a rabbi who was the 
Executive Vice President of the Orthodox Union, the most import-
ant body of Modern Orthodoxy in the US, says “We have little 
knowledge about how parents conveyed information about sex and 
reproduction to their children in times gone by. We know that most 
Orthodox Jewish parents today find it very difficult to impart this 
necessary information to their children in a scientifically factual, 
halakhically accurate, and truly helpful manner” (Debow, Yocheved. 
Talking About Intimacy and Sexuality: A Guide for Orthodox Jewish 
Parents. New York: Ktav and OU Press, 2012, xxi).
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with such differing assumptions, the timing and content 
of “The Talk” is likely to be different as well. And yet, 
as I said, I am not aware of any qualitative study that can 
provide us with solid information about the way this issue 
is dealt with in Modern Orthodox homes. What we can 
do however is to examine books published by members 
of the Modern Orthodox community which are intended 
for parents or school children in this community, and so 
possibly learn what, according to people who are heavily 
invested in this issue, should be the ideal content of teach-
ing on sexuality and the ways in which this information 
should be transmitted to children. This article tries to do 
just that, focusing on books published in the first two de-
cades of the 21st century. 
 In 2009, a little booklet of 68 pages entitled Talking 
to Your Children About Intimacy: A Guide for Orthodox 
Jewish Parents, was published by Sara Diament. Diament 
is, according to the book, a Modern Orthodox woman her-
self, who has academic qualifications in Jewish Studies 
and Health and Behavior Studies. The book is very clearly 
written “from within,” using the language, codes, and as-
sumptions of American Modern Orthodox Jews. The book 
discusses the importance of parents talking with their chil-
dren about sexuality, while, of course, adapting it to the 
child’s age, maturity, and interest in the matter. The text 
is peppered with Hebrew and Yiddish words that are com-
monly used in Modern Orthodox circles, and provides 
some examples of how adults in this community might 
explain these issues to children. Explanations are likely 
to include theological assumptions. The following is an 
example of instructions and ideas given by Diament:

While you should never say anything that is not 
truthful, you need not give complete information at 
all times. When my children were very young, and 
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they asked my husband and me how parents have 
a baby, our first line of response was always, “The 
first thing you do is daven [pray] to Hashem [God] 
to help you have a baby.” This response was both 
truthful and imparted our hashkafah [religious point 
of view] and was usually quite satisfactory, at least 
initially. I remember that when my son was about 
nine, he asked me, “If non-Jewish people don’t dav-
en to Hashem how can they have a baby?” I an-
swered him truthfully (but not completely) that a 
man and a woman could have a baby without dav-
ening to Hashem, but that was something that Jew-
ish people did. My son didn’t probe any further. But 
if he had, I would have explained that beyond dav-
ening to Hashem, there was something that Immas 
and Abbas [mothers and fathers] do together to help 
make the baby, and answered any further questions 
that arose.3

 Towards the end of the book, Diament provides an 
imaginary report by a brother and sister, aged 10 and 11, 
of the information they learned from their parents (father 
to son, mother to daughter). Diament says that letting chil-
dren read it alone or together with their parents can help 
the discussion. The text is an interesting mix of explicit 
content together with theology:

When Hashem created Adam and Chava [Eve] the 
first thing that He instructed them was, “Peru u’revu 
– Be fruitful and multiply,” which in regular En-
glish means “Have children!” [Mom] also told me 
that while it is true that Abba [Dad] and she davened 
[prayed] to Hashem [God] to have us, that there is 
a special part that parents play alongside Hashem 
in creating a baby… Abba explained to me that be-
cause an Abba and Imma [father and mother] love 

3  Diament, Sara. Talking to Your Children About Intimacy: A 
Guide for Orthodox Jewish Parents. Xlibris, 2009, 37.
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each other, when they are alone together at night in 
bed they like to be close. Sometimes, they might 
just hug and kiss each other. Other times, they take 
their clothes off to feel very close in a way that only 
Immas and Abbas do. They may also decide to have 
sexual relations. Abba said that he needed to explain 
what that was - because beside being a nice way of 
being close, it is also what an Imma and Abba have 
to do to play their part in creating a baby. He told 
me that when a man and a woman have relations the 
man comes very close to the woman. By then, from 
thinking about all the cuddling they are doing, his 
penis has become firmer than usual. This makes it 
easier for the man to put his penis inside a special 
opening in the woman’s vagina. My Abba told me 
not to worry – it doesn’t hurt the lady – in fact it 
feels very nice. Hashem wanted to make sure that 
it was something pleasurable to do so that married 
people would want to do it. He said that it’s one of 
the ways that a husband and wife can show their 
love for one another, even when they aren’t going 
to create a baby from it. After a man puts his penis 
inside a woman’s vagina, he rubs it back and forth 
so he can release from it a little bit of liquid called 
semen. In the semen, there are something called 
sperm, though they are too small to see – you’d 
need a microscope. The sperm have something like 
a tail so they can travel, in a swimming kind of way, 
deeper into the vagina…4

 A few years later, in 2012, another book of the same 
type, Talking About Intimacy and Sexuality: A Guide for 
Orthodox Jewish Parents, was published by Yocheved 
Debow.5 Earlier, Debow had written a doctoral disserta-
tion on sexuality among Modern Orthodox teenage girls 

4  Diament, Talking to Your Children About Intimacy, 51.
5  Debow, Yocheved. Talking About Intimacy and Sexuality: A 
Guide for Orthodox Jewish Parents. New York: Ktav and OU Press, 
2012.
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in Israel. The book, 342 pages long, does not contain as 
much Orthodox jargon as Diament’s book, and is by far 
more comprehensive. Whether this is a good or bad thing 
depends on the reader’s expectations. Diament’s book can 
be read quickly by busy parents and provides ready-made 
recipes on how to deal with the issue. Reading Debow’s 
book demands more time, although it is written in a very 
accessible way. It also includes topics that are extremely 
important, but not part of our interest here, such as body 
image, eating disorders, clothing, relationships among 
teenagers, masturbation, exposure to media, and more. 
Like Diament, Debow uses both scientific and Jewish lit-
erature and concepts, but obviously, Debow’s more volu-
minous work includes by far more of both. At the same 
time, Debow’s book at times feels more apologetic. Very 
often it contrasts between “Judaism” and a “Western Ap-
proach”. “Judaism” according to Debow is spiritual, while 
“Non-Judaism” is materialistic, commercial, and supports 
immediate gratification.6 In its essence, the attitude the 
book expresses is not different from Diament’s. Parents 
should speak with their children, adapting, of course, to 
age and personality; actual scientific terms should be used 
to refer to the sexual organs; lack of explanation is not a 
good idea (or as Debow puts it, even a bad explanation is 
better than no explanation); when the time is appropriate, 
and the child is, or seems to be, interested in the matter, 
the basic details of the sexual act should be explained hon-
estly and accurately. In fact, Debow’s explanation7 is very 
similar to the one offered by Diament and quoted above.
 Debow’s work is a by-product of her involvement in 

6  See, for example, Debow, 20-21; the same theme appears in 
almost any section of the book that defends Modern Orthodox con-
cepts.
7  Debow, 104-109.
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creating a curriculum on the matter8 under the auspices of 
Yeshiva University, the flagship academic institution of 
the American Modern Orthodox world. It was published 
jointly by two respected organizations in the Modern Or-
thodox world: the publishing house Ktav and Orthodox 
Union Press. It is hard to imagine better credentials from 
a Modern Orthodox perspective. It even includes a “Fore-
word” by a rabbi, Tzvi Hersh Wienreb, who is said to 
be “Executive Vice President, Emeritus of the Orthodox 
Union.” On the other hand, this strong identification with 
Modern Orthodoxy, which is also very central to the con-
tent, might push away Haredi (“Ultra-Orthodox”) parents 
from using it. 
 The two books of Diament and Debow represent an 
important moment in dealing with the matter in American 
Modern Orthodoxy. One slim, the other comprehensive; 
one practical, the other more theoretical; one published 
independently, the other under the auspices of major insti-
tutions. Both provide English-reading Modern Orthodox 
parents specific guidance of how to speak about the mat-
ter with their children in a manner that is in line with the 
current recommendations of professional organizations, 
while, at the same time, is adapted to Modern Orthodox 
sensitivities, wishes, and practices. Guidance to children 
should be given, according to them, with implicit or ex-
plicit understanding that they should not engage in sexual 
relations or any physical contact of any kind with a person 
of the other sex before marriage.9 In addition, the entire 
sexual act is described as an act with religious meanings. 
No drawings of body parts are provided.
 Would an average American Modern Orthodox per-

8  We will discuss it later in this article.
9  Debow’s book includes a chapter on homosexuality (chapter 
10), but the topic is outside the scope of this article.
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son follow the instructions of these two books? I do not 
know. The books by Diament and Debow show it is pos-
sible to find a way to explain the fundaments of the sexual 
acts to children, while respecting core concepts of Mod-
ern Orthodoxy.
 It is likely that for some children, sexual education 
comes from explanations by their parents, whether planned 
ahead or as answers to surprising questions. Some par-
ents, perhaps, use sources like those explored above. Most 
probably try to come up themselves with what they think 
to be good answers. For many other children, the sources 
of information are likely to be from older siblings, peers, 
written sources, and today, apparently by far the most im-
portant source, the internet. Obviously, it is hard to make 
any assessment about the type and quality of information 
provided by these means. Another source of information 
may be formal education on the matter in schools. The ma-
jority, possibly vast majority even, of Modern Orthodox 
children worldwide study in Modern Orthodox schools. In 
the coming pages I will explore some of the curricula used 
to teach about sexuality in such schools in the US.
 As of this writing, the most sophisticated and com-
prehensive curriculum on sexuality for Modern Orthodox 
schools in the US that I am aware of is Life Values and 
Intimacy Education: Health Education for the Jewish 
School, which was published by Yeshiva University in 
2008. The book, written by Yocheved Debow, who was 
mentioned earlier, with contributions by Anna Wolos-
ki-Wruble, is based, among other things, on a preliminary 
draft of topics that need to be addressed in schools, pro-
duced by a group led by Miki Wieder. This book of De-
bow constitutes a curriculum for students in Modern Or-
thodox schools, from grade 3 to grade 8 (generally, ages 
8 to 13). Another part, for grades 9-12 (ages 14-17) was 
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produced in 2011 but at the time of this writing, it is not 
available on the market, and can only be obtained directly 
from Debow.10

 In a few places, an explanation for the raison d’être 
of the curriculum is given under the title “Being an Ortho-
dox Jew in the modern world”:

An important component of our discussions and the 
underlying reason for the development of this cur-
riculum has to do with being an Orthodox Jew in 
the modern world. There are many sex education 
curricula available; we could easily have used one 
of them and left out the parts that do not apply to 
us. But as Modern Orthodox Jews, we must turn to 
our own traditions first and see what our values are. 
If they are compatible with modern, Western val-
ues, then we can have a joining of our worlds, but 
if not, then it is the Western values that we usually 
choose to decline.  We always begin our search by 
learning from our own sources, and only then see 
if we can incorporate some of the ideas of Western 
culture to our Torah-based curriculum. With each 
new encounter, we must decide whether it can be 
incorporated or not. This important theme will be a 
part of many of our discussions.11

 Many aspects of this curriculum are similar to the 
book for parents that Debow wrote later, and that we an-

