Proposal to Temple Sinai’s Board of Governors

Sub-committee on Same-sex commitment ceremonies

Final Draft – February 27, 2001

I.  BACKGROUND

A.  The formation of the sub-committee



In July of 1999 Rabbi Arnold made explicit to the Rabbinic Search committee his personal policy (in accordance with the Reconstructionist guidelines on homosexuality) to make himself available to gay and lesbian couples that wished to sanctify their partnerships under a huppah.  Subsequently, the Ritual and Liturgy Committee recognized that Temple Sinai had yet to develop a policy of its own, formally sanctioning (or not) the performance of a same-sex commitment ceremonies in the Temple sanctuary.  Acknowledging the need to generate, or at least set in motion, the development of a formal congregational statement regarding the celebration of same-sex weddings at Temple Sinai, on December 14, 1999 the Rit-Lit Committee unanimously adopted the following motion to:  Recommend that the Board of Governors appoint a committee to initiate a congregational study of same-sex commitment ceremonies.  

The board approved this proposal in January of 2000 and Jim Myers, Temple President at that time, appointed such a committee.  The committee brought together two representatives from the Rit-Lit Committee, two Board members, three members from the congregation with relevant experience or expertise, and Rabbi Arnold.  

Since that time the committee has met monthly, and over the course of the past year studied homosexuality in Judaism, the traditional Jewish wedding ceremony, and current approaches to same-sex commitment ceremonies.  What follows is the fruit of those twelve months of study and dialogue:  A proposal for the Board to approve the implementation of a systematic program with the goals and objectives enumerated below. 

B.  Why examine this?  Why now?


The practice of traditional Judaism reflects distinct familial roles in all areas of observance. From earliest religious instruction and literature, our children are taught the duties and responsibilities of abba and ima, in worship and ritual role performance. They witness life‑cycle events in synagogue, which are generally reflective of expected norms.

Those children whose families do not mirror traditional structures, indeed, those adults whose lives do not, are shown that the expression of their practice is lacking, less than whole.

The Civil Rights and Women’s Movements focused awareness on inequities. Revisions of policy, broadening interpretations of practice, changes in law, resulted in constructive attitudinal and practical changes. We have such an opportunity today. We have an opportunity to acknowledge inequities and oversights, and to implement responsible, constructive changes to become the inclusive and caring community we strive to be.

The 1993 Report of the Reconstructionist Committee on Homosexuality addresses issues involved in the provision of same‑sex commitment ceremonies within our congregations. It specifically mentions the link between the Jewish obligation to seek justice and the Reconstructionist ideals of intellectual and religious integrity. It is a value that all humans inherently deserve to be treated with dignity, integrity and equality. We are encouraged to seek connections with each other through community, family and intimate, loving relationships. Our tradition accords, committed relationships that are invested by Jewish ritual with the value of kedushah, holiness. Supporting and sanctifying same‑sex partnerships, affirm these values, making them accessible to all of us.

Our tradition teaches that loving partnerships are infused with the divine presence, and that sexual intimacy, in the context of loving, committed relationships, is viewed as holy.  Jewish tradition affirms the value in creating family units to ensure continuity, while accepting non‑parents as equally valued, contributing community members.
In the words of our tradition, kol echad aravim, zeh la’zeh – each of us is responsible for the well-being of every other member of the community.  We have a responsibility to acknowledge the experiences of our gay and lesbian friends and fellow congregants, and commit to their full participation in the Jewish community.

In keeping with the above mandate, in the Fall of 1999, the Western N.Y. Lesbian and Gay Mishpachah( implemented an opinion survey as part of a grant from the Jewish Federation. The goal was to assess attitudes of congregants, regarding gay/lesbian inclusion in our local Jewish community.

Questionnaire

135 Sinai households completed the anonymous questionnaires. 72% were female, 28% male. Ages of respondents ranged from 13 to over 90. 4% self‑identified as gay/lesbian, 3% as bi‑sexual 27% indicated that they have gay or lesbian family members. 56% said they have close friends who are gay/lesbian. 66% know one or more gay/lesbian congregant. 84% felt that discussion of stereotyping and prejudice should be part of Sinai's educational programming. 51% agreed that the religious school curriculum should include information about diverse families and life‑styles. 64% of respondents would be interested in one‑day workshops to discuss issues affecting gay men, lesbians and their families. 43% felt that regular Shabbat services/sermons are appropriate formats for discussion of these issues. 21% suggested family services. 50% support hiring a qualified, openly gay/lesbian rabbi at Sinai. 66% of us support Sinai's rabbi performing, a commitment ceremony for a Jewish gay/lesbian couple. 89% agree "full participation of lesbian/gay Jews in worship, leadership and all aspects of congregational life, should be encouraged."