10  Debow, Yocheved and Anna Woloski-Wruble, Life Values 
and Intimacy Education: Health Education for the Jewish School, 
Grades 3-8. New Jersey: Yeshiva University and Ktav, 2008. The 
curriculum for grades 9-12, completed in 2011, is unpublished, and 
available only through Debow. I would like to warmly thank her for 
allowing me to consult this second part of the curriculum.
11  Debow and Woloski-Wruble, Grades 9-12, Grade 9, Unit 1, 
4-5. An almost identical text appears, for example, in Grade 6, Unit 
1, 6.11. One of the interesting differences is that there, “Orthodox” 
appears instead of “Modern Orthodox”.
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alyzed previously. It contrasts constantly “Torah-Values” 
with “Western Culture,” with the “Torah” getting the 
upper hand and a straw-man “Western Culture” depict-
ed as being obsessed with pleasure and self-gratification. 
Leaving aside this issue, the curriculum has many merits, 
in that, for example, it presents honestly and adequately 
both scientific information and Jewish sources. Thus, for 
example, it does mention that Judaism also has an ascet-
ic tradition,12 even though this is contrary to the book’s 
general attitude. Similarly, it says that according to sci-
ence there is nothing bad about male masturbation,13 even 
though this statement does not help its ideological stance 
that according to Jewish law, male masturbation is forbid-
den and therefore boys should try to refrain from it.
 The curriculum deals with a vast range of topics, and 
the actual sexual act is, understandingly, only a small part 
in what it sees as “Intimacy and Sexuality.” Things such 
as behavior in society, body image, gender roles, puberty, 
friendships, and much more, are among its many topics. 
However, loyal to the topic of this article, our interest lies 
only in the sections that discuss sexual relations. The first 
part of this kind is a short discussion about the genitals in 
grade 4,14 and about puberty and physiology in grade 5.15 
In these sections, the curriculum recommends inviting a 
physician or a nurse (when possible, a Modern Orthodox 
one) who can discuss some of these matters with the stu-
dents. The same topics appear again in the curriculum for 
grade 6,16 when it is supposed to be dealt with more thor-
oughly than in the previous year. Inviting a health prac-

12  Grade 6, Unit 12, 6.49.
13  Grade 7, Unit 10, 7.44.
14  Grade 4, Unit 9, 4.40.
15  Grade 5, Units 8-9, 5.41-5.58.
16  Grade 6, Units 11-12, 6.43-6.54 
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titioner is recommended again, even though it is admit-
ted that in some cases, if the teacher is comfortable with 
the topic, teaching it by the regular faculty has its own 
benefits. The curriculum does not include any specific in-
formation about the sexual act, but it seems likely that at 
least some aspects of it will be discussed by the physician, 
nurse, or teacher, who delivers this unit. Yet another dis-
cussion of the matter is planned for grade 7.17 A new topic 
that was not explored previously is masturbation, which 
is presented separately for boys and girls: boys are told it 
is medically legitimate but halakhically forbidden. Girls 
are indirectly told there is nothing wrong about female 
masturbation. The title of the chapter for the girls, “Cele-
brating the Body”, can hardly be seen as discouraging the 
practice. The fact that masturbation is discussed in grade 
7 is unquestionably related to the estimate that at around 
age 12 the topic will begin to be of relevance to many 
of the students. Another new topic is “Reproduction and 
Infertility.” One of the goals of this topic is to provide 
students with “a rudimentary understanding of human 
reproduction.” How “rudimentary” this will be probably 
depends to a large degree on the teacher and what he or 
she decides to discuss. In grade 8,18 the main topics related 
to actual sexual activity include a unit on refraining from 
any physical contact with a person of the other sex, a unit 
on homosexuality, and a unit on the idea of “holiness,” 
which dictates, according to Orthodox understanding, 
among other things, setting additional limits on sexuality. 
The unit for grade 9 includes for the first time an explicit 
discussion of the female and male genitalia.19 It is preced-
ed by a warning to teachers:

17  Grade 7, Units 9-11, 7.40-7.59.
18  Grade 8, Units 8-10, 8.28-8.43
19  Grade 9, Unit 1, 20-27.
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Teachers need to think carefully before presenting 
this unit to their students. While much information 
is provided here, not all of our students are necessar-
ily able to hear it all. For some, too much informa-
tion about anatomy and physiology of the opposite 
sex can make them quite uncomfortable. Informa-
tion should be presented thoughtfully. Some groups 
may come to be more comfortable during the course 
and teaching this unit later in the year may be ad-
visable.20

 There is no discussion in this section about what ex-
actly happens during the sexual act, but it certainly gets 
rather close to that; perhaps one should not expect more. 
Needless to say, being only a curriculum, specific teach-
ers or instructors may explain verbally issues that are not 
written in the text. The curriculum suggests regularly giv-
ing students the opportunity to ask questions anonymous-
ly; one can imagine that questions about the details of the 
act might be raised in this way. Some instructors might 
choose to avoid such inquiries while others are likely to 
use them as a trigger to cover the topic. The unit has again 
a section on masturbation, geared towards boys only.21 In 
grade 10, sexually transmitted illnesses are explained. For 
the teachers who might ask why, Debow answers: “Al-
though our expectation is that our students are not sexu-
ally active, it is still important for them to be made aware 
of these illnesses, how they can be contracted, how they 
can be avoided, and what should be done to treat them.”22 
An extensive and rather detailed discussion about sexu-
ality, its meaning, and why the realization of sexual de-

20  Grade 9, Unit 1, 20.
21  Grade 9, Unit 2, 62-66.
22  Grade 10, Unit 3, 35.
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sire should be accomplished only in marriage, is also part 
of grade 10. In it, the curriculum tries yet again to an-
swer the question that haunts it throughout: If sex is so 
good, healthy, natural, and endorsed by the Torah, why 
can’t teenage students practice it?23 The answers might 
not be acceptable to many contemporary secular readers, 
but they do follow common Orthodox arguments about 
the specialness of sexual relations when practiced only in 
the context of marriage, and they also incorporate a selec-
tion of secular sources that warn against the risks of sex-
ual relations among teenagers. Yet again, a section about 
masturbation, geared “mainly for boys,” appears in this 
grade.24 A year later, in grade 11, the students learn that:

The mitzvah [=commandment] of onah25 recog-
nizes that women have sexual needs. It is a Mitzva 
[from the Torah] for men to have relations with their 
wives in a way that brings the wife pleasure… The 
[Talmud] mentions the “children of nine middot 
[=qualities, types],” a list of ways in which marital 
intimacy is not acceptable. These examples all have 
in common that they reflect a failure in relationship 
between husband and wife.26

The curriculum during this almost-last-year of high 
school declares clear goals:
1. Students will know that the Torah sees sexuality 
as being good and rewarding when it is an expres-
sion of the intimate relationship between a husband 
and wife.
2. Students will learn that according to Halachah, 
giving sexual pleasure to one’s partner is part of the 

23  Grade 10, Unit 4, 46-57.
24  Grade 10, Unit 4, 58-61.
25  The obligation a husband has towards his wife to have sexual 
relations with her.
26  Grade 11, Unit 2, 26-27.
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commitment husbands and wives make to each oth-
er in a Jewish marriage.27

 Yet again, a leitmotif is a comparison between 
“Jewish Values” and “Western Culture.” It is found ev-
erywhere, including in the very titles of sections, for 
example “The Objectification of People and Judaism’s 
counter-message”28 or “Contemporary Attitudes versus 
Torah Attitudes”.29 In some cases, actual comparisons are 
done, showing, predictably, the superiority of Judaism:

The idea that women have sexual desires that need 
and deserve to be satisfied has only become part of 
Western thinking since the sexual revolution, and 
it is only in the last fifty years that researchers of 
human sexuality have discovered the differenc-
es between the ways the sexual needs of men and 
women are fulfilled. It is actually quite remarkable 
how forward thinking the Torah is in this area. The 
Halachah reflects the very real differences between 
men and women in the area of intimacy and sex-
uality. The Halachah takes these differences into 
account and creates parameters to maximize fulfill-
ment of women’s needs as well.30

 Both parts of the curriculum (grades 3-8 and 9-12) 
include some diagrams of male and female genitals.31 
Teachers are encouraged to use them, but are warned this 
should be done carefully: 

27  Grade 11, Unit 3, 56.
28  Grade 11, Unit 2, p. 24.
29  Grade 11, Unit 3, 58.
30  Grade 12, Unit 4, 65.
31  In the curriculum for grades 3-8 these depictions appear at the 
end, A1-A5. They are found again in unit Grade 9, Unit 1, 24-25 and 
29-30.
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It is important that students are shown diagrams of 
the reproductive systems, including key terms. A se-
lection of diagrams are included at the end of this 
unit and the next one about the male reproductive 
system... Please feel free to make use of them. In 
many communities, giving out diagrams of changes 
in the bodies of the opposite sex may not be recom-
mended – you need to know your population!32

 It is not easy to say what actual knowledge about the 
sexual act is given to students through the curriculum for 
grades 3-8. The relevant parts are, as explained above, 
very general, and suggest the use of outside sources of 
information through health practitioners. At the same 
time, considering that this curriculum is for rather young 
students, it is not surprising there is no detailed informa-
tion on sexual relations. In the curriculum for grades 9-12 
the information is more explicit, even if it is not provided 
while discussing the sexual act itself, but rather while ex-
plaining the structure and function of the male and female 
genitalia. The curriculum itself does not teach explicit-
ly what intercourse is and, other than in quoted secular 
sources, uses the precise term “intercourse” rather rarely. 
It seems to assume though, certainly in its later units, that 
the students know what intercourse is.
 It is not possible to know, from the sources we ex-
plored here, what girls and boys in the American Mod-
ern Orthodox world know about marital sexuality. But it 
is perhaps possible to understand what some significant 
players in this community would like them to know. This 
article has tried to explore this issue. Surveys among this 
population, if done well, might help us know what these 
children actually know.

32  Grade 9, Unit 1, 20.
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Traditional Sources Against Prohibiting Trans 
Jews from Transitioning Gender

Rona Matlow

Introduction

This work is not a determination of Jewish Law. It is, rather,
an exploration of a serious question of law. It is important 

to note that Judaism is a rabbinic religion, not a biblical one.  
We will explore biblical verses and rabbinic texts to help un-
derstand how seriously Gender Transition should be taken.  It 
is always advisable to contact a Jewish Law scholar for specific 
questions of Jewish law.
 All translations in this work are my own. Commonly, 
God’s name is represented as The Lord. I use H’, which is short 
for HaShem, literally “The Name.” This avoids gender and sta-
tus1 language.

 ַעל ֵאֶּלה  ֲאִני בֹוִכָּיה ֵעיִני ֵעיִני ֹיְרָדה ַּמִים ִּכי ָרַחק ִמֶּמִּני ְמַנֵחם ֵמִׁשיב
ַנְפִׁשי ָהיּו ָבַני ׁשֹוֵמִמים ִּכי ָגַבר אֹוֵיב

For these things I weep, for water streams from my eyes, 
because respite is out of reach to restore my soul, my 
children are desolate because the enemy overcame us. 
(Lam. 1:16)

Threats Trans2 People Face

1  While Jewish tradition sees God as the “Almighty” many people have 
differing views of theology that may not support this. Eliminating status 
language makes this work more accessible to many readers.
2  Transgender refers to any person whose gender identity or expression 
differs from the sex assigned at birth. Cf. http://www.glaad.org/reference/
transgender for the most widely accepted discussion of this term.

http://www.glaad.org/reference/transgender
http://www.glaad.org/reference/transgender
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Those of us in the transgender community have known 
tremendous oppression at the hands of others. Some mean 
well but do wrong, while many others directly mean to 
cause harm, be it conversion therapy,3 excommunication, 
exorcism, being kicked out of the house, etc.
 This trend is shown very clearly in the National 
Transgender Discrimination Survey (NTDS) 2015.4 This 
report states:

The findings paint a troubling picture of the impact 
of stigma and discrimination on the health of many 
transgender people. A staggering 39% of respon-
dents experienced serious psychological distress in 
the month prior to completing the survey, compared 
with only 5% of the U.S. population. Among the 
starkest findings is that 40% of respondents have at-
tempted suicide in their lifetime—nearly nine times 
the attempted suicide rate in the U.S. population 
(4.6%). 

 This is staggering.  Mental health issues surface at 
a rate nine times that of the general population.  As the 
report shows, this is not because transgender people are 
mentally ill, as is claimed by Paul McHugh.5 Rather, they 
experience numerous, substantial amounts of external 

3  Kenneth Zucker was previously Psychologist-in-Chief at Toron-
to’s Centre for Addiction and Mental Health and Head of the Gender 
Identity Service until December, 2015. It has been suggested that his 
position that conversion therapy would fix gender dysphoria resulted 
in his dismissal from this position (https://www.psychologytoday.
com/us/blog/hormones-and-the-brain/201602/prejudice-not-science-
wins-the-day-in-toronto).
4  James, S. E., Herman, J. L., Rankin, S., Keisling, M., Mottet, 
L., & Anafi M., The Report of the 2015 U.S. Transgender Survey. 
Washington, DC: National Center for Transgender Equality, 2016.
5  https://www.mercatornet.com/articles/view/transgender-
ism-a-pathogenic-meme/16363.

https://www.mercatornet.com/articles/view/transgenderism-a-pathogenic-meme/16363
https://www.mercatornet.com/articles/view/transgenderism-a-pathogenic-meme/16363
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stressors that cisgender people don’t face.  These include 
the above named attacks, as well as inability to find or 
maintain work, access to basic healthcare – let alone tran-
sition-related healthcare, housing, and other basic needs.6

 However, studies such as Bailey et al. 20147 clearly 
show an improvement in the mental health of trans people 
with gender transition, and thus a reduction in suicidality. 
 Unfortunately, the biggest threat to transgender peo-
ple comes from the “religious” community.  This can be in 
the form of a parent who might rather see their child dead 
than queer, a clergy person who tries to force conversion 
therapy, or worst of all, a government body making state 
policy based on religious law.  Sadly, the clergy person 
who is doing this is also violating such religious tenets as 
loving others as you love yourself (Lev. 19:18), not put-
ting out a stumbling block (Lev. 19:14), and many other 
important principles in the Holiness Code.
 The media have paid much attention lately to the 
issues surrounding transgender people. President Trump 
has banned transgender people from military service, al-
though current estimates are that there are about 15,000 
transgender personnel currently in uniform.  This figure 
comes from a Rand study8 which estimates the total num-
ber of active and reserve component troops. This is sep-
arate from the number of transgender military veterans 
and retirees. Jazz Jennings (I am Jazz, TLC Network) has 
been garnering a tremendous amount of attention, espe-

6  Cf. Erickson-Schroth, L. ed., Trans Bodies, Trans Selves. 
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014 for a much more detailed 
exploration of these issues.
7  Bailey, Louis, et al., “Suicide risk in the UK Trans population 
and the role of gender transition in decreasing suicidal ideation and 
suicide attempt.” Mental Health Review Journal 19, 2014, 209-220. 
8  https://www.rand.org/news/press/2016/06/30.html

https://www.rand.org/news/press/2016/06/30.html
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cially with the difficulties she faced during her operations. 
And a recent rabbinic court in Haifa rendered a very trou-
bling ruling about the status of a post-operative transgen-
der woman.9

Text Explorations

 What is the textual basis for encouraging transi-
tion? There is, of course, a commandment to live:

 ּוְׁשַמְרֶּתם ֶאת ֻחּקַֹתי ְוֶאת ִמְׁשָּפַטי ֲאֶׁשר יֲַעֶשֹה אָֹתם ָהָאָדם ָוַחי ָּבֶהם
ֲאנִי ה’

You shall preserve my laws and statutes, that a per-
son does them to live by them, I am H’ (Lev. 18:5).

The rabbis gloss this verse as follows:

אמר רבי יהודה אמר שמואל:... וחי בהם ־ ולא שימות בהם.
Rabbi Yehudah said in the name of Shmuel, (Lev. 
18:5) and live by them – that you should not die by 
them (b. Yoma 85b).

Ramban,10 Rabbi Moses Nachmanides, of 13th Century 
Catalan, goes further on this verse: 

 ורבותינו אמרו )יומא פה:( וחי בהם  - ולא שימות בהם, ללמד
על פקוח נפש שדוחה את השבת והמצות.

And our rabbis said (b. Yoma 85b) and live by 
them – that you should not die by them – to teach 
regarding saving a life, that it overrides the Sabbath 
and all the Commandments [emphasis added].

9  http://www.israelnationalnews.com/News/News.aspx/227012?f-
bclid=IwAR0ui0MUkx9HIvIEoccJTLzx5nPc9CdHMWiH-
d3L0eXWHGu47I2wWcLRhOpc
10  Rambam, Rabbi Moses Maimonides, 12th Century Spain, 
writes similarly in Mishneh Torah, Hilkhot Shabbat 2:1-3.

http://www.israelnationalnews.com/News/News.aspx/227012?fbclid= IwAR0ui0MUkx9HIvIEoccJTLzx5nPc9CdHMW
http://www.israelnationalnews.com/News/News.aspx/227012?fbclid= IwAR0ui0MUkx9HIvIEoccJTLzx5nPc9CdHMW
http://www.israelnationalnews.com/News/News.aspx/227012?fbclid= IwAR0ui0MUkx9HIvIEoccJTLzx5nPc9CdHMW
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 What a startling ruling! Saving a life transcends ev-
ery other Torah Commandment!11 If transitioning is con-
sidered an act of saving a life, then transitioning would 
override most other commandments in the Torah. We 
have already seen that in general, transgender people are 
subject to much higher suicidality rates than the general 
public and that oppression such as preventing them from 
transition is a large contributor to that. While there are no 
guarantees that transition will ease suicidality, it has been 
shown to reduce it in many cases, thus statistically we can 
say that allowing transition may save lives. Conversely, 
based upon data from national surveys there is a strong 
basis to claim that prohibiting transition risks lives.
 Why can gender transition save lives? Let us explore 
some texts in the Codes of Jewish Law regarding suicide.  
Many Jews are of the impression that if one commits sui-
cide they are not allowed a Jewish burial or mourning 
rites.  This comes from: 

 המאבד עצמו לדעת אין מתעסקים עמו לכל דבר ואין מתאבלין
ולא חולצין אבל עומדין ולא קורעין  ואין מספידים אותו   עליו 
 עליו בשורה ואומרים עליו ברכת אבלים וכל דבר שהוא כבוד

לחיים
(Regarding) one who commits suicide intentional-
ly, we do not engage in any matters with him, we 
do not mourn over him or eulogize him, we do not 
tear our garments or remove our shoes. But we do 
stand in a row over him and say the Blessing of the 
Mourner as well as doing any item which honors the 
living (Shulhan Arukh, Yoreh Deah 345:1).

So according to this law, the mourning rites are not 

11  Excluding three prohibitions, which a person should die rather 
than transgress: Shedding blood, certain inappropriate sexual rela-
tions, and worshiping idols (see b. Sanhedrin 74a).
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performed. Yet, if one reads further in this same section 
there is an important caveat.

 קטן המאבד עצמו לדעת חשוב כשלא לדעת וכן גדול המאבד 
עצמו לדעת והוא אנוס כשאול המלך אין מונעין ממנו כל דבר

Minors who kill themselves intentionally are con-
sidered as if it was accidental. Likewise, for adults 
who kill themselves intentionally but who “were 
forced,” like King Saul, we do not withhold any 
mourning practices (S.A., Y.D. 345:3). 

 The Arukh HaShulhan, composed by Rabbi Yechiel 
Epstein in the 19th century, to make it clearer (note that 
this is not considered universally accepted) states:

 כללו של דבר: במאבד עצמו לדעת – תלינן בכל איזה תלייה כל
 שהוא; כגון לתלות ביראה, או בצער, או שיצא מדעתו... דחשוב

כשלא לדעת
In general for people who take their lives intention-
ally, we assign any possible reason to it; for instance 
overcome by fear, or troubles or insanity... that it 
is to be considered their death was unintentional 
(Arukh HaShulhan, Yoreh Deah 345:5).

 Rabbi Epstein, in summation, is stating that we con-
sider anyone who commits suicide to have been suffering 
from some form of severe emotional stress. He goes out 
of his way to be lenient, to allow for Jewish burial and 
mourning, for someone who commits suicide. Modern 
rabbis such as Elliot Dorff12 have made it very clear that 
suicides are treated as a symptom of mental illness, yet 
the perception is still pervasive in the Jewish community 
that mourning rites are not performed over a suicide. So 
how is this relevant to the present discussion?  It is im-
portant to note that gender dysphoria in and of itself is not 

12  Cf. Dorff, Elliot, Matters of Life and Death. Philadelphia: The 
Jewish Publication Society, 2003, 181.
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a mental illness. However, when transgender people are 
prevented from transitioning, or face severe oppression in 
the myriad ways detailed in the NTDS, severe depression 
and anxiety, along with eating disorders and other mental 
illnesses do develop. It is these, and not the dysphoria it-
self which lead to the suicidality.
 Judaism places an extremely high value on living, 
such that the author of the Shulhan Arukh sought to ban 
funereal rites for a suicide, yet this was, in effect over-rid-
den.  What might be the basis for this?  Let us explore 
some texts to help understand this. In the Talmud, in Trac-
tate Yoma, which primarily deals with the laws of Yom 
Kippur, is a Mishna regarding restoring a person to health, 
if they have become too weakened due to the Yom Kippur 
fast. It is important to note that the Yom Kippur fast is a 
Torah obligation )Lev. 15:31( to afflict your souls to affect 
atonement. Thus, breaking the fast was of significant con-
sequence. Yet:

עד טמאים,  דברים  אפילו  אותו  מאכילין  ־  בולמוס  שאחזו   מי 
שיאורו עיניו

(Regarding) one who is overcome by “bulmos” 
(ravenous hunger, e.g. faintness after fasting) – we 
feed them even unclean food, until the light returns 
to their eyes (m. Yoma 8:6).

 This is an exemplar of overriding a Torah command-
ment to save a life.  If no kosher food is available, we 
feed a person overcome by hunger with any food that is 
available. In the Gemara to this Mishna (b. Yoma 83a), 
the rabbis go on to explore the question of saving a life 
on Shabbat.  This is a logical extension of the Mishna.  
Leviticus 15:31 states that Yom Kippur is שבת שבתון, the 
Sabbath of Sabbaths. Thus, it is logical to also examine 
the laws of regular Sabbaths here. Most readers will have 
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already studied the creation epic in chapter one of Gene-
sis.  In this epic, verse 1:27 states (doubled for emphasis) 
that humans are created in God’s image.  Verses 2:1-3 go 
on to state that God completed the work and rested.  This 
text is used as a liturgical proof text for resting on Shabbat 
and keeping it holy.  Yet, as we will see, violating Shabbat 
to save a life is required.
 What a powerful notion! To save a life, we even tran-
scend the very acts that God did, in resting, even though 
we are created in God’s image.  Life is holy and we are to 
preserve it.

 תנו רבנן: מפקחין פקוח נפש בשבת והזריז הרי זה משובח, ואין
 צריך ליטול רשות מבית דין. הא כיצד? ראה תינוק שנפל לים
 ־ פורש מצודה ומעלהו. והזריז הרי זה משובח ואין צריך ליטול

רשות מבית דין ־ ואף על גב דקא צייד כוורי
Our Rabbis taught we are required to save a life on 
Shabbat, and the one who is urgent in doing this is 
praiseworthy; and there is no need to get permission 
from the Rabbinic Court.  How so?  If one sees a 
child fall into the sea, one spreads a net and brings it 
up. The one who does this urgently is praiseworthy 
and they are not required to get court permission, 
even though he catches fish in the net )b.Yoma 84b).