Summary

The mandate is clear. Working together, with the resources available from the gay/lesbian community, Sinai has an opportunity and the potential to truly become the inclusive and welcoming congregation it aspires to be.
            
II.  GOALS

A. The primary goal is to create a Kehilah Mekabelet, a welcoming congregation at Temple Sinai, particularly for members of groups that have historically been underserved in traditional congregations.

B. A secondary goal is to develop a model for congregation-wide educational approaches that foster inclusion and community-building for all of Sinai's constituents including recent immigrants, people of color, people with disabilities, and isolated elderly (particularly widows/widowers who live alone).


III.  OBJECTIVES

A.  To develop a broad based educational and consensus-building program that is aimed at all members of the congregation using a variety of methodologies including: adult education series, sermons, special events, guest lecturers.

This educational program will have a broad agenda including: 

1. Raising GENERAL awareness of the adverse effects of homophobia and heterosexism on our communal life
2. Reviewing the scriptural and historical background on the intersection of Judaism and homosexuality

3. Summarizing contemporary biological, psychological and sociological knowledge relevant to this issue
4. Attempting to integrate this knowledge base into a coherent policy for Temple Sinai that reflects its progressive Jewish roots
5. Acknowledging and valuing those who choose to assert the belief that homosexuality and Judaism are irreconcilable.


B. To consider institution of a policy that reflects the congregation's commitment to equality and justice.
IV.  PROCEDURAL PROPOSALS   

Given the sensitive nature of issues regarding commitment ceremonies for individuals who are gay or lesbian, members of the committee believe it is important to involve as broad a population of Temple membership as possible.  The education program would be one part of a broadly directed approach to “Diversity Education.” Therefore, varied formats for bringing people together are proposed including: 

A. Open Meetings – It is proposed that several open meetings at the Temple be scheduled at varied times.  Open meetings could involve:

~  panel and discussion involving individuals from the community who are Jewish   

and gay or lesbian.

~  presentations by one or more experts on gay and lesbian issues

~  presentation by members of the committee on committee recommendations

B. Traveling Parlor Meetings - Smaller “parlor” meetings at homes of individuals who volunteer to open their homes will explore issues and concerns related to commitment ceremonies with interested members.  Parlor meetings could have a particular theme – e.g. the Jewish perspective on homosexuality, commitment ceremonies currently conducted at other temples, etc.

C. Dedicated Shabbat(s) – One or more Shabbat services will focus on gay and lesbian issues and a Reconstructionist approach.

D. Literature Distribution – Members of the committee will develop informational material that can be distributed to all members of the Temple.

E. Website Information – Information regarding the issues considered by the committee plus links to other information on homosexuality (data and Jewish issues) will be added to the Temple Sinai website.

F. Special presentations: panels, speakers, and documentaries 

G. Joint celebrations with Mishpacha and other organizations 

H. Family diversity Education in the Hebrew School 

I. Articles in The Dialogue and other media 

Possible Content to be Presented:

The controversial nature of the topic

The depth and pervasiveness of homophobia in our tradition and culture

The difficulty of reaching those who might benefit most from the educational programs

Jewish perspectives on homosexuality 

Secular perspectives on homosexuality

Homosexuality as one aspect of diversity

Scientific data on homosexuality

Data on homosexuality demographics in society

Data on homosexuality demographics in Jewish communities (if available)

Presentations by people who are gay and lesbian

The process the committee used to work together and agree on recommendations.

The nature of commitment ceremonies used in other Temples

Presentations by people who have developed or participated in commitment ceremonies

( WNY Jewish Lesbian and Gay Mishpacha is a community group for Jewish lesbians and gay men, their partners, parents, children and other family members, and interested and supportive friends.  Mishpacha, which means ‘family,’ provides Jewish holiday celebrations, community education, forums for discussions of Jewish and gay issues, and a supportive environment for gay and lesbian people.