 The most amazing thing about this requirement is 
that God rested on Shabbat and we are created in God’s 
image.  We even transcend what God did, in order to 
preserve human life. These laws are codified in Shulhan 
Arukh, Orah Hayim, 328, which discusses the issues of 
life saving overriding the Shabbat. 

 מי שיש לו חולי של סכנה, מצוה לחלל עליו את השבת; והזריז,
הרי זה משובח; והשואל, הרי זה שופך דמים

If one is dangerously ill on Shabbat, it is an obliga-
tion to desecrate the Shabbat. The one who is quick 
to do so is praiseworthy. One who asks (his rabbi for 



58

G'vanim 10 (2019)

permission is considered guilty of) spilling blood 
(S.A. O.H. 328:2).

 כשמחללין שבת על חולה שיש בו סכנה, משתדלין שלא לעשות
ע"י א"י וקטנים ונשים אלא ע"י ישראלים גדולים ובני דעת

When the Shabbat is desecrated for the dangerously 
ill person, the one engaged in this should not be a 
non-Jew, minor, or woman. Rather it is a well-edu-
cated Jewish male adult. (S.A. O.H. 328:12).13

 היה חולה שיש בו סכנה וצריך בשר, שוחטים לו ואין אומרים:
לאלתר, לאכילה  צריך  החולה  היה  אם  אבל  נבילה;   נאכילנו 
אותו מאכילין  לו,  מתאחרת  והשחיטה  מיד  מוכנת   והנבילה 

הנבילה
If the dangerously ill person requires meat (on Shab-
bat), we kosher slaughter an animal for him, and do 
not say let us feed him non-kosher meat. However, 
if the sick person requires meat immediately, and 
there is non-kosher meat immediately available but 
it will take too long to prepare the kosher meat, we 
feed him the non-kosher meat regardless. (S.A. O.H. 
328:14)

 We see from this code both the requirement to des-
ecrate the Shabbat to save a life, and the requirement to 
violate other Torah requirements to save a life. Shabbat 
and Kashrut are considered by many to be two of the most 
important ritual obligations, and here Jews are obligated 
to violate them to save a life. From a traditional perspec-
tive, Shabbat and Kashrut are universally incumbent on 
all Jews while most other ritual obligations have time 
binding and only apply to men. In addition, these are the 
first two obligations that people are subject to when they 
convert to Judaism. It is these acts that for many are the 
distinguishing characteristics of Jews. Thus, it is well es-

13 Note that in Hatzalah and MDA ambulances, the most righteous 
members staff the ambulances on Shabbat. 
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tablished in Talmud and Codes, that to save a life overrides 
the Shabbat and Torah law. How does this inform our un-
derstanding of transitioning?  The NTDS shows the many 
things that are done to transgender people that put their 
lives in jeopardy.  Why do these things occur?  Transpho-
bia takes many forms, but probably the most insidious one 
in the United States is people who take a false adherence 
to Bible and legislate it. The First Amendment states that 
“Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment 
of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof.”  This, 
in practice, means that it is not legal in the US to legislate 
religious law.  Most Jewish people strongly support the 
First Amendment Separation Clause, and oppose legisla-
tion that has the perception of violating it. 
 Further, many Jewish transgender people may be 
prevented from transitioning by a rabbi or family mem-
ber who holds to a strict adherence to the Commandments 
that we must transcend in order to transition (removal of 
genitals, removal of beard, and cross-gender dressing).

Three Torah Issues Trans People Must Transcend

 Let us examine three issues that are often proffered 
as concerns with transitioning. First is destruction of male 
genitals. There are two verses in Torah that cover this re-
garding humans: 

ֹלא יָבֹא ְפצּוַע ַּדָּכה ּוְכרּות ָׁשְפָכה ִּבְקַהל ה‘
No man with wounded or crushed (testicles) or cut 
off male organs shall join H’s congregation (Deut. 
23:2).

ִּכי ָכל ִאיׁש ֲאֶׁשר ּבֹו מּום, ֹלא יְִקָרב... אֹו ְמרֹוַח ָאֶׁשְך
For any man (from the priestly class) who has any 
blemish shall not bring (the offerings to the altar)... 
or has crushed testicles (Lev. 21:18, 20).
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 The text from Deuteronomy concerns converts join-
ing the people, and the text from Leviticus concerns the 
priests. Together they make it very clear that damaged 
male sex organs are unacceptable. But, is this a problem 
for transgender women (assigned male at birth)?
 First let us consider a prophetic text, read on public 
fast days:

ה’, יְַבִּדיַלנִי  ַהְבֵּדל  ֵלאמֹר,  ה’  ֶאל  ַהּנְִלָוה  ַהּנֵָכר,  ֶּבן  יֹאַמר   ְוַאל 
ִּכי כֹה ָאַמר ה’, יֵָבׁש.  ֵעץ  ֲאנִי  ֵהן  ַהָּסִריס,  יֹאַמר  ְוַאל  ַעּמֹו;   ֵמַעל 
ָחָפְצִּתי; ַּבֲאֶׁשר  ּוָבֲחרּו,  ַׁשְּבתֹוַתי,  ֶאת  יְִׁשְמרּו  ֲאֶׁשר   ַלָּסִריִסים 
טֹוב, ָוֵׁשם  יָד  ּוְבחֹומַֹתי,  ְּבֵביִתי  ָלֶהם  ְונַָתִּתי  ִּבְבִריִתי.   ּוַמֲחזִיִקים, 

ִמָּבנִים ּוִמָּבנֹות:  ֵׁשם עֹוָלם ֶאֶּתן לֹו, ֲאֶׁשר ֹלא יִָּכֵרת.
The son of the stranger who accompanies God shall 
not say God has separated me from God’s people, 
and the eunuch shall not say I am a dried up tree. 
For thus says H’ to the eunuchs who guard my Sab-
baths and choose what I desire and hold My cove-
nant.  I shall give to them, in My house and inside 
My walls, a monument and a memorial, better than 
sons and daughters, I give him an eternal name that 
shall never be destroyed (Isa. 56:3-5).

 This prophetic text is saying that even though Torah 
prohibits eunuchs from being in God’s congregation, God 
still allows it. While there are no Orthodox authorities 
who permit gender confirming surgery )GCS( lekhathilah, 
from the outset, one authority, the Tzitz Eliezer, Rabbi 
Eliezer Yehuda Waldenberg14 ruled, that bedi’avad, after 
the fact, a transgender woman (a person who was assigned 
male at birth) who had GCS is a woman. Most other Or-
thodox authorities do not rule with him. It is important to 
note that most progressive authorities accept any form of 
gender transition, with or without medical treatment.

14  http://daattorah.blogspot.com/2013/01/tzitz-eliezar-sex-
change-by-surgery.html

http://daattorah.blogspot.com/2013/01/tzitz-eliezar-sex-change-by-surgery.html
http://daattorah.blogspot.com/2013/01/tzitz-eliezar-sex-change-by-surgery.html


61

Traditional Sources

 Let us now take a look for a minute at what is one of 
the most confounding verses in Torah:

ה: ּתֹוֵעָבה, ִהוא ְוֶאת זָָכר ֹלא ִתְׁשַּכב, ִמְׁשְּכֵבי ִאּשָׁ
And you, man, shall not have penetrating sex with 
another man, in the ways of having penetrating sex 
with a woman; it is an abomination )Lev. 18:22(.

 This unfamiliar rendering is deliberate to show all 
the nuances of the Hebrew for those unable to access it. 
The key ambiguity in this verse is the term mishkevei isha. 
Why? A cisgender (as opposed to transgender) woman has 
three paths: oral, anal and vaginal. Cisgender men do not 
have vaginas. So what does it mean to have penetrating 
sex in the ways of having penetrating sex with a woman? 
There is a possible answer in the Miqra’ot Gedolot; Rab-
beinu Hananel (10th Century Tunisia) states: 

יש מי שיחדש בגופו כצורת בשר אשה
There could be a man who changes the form of the 
flesh of his body to that of a woman.

 This is an absolutely remarkable statement, and is 
widely rejected.  This is a literal rendering of the state-
ment by the Rabbeinu Hananel. Most Orthodox authori-
ties, however, see this as a man who creates a pocket of 
flesh in his body for the purpose of sodomy, not that a man 
removed his male genitals and created female genitals in-
stead. Regardless of how one chooses to understand this 
reading, it is in response to the very troubling phrase ִמְׁשְּכֵבי 
ה  since cisgender men do not have vaginas. Ibn Ezra ,ִאּשָׁ
(12th Century Spain) comes in and rejects this comment 
thus:

הזה... הצער  וכל  אנדרוגינוס.  וי"א  בתולדות.  יתכן  לא   וזה 
בעבור היות משכבי אשה לשון רבים
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[After quoting Rabbenu Hananel] and this could 
never happen in nature. And some say Androginous. 
And all of this trouble is because “mishkevei isha” 
(all the ways of having penetrating sex with a wom-
an) is a plural noun.

 Ibn Ezra’s reading makes it clear that he does not ac-
cept the modern suggestion of making a sex pocket. That 
is something that would be easy to do.  He specifically 
uses the word תודלות, which is normally rendered as gen-
erations. This would seem to mean he is saying this could 
never happen in our (i.e., his) time (but it might in the fu-
ture). In the Mosad HaRav Kook edition,15 there is a very 
fascinating editorial note to Ibn Ezra, however:

בטבע: והתורה לא תאסור מה שאיננו בטבע
In nature: And the Torah does not prohibit what can-
not happen naturally.

 Note that the editorial note uses טבע, nature, not ־תול
-Their note, while not changing the original manu .דות
script, offers a translation which could imply a different 
understanding; that of in nature, vice in Ibn Ezra’s time, 
even though Ibn Ezra intended to say that it could not hap-
pen naturally. This could create an opening for allowing 
GCS. Anecdotally, many transgender people refer to their 
dysphoria causing body parts as benign tumors, and other 
similar terms. It is well established that these parts cause 
extreme emotional distress, which is a large part of gender 
dysphoria. Bailey, et al., 2014 (see above) shows that with 
GCS, dysphoria tends to be relieved. Thus, from the stand-
point of פיקוח נפש, saving a life, even by those authorities 
that reject the Tzitz Eliezer, they should allow GCS from 

ס' תורת חיים, חל' ויקרא. ירושלים: הוצאת מוסד הרב קוק. 1990. קסח  15
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this standpoint.
 
The next relevant issue is cross-gender dressing:

ִּכי ה,  ִאּשָׁ ִשְֹמַלת  ֶּגֶבר  יְִלַּבׁש  ְוֹלא  ה  ִאּשָׁ ַעל  גֶֶבר  ְכִלי  יְִהיֶה  ֹלא    
תֹוֲעַבת ה' ֱאלקיָך ָּכל עֵֹשֹה ֵאֶּלה

Women shall not wear men’s clothing [lit. men’s 
instruments – i.e. weapons] and men shall not 
wear women’s clothing – because all who do this 
are (carrying out) an abomination to H’ Your God 
(Deut. 22:5).

 It is fascinating to note that the wording is not paral-
lel between the sexes and there are commentaries on this. 
First off Rashi:

 לא יהיה כלי גבר על אשה - שתהא דומה לאיש כדי שתלך בין
האנשים, שאין זו אלא לשם ניאוף

Women shall not wear men’s clothing: so they 
would be like men, and go among the men; the only 
purpose for this is (to commit) adultery.

 So, Rashi seems to have little faith in women and 
thinks they will go to sexual immorality. Ibn Ezra states:

 נסמכה בעבור צאת למלחמה, כי האשה לא נבראת כי אם להקים
הזרע

An insistence on going to war; )this is forbidden( 
since woman was created only to raise children.

 The commentators say far less about men wearing 
women’s clothing, but ultimately come to the same con-
clusion; that the only purpose for this is sexual immorality. 
It is important to remember that roles of men and women 
were different in biblical and rabbinic times than in mod-
ern times, so perhaps judgment can be suspended.  Ibn 
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Ezra’s comment is based on the literal translation of kli 
gever; which is instruments of might, i.e. weapons.  This 
understanding ultimately comes from the Midrash, Sifrei 
Devarim, 226.2, which states:

ותצא  זיין  כלי  אשה  תלבש  שלא  אומר  יעקב  בן  אליעזר   ר׳ 
למלחמה

R’ Eliezer son of Jacob says that a woman should 
not wear weapons and go to war.

 Of course this is somewhat startling in view of 
Devorah and Yael in Judges Chapter 4.16 Thus, whether 
one adopts Rashi’s view or that of the Midrash, the bot-
tom line is that this is meant to ensure people live a proper 
life and fulfill the roles they were created for. Transgen-
der people were created with souls that do not match their 
bodies, and so transition, in order to fulfill their roles in 
life. Further, transgender people do not wear cross gender 
clothing for sexual immorality. They wear them to fulfill 
their lives as who they really are. This also comes under 
-as anything that helps transgender people main פיקוח נפש
tain their dignity and emotional balance is ultimately life 
enhancing.
 The last issue to consider is destruction of the beard:

ְוֹלא ַתְׁשִחית ֵאת ְּפַאת זְָקנֶָך

16 In this text, Devorah is asked to lead the battle. The text does 
not indicate her carrying weapons, but just being the general would 
seem to be contrary to the intent of this prohibition. Yael kills Sisera 
with a tent peg in the end of the chapter. This is a household item 
which has been weaponized, and so while the design of the item 
was not originally as a weapon, its use was, and so it also would be 
contrary to the intent of the prohibition. This might be considered in-
versely analogous to the text (b. Shabbat 122b) that allows the use of 
a blacksmith hammer for cracking nuts on Shabbat from the stand-
point of use of a tool for a purpose for which it was not intended. 
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Do not destroy the corners of your beard (Lev. 
19:27b).

 
The verse that follows states:

ְוֶשֶֹרט ָלנֶֶפׁש ֹלא ִתְּתנּו ִּבְבַשְֹרֶכם
And do not cut your skin (in grief over death of) a 
soul (Lev 19:28a).

 There is a principle of exegesis17 which states that 
adjacent verses are related in topic.  Thus, by this under-
standing, the command to refrain from destroying the 
beard may be over an expression of grief, and not over 
removing it for other reasons. Indeed, if one considers 
contemporary practice, there are many Orthodox Jewish 
men who are clean shaven, suggesting that removing a 
beard under ordinary circumstances is not understood as 
forbidden. It is not completely clear what this prohibition 
means. What seems clear, however, is that for a transgen-
der woman to remove her facial hair is not a desecration. 
It is life affirming.
 There is substantial disagreement in the Jewish com-
munity about what is and is not allowed regarding GCS. 
The most traditional authorities do not allow it under 
any circumstances for transgender women, and consider 
these people to be damaged men instead (e.g., Shulhan 
Arukh, Even HaEzer 172:7). Note that the halakha does 
not prohibit sterilizing women, so transgender men (as-
signed female at birth) do not face quite the same hurdles. 
Nonetheless, regardless of whether one is a traditional au-
thority, follows the ruling of the Tzitz Eliezer that GCS 
is permissible after the fact, or of progressive authorities 

 ספרא: ברייתא דרבי ישמעאל:  ַרִּבי יְִׁשָמֵעאל אֹוֵמר, ִּבְׁשֹלׁש ֶעְׂשֵרה ִמּדֹות  17
ֶׁשת ָּבֵהן... )יב( ָּדָבר ַהָּלֵמד ֵמִענְיָנֹו, ְוָדָבר ַהָּלֵמד ִמּסֹופֹו. ַהּתֹוָרה נְִדֶרֽ
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that all gender transition is permissible, it has been well 
established that prohibiting a transgender person from 
transitioning can cause grievous harm. We cannot prove 
conclusively that allowing transition saves lives, but we 
can state categorically that prohibiting or obstructing 
transition does endanger lives.  This might be comparable 
to the following case:

ָאסֹון יְִהיֶה  ְוֹלא  יְָלֶדיָה  ְויְָצאּו  ָהָרה  ה  ִאּשָׁ ְונָגְפּו  ֲאנִָׁשים  יִּנָצּו   ְוִכי 
ְוִאם ִּבְפִלִלים.  ְונַָתן  ה  ָהִאּשָׁ ַּבַעל  ָעָליו  יִָׁשית  ַּכֲאֶׁשר  יֵָענֵׁש   ָענֹוׁש 

ָאסֹון יְִהיֶה ְונַָתָּתה נֶֶפׁש ַּתַחת נֶָפׁש.
If two men are fighting and hit a pregnant woman, 
who miscarries, but she does not die, they shall be 
fined according to her husband’s wishes, as ordered 
by a judge. But if the woman dies, they shall give 
life for life (the death penalty) (Exod. 21:22-3).

 In other words, if their action causes a death, they 
are guilty of shefikhat damim (spilling blood), and they 
pay the price. If their action does not directly lead to a 
death, they still bear guilt, but it is not blood guilt. The 
same might be applied to obstructing transgender transi-
tion. If one obstructs a transition, and harm comes, the 
obstructing person faces the consequences. If immediate 
harm does not come, there is still the potential for harm in 
the future. Thus, we have seen here that preventing a Jew 
from transitioning should be prohibited, and may even be 
considered shefikhat damim. 
 Further, while there are many judges and poskim (de-
terminers of Jewish law), who dispute this, the present 
reading of traditional sources indicates that a transgender 
Jew might be encouraged to begin gender transition from 
the standpoint of saving a life. Moreover, transition would 
not be considered a desecration of creation. It is important 
to keep in mind that transgender individuals of any and 



67

Traditional Sources

no religion are merely seeking to live. It is my hope that a 
time will come when religious authorities will recognize 
the compelling argument from Jewish traditional sources 
to actively encourage transition.
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Ira M. Sheskin and Harriet Hartman

The purpose of this paper is to present a demographic and 
religious profile of LGBT1 Jews in the American Jewish 

community. First, we examine previous research about the 
LGBT community and identity both among American Jews and 
people of other religions. This leads us to expect a somewhat 
different relationship between Jewish LGBT households and 
community engagement in the Jewish community than may 
be found for non-Jewish LGBT households and their religious 
institutions. We turn to the results of local Jewish community 
studies to develop a profile of the LGBT population and see 
how this population differs from non-LGBT households both 
demographically and in terms of Jewish engagement. 

Previous Research

 For many years, debate has occurred concerning the num-
ber and characteristics of gay households. Based upon very 
old and disputed studies conducted by Alfred Kinsey, many 
have assumed that LGBT individuals constitute about 10% of 
the adult population.2 These older studies, however, were not 
based upon a random sample of American adults, making the 
10% estimate problematic.
 Approximately 4.3% of American adults identified as 

1  Variations of LGBTQ are used in this paper. In each case, we are 
reflecting the terminology of the authors of the literature we are citing.
2  Kinsey, Alfred C., Wardell B. Pomeroy, and Clyde Martin. Sexual 
Behavior in the Human Male. Philadelphia: W. B. Saunders, 1948; Kinsey, 
Alfred C., Wardell B. Pomeroy, and Clyde Martin. Sexual Behavior in the 
Human Female. Philadelphia: W. B. Saunders, 1953.
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LGBTQ as of 2017.3 About 10.2% of LGBTQ adults were 
in same-sex marriages as of 2015.4 Gary Gates estimated 
that about 2% of American children had an LGBT iden-
tified parent.5 The proportion was higher among racial 
and ethnic minorities. Among all households with LGBT 
adults, 35% included a child under the age of 18.6

 Using the annual General Social Survey (GSS) 
1972-2008, the National Health and Social Life Survey 
(NHSLS), and the National Longitudinal Study of Ad-
olescent Health (ADD Health), Jacob Felson found that 
individuals raised Jewish or secular were more likely to 
admit to non-heterosexual feelings and non-heterosexu-
al identities.7 Using later GSS data (2008-2014), Chris-
topher Scheitle and Julia Wolf found that sexual minori-
ties do not differ significantly from heterosexuals as to 
their religious upbringings, but sexual minorities are more 
likely to move away from Christian traditions and toward 
disaffiliation or reaffiliation with “Jewish or other” tradi-

3  Jones, Jeffery M. “Gallup Poll: In U.S., 10.2% of LGBT Adults 
Now Married to Same-Sex Spouse.” 2017 (http://www.gallup.com/
poll/212702/lgbt-adults-married-sex-spouse.aspx?g_source=So-
cial+Issues&g_medium= newsf); Romero, Adam P.  “1.1 Million 
LGBT Adults are Married to Someone of the Same Sex at the 
Two-Year Anniversary of Obergefell v. Hodges.” Los Angeles, CA: 
Williams Institute, UCLA School of Law, 2017 (https://williamsin-
stitute.law.ucla.edu/wp-content/uploads/Obergefell-2-Year-Marriag-
es.pdf). 
4  Romero, “1.1 Million LGBT Adults are Married to Someone of 
the Same Sex at the Two-Year Anniversary of Obergefell v. Hodg-
es.”
5  Gates, Gary J. “LGBT Parenting in the United States.” Los An-
geles, CA: The Williams Institute, UCLA School of Law, 2013.
6  Ibid.
7  Felson, Jacob. “The Effect of Religious Background on Sexual 
Orientation.” Interdisciplinary Journal of Research on Religion 7:4, 
2011: 1-33.

http://www.gallup.com/poll/212702/lgbt-adults-married-sex-spouse.aspx?g_source=Social+Issues&g_medium=%20newsf
http://www.gallup.com/poll/212702/lgbt-adults-married-sex-spouse.aspx?g_source=Social+Issues&g_medium=%20newsf
http://www.gallup.com/poll/212702/lgbt-adults-married-sex-spouse.aspx?g_source=Social+Issues&g_medium=%20newsf
https://williamsinstitute.law.ucla.edu/wp-content/uploads/Obergefell-2-Year-Marriages.pdf
https://williamsinstitute.law.ucla.edu/wp-content/uploads/Obergefell-2-Year-Marriages.pdf
https://williamsinstitute.law.ucla.edu/wp-content/uploads/Obergefell-2-Year-Marriages.pdf
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tions.8

 Darren Sherkat estimated that 2.6% of Jews had 
same-sex partners in the five years preceding the GSS 
surveys of 1991-2000.9 In the 2007 Annual Survey of 
American Jewish Opinion administered by Synovate, Inc. 
for the American Jewish Committee,10 the proportion of 
LGBT individuals among American Jews was at least 7%. 
This proportion is considerably higher than the estimated 
proportion of individuals in the broader American popula-
tion at the time, 3-5%.11 
 A later estimate from the Jewish Community Study 
of New York in 2011 includes LGBT individuals and 
households, combined,12 and indicates that approximate-

8  Scheitle, Christopher P. and Julia Kay Wolf. “The Religious 
Origins and Destinations of Individuals Identifying as a Sexual 
Minority.” Sexuality & Culture 21, 2017: 719-740.
9  Sherkat, Darren E. “Sexuality and Religious Commitment in the 
United States: An Empirical Evaluation.” Journal for the Scientific 
Study of Religion 41:2, 2002: 313-323.
10  Cohen, Stephen M., et al., “Gay, Jewish, or Both? Sexual 
Orientation and Jewish Engagement.” Journal of Jewish Communal 
Service 64:1/2, 2009: 154-166. The sample did not include Jews of 
no religion, which may therefore have underestimated the number of 
LGBT respondents, and relied on a previously administered ques-
tion of religious preference to identify a national sample of Jewish 
respondents. “Jews of no religion,” as defined by the Pew Research 
Center, are Jews who when first asked: “What is your religion, if 
any, Protestant, Roman Catholic, Jewish, Muslim . . . ?” answered 
“atheist, agnostic, something else, or nothing in particular,” but 
when asked “ASIDE from religion, do you consider yourself Jewish 
or partially Jewish, or not? Responded either Jewish or partially 
Jewish. Thus, Jews of no religion may be thought of as secular, 
cultural, or ethnic Jews.
11  Sherkat, “Sexuality and Religious Commitment in the United 
States: An Empirical Evaluation.”
12  Based on the question, “On another topic, do you consider 
yourself (or does anyone in the household consider themselves*) to 
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ly 5% of Jewish households in the service area of the 
UJA-Federation of New York include at least one LGBT 
individual.13 Among these NY households, 21% includ-
ed a married couple (who may or may not be LGBT), a 
smaller proportion than among other Jewish households 
(among whom more than half include a married couple); 
13% of these households included a child under age 18.
 The majority of these LGBT households in New 
York were non-Orthodox (only 4% of Orthodox house-
holds were LGBT compared to 20% of other households); 
there were also fewer Conservative households among the 
LGBT, but there was a higher proportion of Reform and 
an even higher proportion with no denomination. As we 
shall see below, this is related to significant differences 
in the acceptance of sexual minority lifestyles among the 
Orthodox compared to other Jewish denominations.
 Among the New York non-Orthodox LGBT house-
holds, Cohen found few differences in patterns of Jewish 
engagement, but the LGBT households were less com-
fortable with being involved with Jewish institutions than 
non-LGBT households, even though they did feel part of 
the Jewish community.
 A number of qualitative studies analyze the manner in 
which LGBT Jews handle their Jewish identity and sexual 
identity.14 Many LGBT Jews feel that they must choose 

be gay, lesbian, bisexual, or transgender?” (Language in parentheses 
was added if there were two or more persons in the household.)
13  The Bronx, Brooklyn, Manhattan, Queens, State Island, Nas-
sau, Suffolk, and Westchester. Cohen, Steven M., Special Study on 
Jewish Households with LGBT Individuals. New York: UJA-Federa-
tion of New York, 2014.
14  E.g., Schnoor, Randal F., “Being Gay and Jewish: Negotiating 
Intersecting Identities.” Sociology of Religion 67:1, 2006: 43-60; 
Etengoff, Chana. “Petitioning for Social Change: Letters to Reli-
gious Leaders from Gay Men and Their Family Allies.” Journal of 
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between the two identities, since Jewish institutional life, 
particularly traditional and Orthodox institutions, reject 
the viability of an LGBT lifestyle.15 Even when they be-
come part of an inclusive congregation or other organized 
Jewish group, conflicting elements in their identity often 
need to be considered and undermine a feeling of religious 
or ethnic solidarity with other Jews. Some LGBT Jews 
retreat from organized Jewish life,16 while others attempt 
to broaden the boundaries of organized Jewish life to be 
more inclusive.17

 Conflicts between LGBT status and religious life 
are not confined to Jews. Much research has spotlighted 
LGBT Evangelicals, for example, and how they navi-
gate the contradictions between their religious and LGBT 
identities and communities. Mark Henricksen found that 
LGB individuals in New Zealand tended to view religion 
as more of a difficulty than a source of support;18 Eric 

Homosexuality 64:2, 2017: 166-194.
15  Cohen, Stephen M., et al., “Gay, Jewish, or Both? Sexual Ori-
entation and Jewish Engagement;” Meladze, Pikria and Jac Brown. 
“Religion, Sexuality and Internalized Homonegativity: Confronting 
Cognitive Dissonance in the Abrahamic Religions.” Journal of Reli-
gious Health 54, 2015: 1950-1962, and Balkin, Richard S., et al., “A 
Conversation about the Intersection of Faith, Sexual Orientation, and 
Gender: Jewish, Christian, and Muslim Perspectives.” Journal of 
Counseling & Development 92, 2014: 187-193 review the denomi-
national differences.
16  Aviv, Caryn and Schneer, David. New Jews: The End of the 
Jewish Diaspora. New York, NY: NYU Press, 2005.
17  Ibid.; Mulligan, Amy, “Colours of the Jewish Rainbow: A 
Study of Homosexual Jewish Men and Yarmulkes.” Journal of Mod-
ern Jewish Studies 12:1, 2013: 71-89; Somerson, Wendy E. “The 
Intersection of Anti-Occupation and Queer Jewish Organizing.” 
Tikkun 25:4, 2010: 58-93.
18  Henrickson, Mark, “Lavender Faith: Religion, Spirituality and 
Identity in Lesbian, Gay and Bisexual New Zealanders.” Journal of 
Religion & Spirituality in Social Work 6, 2007: 63–80.
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Rodriguez found that LGB persons involved in religious 
communities experienced higher levels of conflict than 
those not involved in any religion.19 Andrew Yip found 
that sexual minorities tended to move away from institu-
tional religion to spirituality (a personal, non-institution-
al relationship with God).20 Nadine Rosechild-Sullivan 
found that even in inclusive organized settings, the indi-
vidual’s theological conceptualization of a divine being 
affected how welcome and integrated the LGBT individ-
ual felt.21 It was their theology (which may or may not be 
the product of their childhood upbringing), which made 
them feel accepted or not accepted in organized settings 
and allowed for successful negotiation of identity conflict 
for gays and lesbians in religious settings, whether or not 
the organized setting was inclusive.
 Nonetheless, the majority of American Jews are more 
accepting of homosexuality than other religious groups.22 
According to a 2013 Pew Research Center study, Jews are 
one of the most strongly liberal Democratic groups in US 

19  Rodriguez, Eric, “At the Intersection of Church and Gay: 
Religion, Spirituality, Conflict, and Integration” in Gay, Lesbian, 
and Bisexual People of Faith. Dissertation Abstracts International: 
Section B: The Sciences and Engineering, 67:3-B, 2006: 1742.
20  Yip, Andrew, “The Persistence of Faith Among Nonheterosex-
ual Christians: Evidence for the Neosecularization Thesis of Reli-
gious Transformation.” Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 
41, 2002: 199–212.
21  Rosechild-Sullivan, Nadine, Intrinsically Disordered or Gay 
by God? The Negotiation of Sexual and Religious Identity in Three 
Sites. Unpublished manuscript, 2004.
22  Pew Research Center, A Portrait of Jewish Americans: Find-
ings from a Pew Research Center Survey of U.S. Jews. Washington, 
DC: Pew Research Center, 2013; Adamczyk, Amy and Cassady Pitt,. 
“Shaping attitudes about homosexuality: The role of religion and 
cultural context.” Social Science Research 38:2, 2009: 338-351.



74

G'vanim 10 (2019)

politics.23 Table 1 summarizes the results from the Pew 
study on attitudes of the Jewish community toward the 
LGBT population. Jews are significantly more likely to 
indicate that homosexuality should be accepted by society 
than is true for the US public, at 82% compared to 57%. 
The difference widens to 32 percentage points when Jews 
are compared to Christians. Note that in 2012, Pew found 
that 78% of Jews were accepting of gay marriage, com-
pared to 50% for the general public. 
 Some significant differences in acceptance can be 
seen within the Jewish community. Jews by religion (as 
defined by Pew) are less likely to be accepting of homo-
sexuality than “Jews of no religion” (see footnote 10) 
by 80% to 91%. Significant differences in acceptance 
are seen by denomination, from only 32% of Orthodox 
to 80% of Conservative Jews, 92% of Reform Jews, and 
89% of Jews with no denomination. These differences 
parallel differences in official doctrines and policies relat-
ed to the LGBTQ population that are followed in each of 
the denominations.24 Within the Orthodox community, the 
Modern Orthodox (50%) are much more accepting than 
the Ultra-Orthodox (20%).
 More educated Jews are more likely to be accepting, 
increasing from 64% of Jews with a high school degree or 
less to 89% of college graduates. Democratic Jews (92%) 
are far more accepting than Republican Jews (51%), but 
Republican Jews are more accepting than Republicans in 
general (38%). Relatively little difference is seen in the 

23  Pew Research Center, 95.
24  Summarized well in Cohen, Stephen M., et al., “Gay, Jewish, 
or Both? Sexual Orientation and Jewish Engagement,” and Balkin, 
Richard S., et al., “A Conversation about the Intersection of Faith, 
Sexual Orientation, and Gender: Jewish, Christian, and Muslim 
Perspectives.”
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responses by gender or by age. 
 Despite the acceptance of homosexuality and gay 
marriage by most American Jews, Jewish organization-
al institutions are divided as to the extent to which they 
embrace sexual minorities, and even organizations that 
are inclusive often feel they could do more. Caryn Aviv, 
Stephen M. Cohen, and Judith Veinstein interviewed rab-
bis and lay leaders in Jewish institutional life, and found 
that many congregations and Jewish institutions found it 
difficult to integrate LGBT individuals into the organized 
Jewish community, and felt their institutions could do a 
better job at being welcoming and inclusive.25  The extent 
to which this attitude has changed in the past decade is 
unknown.
 How can we reconcile the acceptance by American 
Jews of homosexuality with what appears to be persisting 
institutional and organizational climates of discomfort, re-
sulting in challenges for sexual minorities’ identity nego-
tiation among American Jews? Gill Valentine and Louise 
Waite offer some insights.26 They differentiate attitudes 
toward private, every day personal encounters from the 
framing of “abstract understandings about who has the 
right to belong in the public sphere.”27 “For those who 
remain embedded in the collective traditions of faith, this 
social ‘normalization’ of LGBT lifestyles may be experi-

25  Aviv, Caryn, Stephen M. Cohen, and Judith Veinstein. Wel-
coming Synagogues Project: Preliminary Results from the 2009 
Synagogue Survey on Diversity and LGBT Inclusion. Berman 
Jewish Databank, 2009, https://www.jewishdatabank.org/databank/
search-results?search= welcoming+synagogues+project&sortBy=-
Publication+Date+%28Newest+First%29. Accessed 4/10/19.
26  Valentine, Gill and Louise Waite. “Negotiating Difference 
through Everyday Encounters: The Case of Sexual Orientation and 
Religion and Belief.” Antipode 44:2, 2012: 474-492.
27  Ibid., 476.

https://www.jewishdatabank.org/databank/search-results?search=%20welcoming+synagogues+project&sortBy=Publication+Date+%28Newest+First%29
https://www.jewishdatabank.org/databank/search-results?search=%20welcoming+synagogues+project&sortBy=Publication+Date+%28Newest+First%29
https://www.jewishdatabank.org/databank/search-results?search=%20welcoming+synagogues+project&sortBy=Publication+Date+%28Newest+First%29
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enced in tension with orthodox religious teachings.” Yip  
elaborates on this tension.28 Especially among Jews with 
their traditionally strong emphasis on family and heter-
onormative procreation, the conflict may be intense. One 
strategy to resolve the conflict is to relegate sexual iden-
tity to a private domain in contrast to a public space, thus 
supporting boundaries that are less than inclusive in the 
religious public space. For those who identify as a sexual 
minority, they may find that if they accept the traditional 
religious space, they are faced with hostile LGBT groups 
who are resisting the heteronormative social order.29 Thus, 
even if the majority of American Jews are accepting of 
sexual minority lifestyles, there may be resistance in the 
public organizations and a desire to compartmentalize 
sexual and religious identity, which may be a source of 
discomfort to sexual minority Jews. Kath Browne, Sally 
Munt, and Andrew Yip explain more about sexuality and 
sacred spaces in their Queer Spiritual Spaces.30

 Given American Jews’ general acceptance of homo-
sexuality, yet many previous studies that show some vari-
ation in how well integrated LGBT American Jews feel in 
the organized Jewish community, we turn now to a larger 
and more recent sample than has been studied in the past, 
to learn from the households in which the Jewish LGBT 
population lives. Are they fully integrated into Jewish life, 

28  Yip, Andrew. “The Persistence of Faith among Nonheterosexu-
al Christians: Evidence for the Neosecularization Thesis of Reli-
gious Transformation.” Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 
31:2, 2002: 199-212.
29  Wilcox, Melissa M. “‘Spiritual Sluts’: Uncovering Gender, 
Ethnicity and Sexuality in the Post-Secular.” Women’s Studies 41, 
2012: 639-659.
30  Browne, Kath, Sally R. Munt, and Andrew K.T. Yip. Queer 
Spiritual Spaces: Sexuality and Sacred Places. Aldershot, UK: 
Ashgate, 2009.
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as current attitudes of the American Jewish community 
would lead one to hypothesize? On the other hand, do 
they express hesitation in terms of Jewish engagement, 
reflecting a discomfort with organized Jewish life?

The Data

 No national study of Jews has inquired as to LGBT 
status. Until relatively recently, local Jewish communi-
ty studies also did not inquire. The reasoning was that 
respondents were unlikely, in many cases, to respond 
honestly. Thus, if a demographic study identified X% of 
adults as LGBT, many would (rightfully) argue that the 
true percentage was higher. In addition, in a survey that 
completed, for example, 600 interviews, and 5% identi-
fied as LGBT, only 30 interviews with LGBT households 
were available for analysis. The 30 is enough to calculate 
the 5% (30/600), but not enough to develop a profile of 
the LGBT households themselves.
 However, over the past 15 years, 19 Jewish com-
munity studies have inquired about LGBT status.31 De-
pending on the community, anywhere from 1% to 11% 
of households indicated the presence of an LGBT adult 
(Table 2). Broward and Houston are 11% and 10% LGBT, 
while many communities are less than 5%. San Francisco 
is at 8%, but it is 8% of a much larger Jewish population 
than in Broward or Houston, so San Francisco clearly has 
a larger absolute LGBT population. 
 One might wonder if the differences among the com-

31  Sheskin, Ira M., The 2018 Detroit Jewish Population Study: A 
Profile of Jewish Detroit. Detroit: The Jewish Federation of Metro-
politan Detroit, 2018:3-22. The basic wording is the same as New 
York: Is any adult in your household, gay, lesbian, bisexual, trans-
gender, or queer?
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munities are because LGBT persons and gay marriage 
have become more accepted by society over time. Indeed, 
the Pearson correlation between year of the study and the 
percentage LGBT is 0.422 (significant at the .05 level) in-
dicating that studies completed more recently have higher 
percentages of LGBT households. If San Francisco is re-
moved from the analysis due to its special nature, then the 
correlation rises to 0.597 (significant at the .01 level). The 
correlation may be due to more voluntary disclosure of 
LGBT identities because of perceived social acceptance, 
as well as greater willingness to answer survey questions 
on the topic in later years.32 
 Of course, San Francisco (8% LGBT), one of the old-
er studies (2005) in the table, is known nationwide for 
its gay community and for its general acceptance of ho-
mosexuality which continues to attract LGBT individuals 
from elsewhere and no doubt explains its relatively high 
percentage (8%). Broward has a well-known gayborhood 
(Wilton Manors).33 Despite Miami’s also well-known gay-
borhood (South Beach),34 only 2% of Jewish households 
in Miami are LGBT. 
 For the purpose of this study, we have combined the 
results of seven of the studies, resulting in a sample size of 
335 LGBT households and 6,662 non-LGBT households. 
While not a random sample of all American Jewish house-

32  Jans, Matt, Joseph Viana, David Grant, Susan D. Cochran, 
Annie C. Lee, and Ninez A. Ponce,  “Research and Practice: Trends 
in Sexual Orientation, Missing Data over a Decade of the California 
Health Interview Survey.” American Journal of Public Health 105:5 
E43-E50, 2015.
33  Brown, Michael, “Gender and Sexuality II: There Goes the 
Gayborhood?” Progress in Human Geography 38:3, 2014:457-465.
34  Kenttamaa Squires, Kai M., Declining Gayborhood or 
Homonormative Playground in the Making? South Beach Reinvent-
ed. Coral Gables, Florida: University of Miami, 2014.
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holds, it is a random sample of the seven communities. 
Note that these seven studies (Broward County (FL), De-
troit, Houston, Indianapolis, Miami, Omaha, and St. Pe-
tersburg) were completed from 2014 to 2018, somewhat 
controlling for the fact that attitudes have changed over 
the past 15 years. The more recent studies probably have 
more accurate information on which households have 
LGBT individuals and which are not. 
 While the question was not asked as to who in the 
household was LGBT, a detailed analysis of the house-
hold structure for all 335 cases yields an estimate of 
the percentage of adults in Jewish households who are 
LGBT.35 For the seven communities combined, the per-
centage of adults who are LGBT is 4.5% compared to an 
average percentage of LGBT households of 7.4% in the 
7 communities. The percentage of adults who are LGBT 
is lower than the percentage of households with at least 

35  The procedure used to develop estimates of the number of 
LGBT persons per household proceeded as follows. In an LGBT 
household with only one adult, there clearly is only one LGBT in-
dividual. In a household with two adults and the second adult is the 
spouse, partner, etc. of the respondent and is of the same sex, then 
there are two LGBT individuals. In a household with three adults 
in which an adult child was the respondent and the other two adults 
are the adult child’s parents and the parents are of different sexes, 
then there is one LGBT individual (the adult child). In total, eight 
rules were developed to estimate the number of LGBT individuals 
per household. In some cases, we may have an underestimate of the 
number of LGBT individuals in a household. Imagine a household 
with a mother and father (who are of different sexes) and two adult 
children. Such a household was assigned as having one LGBT indi-
vidual. As we could find no evidence that having an LGBT sibling 
makes it more likely that both siblings are LGBT, and assuming that 
the Gallup Poll estimate that 4.3% of American adults are LGBT, the 
probability that both sibling are LGBT is 4.3% times 4.3%, or 0.2%. 
The fact that the result is that Jewish adults are 4.5% LGBT com-
pared to the 4.3% in the Gallup Poll validates these results.
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one LGBT person because the number of LGBT adults in 
LGBT households is below the number of adults in non-
LGBT. 
 First, we should note that the 4.5%, while NOT de-
rived from a nationwide random sample of American 
Jews, is not significantly different from the 4.3% of Amer-
ican adults identified as LGBTQ as of 2017.36

 Second, the number of LGBT persons per household 
is quite low, averaging 1.22 for the seven communities 
combined. This is because only a minority of LGBT indi-
viduals are living as couples, either married or not. Many 
are living with their parents or other family members.

Profile of LGBT Jewish Households 

 Until now, outside of New York37 the Jewish commu-
nity has had no data suggesting how LGBT households 
may differ demographically from non-LGBT households.  
In addition, do Jewish LGBT households feel part of the 
Jewish community and are they more or less likely to per-
form home religious practices, attend services, join syna-
gogues, etc. than non-LGBT households?
 Table 3 presents a profile of LGBT and non-LGBT 
households in the seven communities. Rows with no as-
terisks in Table 3 show no significant difference between 
LGBT and non-LGBT households. One asterisk means 
that we can make the statement that the two percentag-
es in that row are significantly different with less than a 
5% chance of being wrong; two asterisks means less than 

36  Jones, “Gallup Pole”; Romero, “1.1 Million LGBT Adults are 
Married to Someone of the Same Sex at the Two-Year Anniversary 
of Obergefell v. Hodges.”
37  Cohen, Special Study on Jewish Households with LGBT Indi-
viduals.
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a 1% chance of being wrong; three asterisks means less 
than 0.1% chance of being wrong.
Demographic Difference
 Seven demographic variables are shown in Table 
3: length of residence, age of the head of the household, 
household size, household structure, number of employed 
persons per household, housing tenure (own or rent), and 
income. 
 No significant difference is seen by length of resi-
dence, indicating somewhat similar levels of migration 
behavior for the two groups.
 Only 4% of LGBT households are age 75 and over, 
compared to 20% for non-LGBT households. This could 
be a real difference or it could be due to younger LGBT 
individuals being more likely to “come out” about their 
status than older LGBT individuals. Note that such is not 
the case for households age 65-74. This group is com-
posed mostly of baby boomers who likely differ from per-
sons age 75 and over in the willingness to “come out.” 
 The heads of the household in LGBT households 
(13%) are more likely to be under age 35 compared to 
non-LGBT households (9%) and much more likely to be 
age 50-64, by 46% to 31%.
 Only 15% of LGBT households have minor children 
at home, compared to 22% of non-LGBT households. 
Only 4% of LGBT households contain an elderly couple 
(age 65 and over) and 5% an elderly single, compared to 
18% for both household types in the non-LGBT popula-
tion. LGBT households are also less likely to be non-el-
derly couples than non-LGBT households, by 3% to 11%.
 On the other hand, LGBT households are much more 
likely to contain adult children (with no minor children 
at home) by 27% to 11%. The LGBT person may be the 
adult child, suggesting that perhaps adult LGBT children 
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are more likely to return home as adults after college.
 LGBT households are also more likely to have been 
coded under the “other” category, which includes “unmar-
ried couples.” This is most likely because gay marriage 
did not become legal in all 50 states until 2015 (although 
Indiana legalized gay marriage in 2014). Thus, while gay 
marriage was legal when almost all seven studies were 
conducted (Miami being the exception) it is probably true 
that many gay couples had not yet made a decision on 
formalizing their relationship. In addition, more LGBT in-
dividuals move in with siblings, cousins, roommates, etc.
 Note as well that LGBT households are significantly 
larger (average of 2.61 persons per household) compared 
to only 2.36 persons per household for non-LGBT house-
holds. This could be due, in part, to more LGBT individu-
als returning home after college.
 The median income of LGBT households ($78,500) 
is considerably lower than the median for non-LGBT 
households ($91,500). While 33% of LGBT households 
earned under $25,000, such is the case for only 28% of 
non-LGBT households. Thirty-six percent of LGBT 
households earn $100,000 and over compared to 45% of 
non-LGBT households.
 Note that for households under age 50, the median 
income for LGBT households ($81,500) is well below the 
median income for non-LGBT households ($121,000), 
despite the fact that LGBT households average 1.52 
workers, compared to 1.11 in non-LGBT households. The 
median income for households age 50 and over does not 
differ significantly from non-LGBT households ($3,000 
difference).
 Finally, only 31% of LGBT households own their 
home, compared to 37% of non-LGBT households. 
 In sum, Table 3 shows no difference in migration be-
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havior, but LGBT households are younger, live in house-
holds with more people and more workers, are less likely 
to live as married couples or with minor children, have 
lower incomes than non-LGBT households (due to lower 
incomes among younger LGBT households) and have a 
lower home ownership rate. 
Jewish Identification
 LGBT respondents are less likely to identify as Or-
thodox (3% to 6%) and Conservative (20% to 26%), as 
likely to identify as Reform (33% to 31%), but more like-
ly to identify as Just Jewish (44% to 36%).
Home Religious Practices
 Relatively little difference is seen in the extent to 
which LGBT and non-LGBT households are involved 
in home religious practices. The percentages for the two 
groups are about the same for Passover Seder, Chanukah 
candles, Sabbath candles, kosher home, kosher in and out 
of the home, and refraining from electrical use on the Sab-
bath. Only for having a mezuzah on the front door do we 
find a difference, with only 65% of LGBT having a mezu-
zah compared to 73% of non-LGBT households. 
 LGBT households (32%) are more likely to always/
usually/sometimes have a Christmas tree in their home 
than non-LGBT households (25%).
Practices/Education outside the Home
 No significant differences exist between LGBT 
households and non-LGBT households on synagogue ser-
vice attendance. 
 While LGBT households are less likely to attend for-
mal adult Jewish education in the past year (20% to 25%), 
they are much more likely to be involved in informal adult 
Jewish education (42% to 33%). Similar percentages at-
tended a Jewish cultural event in the past year. 
Intermarriage
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 The couples intermarriage rate for LGBT households 
is much higher than for non-LGBT households (43% to 
29%).
Membership
 The percentages for synagogue membership, attend-
ing Chabad in the past year, participating in a JCC pro-
gram, and being a member of a Jewish organization do not 
differ significantly between the two groups. JCC member-
ship is only 10% of LGBT households compared to 15% 
of non-LGBT households.
Feeling a Part of the Jewish Community
 Respondents were asked how much they feel part of 
the Jewish community: very much, somewhat, not very 
much, or not at all. The percentage who responded “very 
much” or “somewhat” is about the same for both groups, 
although the percentage “very much” is five percentage 
points lower for respondents in LGBT households than 
for respondents in non-LGBT households. 
Formal and Informal Jewish Education
 Little difference is seen between the two groups in 
formal Jewish education as a child with 19% of LGBT 
respondents having attended Jewish day school as a child, 
compared to 14% of non-LGBT respondents. About 75% 
of both groups has some type of formal Jewish education 
as a child. The percentage who participated in a Jewish 
youth group as a teenager is also about the same, but more 
LGBT respondents attended or worked at a Jewish over-
night camp (by 45% to 32%) and participated in Hillel/
Chabad while in college (by 30% to 25%).
Familiarity with the Jewish Federation
 No significant differences are seen in the percentage 
very familiar, somewhat familiar, and not at all familiar 
with the local Jewish Federation. 
Israel
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 No significant difference exists in the percentage of 
households with at least one adult who has been to Isra-
el. The 20% of LGBT respondents who are extremely at-
tached to Israel is significantly lower than the percentage 
of respondents in non-LGBT households (26%).
Philanthropy
 LGBT households do not differ significantly in the 
percentage who donated to the local Jewish Federation 
and other Jewish charities, but a significant difference ex-
ists for non-Jewish charities: 77% for LGBT households 
and 72% for non-LGBT households. 
Politics.
 No significant difference exists between political 
parties. 

Discussion
 In this paper, we have analyzed seven Jewish com-
munity studies conducted from 2014-2018, the propor-
tion of households with an LGBT member ranging from 
1-11%. Compared to non-LGBT households, LGBT 
households are younger, have more household members 
and more workers, are less likely to live as married cou-
ples or with minor children, have lower incomes than their 
counterparts among non-LGBT households (holding age 
constant), and have a lower home ownership rate. Their 
youth, lower incomes, and lower home ownership rate is 
not unlike LGBT households in the broader population, 
nor is their lower rate of marriage or fewer children under 
age 18 in the household.38

 As in the previous study of New York Jews in 2011, 
LGBT households are less likely to be Orthodox or Con-

38  Cenegy, Laura F., et al. “Family Diversity and Child Health: 
Where Do Same-Sex Couple Families Fit?” Journal of Marriage 
and the Family 80, 2018: 198-218.
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servative than non-LGBT households, have a similar 
proportion who are Reform, and a significantly higher 
proportion Just Jewish (unaffiliated with the major de-
nominations). 
 However, LGBT and non-LGBT differ little in their 
home religious practices, nor do they differ in terms of 
synagogue attendance or membership, or Jewish philan-
thropy. Their patterns of Jewish education as children 
are quite similar. While LGBT are less likely to have at-
tended formal Jewish education in the past year, they are 
more likely to have attended informal Jewish education. A 
higher proportion of the households include a non-Jewish 
spouse, and accordingly, a higher proportion usually have 
Christmas trees.
 LGBT and non-LGBT households differ little in 
terms of feeling a part of the Jewish community. This, 
despite the qualitative literature that emphasizes the chal-
lenges of negotiating two minority identities, being Jewish 
and a sexual minority, and earlier literature that suggests 
the inadequacy of the Jewish communal organizations in 
embracing sexual minorities. The overwhelming support 
of American Jews for alternative lifestyles, as evidenced 
in the Pew 2013 survey of American Jews, has apparently 
filtered to interpersonal encounters in the Jewish commu-
nity, resulting in greater inclusively.
 As the climate of acceptance of LGBT lifestyles has 
broadened, it behooves forthcoming Jewish community 
studies to include more direct questions of the respon-
dents, so that it will be easier to estimate the proportion 
of LGBT individuals in the American Jewish population, 
and ask LGBT individuals directly (rather than through 
the household in which they reside) about their experienc-
es with the Jewish community as well as their own private 
practices. 
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Table 1 
Jews’ Views of Homosexuality 

% who say it should be accepted by society

Population Group Percentage Accepted
Total Jewish population 82
Jews by religion 80
Jews of no religion 91
Men 80
Women 85
Age 18-49 84
Age 50+ 81

College graduate or higher 89

Some college 79
High school or less 64
Republican 51
Democrat 92
Independent 82
Total Orthodox 32
Ultra-Orthodox 20
Modern Orthodox 50
Conservative 80
Reform 92

No denomination (“Just 
Jewish”)

89

US general public 57
Christian 50

Source: (Pew Research Center 2013, 101)
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Table 2 
Percentage of Jewish Households 

Containing One or More LGBT Person

Community
Date of 
Study

Percentage of 
Households 

Who Are LGBT

Percentage of 
Adults Who Are  

LGBT

Sample Size of 
LGBT House-

holds

Broward * 2016 11 6.60% 100

Houston * 2016 10 6.60% 95

San Francisco 2005 8

Indianapolis * 2017 7 3.80% 29

St. Petersburg * 2017 7 4.50% 29

Columbus 2013 6

Detroit * 2018 5 2.40% 24

New York 2011 5

Philadelphia 2009 5

St. Louis 2014 4

Chicago 2010 3

Cleveland 1 2011 3

Denver 2007 3

Omaha * 2017 2 1.30% 14

Miami * 2014 2 1.30% 44

Baltimore 2010 2

Howard County 
(MD)

2010 2

Cincinnati 2008 2

San Diego 2003 1

Total Number of LGBT Households in 
Sample

335

Source: (Sheskin 2018, 3-22)
1 Question was asked of the respondent only.

* The seven communities in the Century 21 data set.
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Table 3 
Profile of LGBT and Non-LGBT Households 

in Seven American Jewish Communities
Population Sub-

group 
LGBT Households

Non-LGBT 
Households

Length of Residence in Local Community
0 - 4 years 10.20% 8.60%

5 - 9 years 5.9 8.9

10 - 19 years 18.4 19.3

20 or more years 65.4 63.2

Total 100.00% 100.00%

Age of Head of Household
Under 35 13.3% ** 8.90%

35 - 49 16.4 17.8

50 - 64 45.9 *** 30.9

65 - 74 20.6 22.4

75 and over 3.8 *** 20

Total 100.00% 100.00%

Household Structure

Average Household Size 2.61 *** 2.36

Household with Children 15.2% ** 22.10%

HH with Only Adult 
Children

27.3 *** 10.6

Non-Elderly Couple 2.7 *** 11.3

Non-Elderly Single 9 10.1

Elderly Couple 4.4 *** 18.4

Elderly Single 5.1 *** 18.2

Other 36.3 *** 9.2

Total 100.00% 100.00%



90

G'vanim 10 (2019)

Employment, Tenure, and Household Income
Own Home 31.0% * 36.90%

Average Number of Full 
or Part Time Workers

1.52 1.11

Median Income (under 
Age 50)

$81,500 $121,000 

Median Income (Age 50 
and over)

$77,500 $80,500 

Median Income (All 
Households) 

$78,500 $91,500 

Under $50,000 (All 
Households)

33.20% 28.30%

$50 - $75,000 14.5 13.3

$75 - $100,000 16.6 * 12.7

$100 - $200,000 26.6 27.1

$200,000 and over 9.1 ** 18.8

Total 100.00% 100.00%

Jewish Identification
Orthodox 2.6% ** 6.20%

Conservative 19.6 ** 26.3

Reconstructionist 1.3 1.1

Reform 32.7 30.6

Just Jewish 43.9 ** 35.9

Total 100.00% 100.00%

 Religious Practice/Jewish Behavior
Have a Mezuzah on the 
Front Door

65.1% ** 72.90%

Always/Usually Partici-
pate in a Passover Seder

72.30% 74.30%

Always/Usually Light 
Chanukah Candles

70.30% 73.30%

Always/Usually Light 
Sabbath Candles

26.60% 24.10%
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 Religious Practice/Jewish Behavior (continued)

Keep a Kosher Home 13.50% 14.30%

Refrain from Using Elec-
tricity on the Sabbath

3.10% 4.10%

Always/Usually/ Some-
times Have a Christmas 
Tree in the Home

32.2% ** 25.10%

Attend Services Once 
per Month or More

17.00% 21.30%

Never Attend Services 33.00% 29.80%

Attended Adult Jewish 
Education in the Past 
Year 

19.8% * 25.00%

Engaged in Informal 
Jewish Education in the 
Past Year

42.3% *** 33.10%

Attended Jewish Cultural 
Event

54.50% 52.50%

Type of Marriage
In-married 50.6% * 60.80%

Conversionary 6.6 10.3

Intermarried 42.8 *** 28.9

Total 100.00% 100.00%

Membership
Synagogue Member 31.50% 34.30%

Attended Chabad in the 
past year 

22.00% 21.30%

JCC Member 10.3% * 14.80%

Participated in a JCC Pro-
gram in the Past Year

30.80% 31.60%

Jewish Organization 
Member

18.30% 21.20%
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Feel a Part of the Local Jewish Community 
Very Much 14.0% * 19.60%

Somewhat 35.6 31.4

Not Very Much 33.4 28.8

Not at All 17 20.2

Total 100.00% 100.00%

Respondent Attended Jewish Education as a Child
Jewish Day School 18.7% * 14.40%

Supplemental School 57.5 54.4

Israeli Education 0.7 1.2

Tutor 0.7 1.8

No Formal Jewish Edu-
cation

22.3 23.8

Total 100.00% 100.00%

Respondent Attended Informal Jewish Education as a 
Child

Respondent Attended or 
Worked at Jewish Over-
night Camp as a Child

45.3% *** 31.70%

Respondent Participated 
in Jewish Youth Group as 
a Teenager

41.30% 42.80%

Respondent Participated 
in Hillel/Chabad While in 
College (Excluding High 
Holidays)

30.3% * 24.80%

Familiarity with Jewish Federation
Very Familiar 24.30% 20.00%

Somewhat Familiar 42.6 42

Not at All Familiar 33.1 37.9

Total 100.00% 100.00%
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Any Adult Visited Israel
On Jewish Trip 22.30% 25.00%

On General Trip 35 35.4

No 42.7 39.6

Total 100.00% 100.00%

Level of Emotional Attachment to Israel
Extremely Attached 20.0% * 25.8

Very Attached 26.9 29.2

Somewhat Attached 40.1 *** 30.9

Not Attached 13 14.1

Total 100.00% 100.00%

Donated to Charities in the Past Year 

Local Jewish Federation 27.20% 30.20%

Other Jewish Charities 49.20% 48.40%

Non-Jewish Charities 77.3% * 72.20%

Total 100.00% 100.00%

Political Party
Republican 16.50% 20.80%

Democrat 54.5 53.1

Independent 29 26.1

Total 100.00% 100.00%

* Significant at .05 level

** Significant at .01 level

*** Significant at .001 level

All significance tests are reported as two-tail tests.

Sample Size = 335 for LGBT households and 6,662 for non-LGBT house-
holds, except for the intermarriage variable for which the samples sizes 
are 130 and 4,050
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