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Responding to a demographic sea change which has seen Jews intermarry at high rates in the past several decades, and which has led increasing numbers of non-Jews to become involved in synagogue life, the Jewish Reconstructionist Federation (JRF) issued a major report on the role of non-Jews in Reconstructionist congregations.

"This document had to be written," said Rabbi Mordechai Liebling, the Executive Director of the JRF until 1998. "This is a very contentious issue in congregational life - it's not abstract. Congregations are struggling with the issues raised by having non-Jewish spouses, partners and family members as part of their communities, and we have responded to that struggle."

Entitled Boundaries and Opportunities: The Role Of Non-Jews In Jewish Reconstructionist Federation Congregations, the report presents guidelines and recommendations for use by synagogues and havurot in creating their own policies and practices regarding non-Jews in membership, ritual participation, observance and other matters of congregational life. The report is based on nearly two-and-a-half years of study by a JRF Task Force.

The report offers one of the most in-depth considerations of an issue that has proved volatile in many Jewish congregations - not just Reconstructionist ones. By providing a framework for discussion and policy-making on the role of non-Jews, the JRF hopes to help congregations make decisions, as the report states, "in advance of a crisis, in a calm and measured atmosphere, rather than when pressing issues force emotionally charged decisions."

"As the report makes clear, the presence of non-Jews in JRF congregations and havurot is an opportunity and not a threat," Liebling added. "These people have made a commitment to their Jewish partners. For the most part, these are people who are supporting their partner's Jewishness, raising Jewish children, or on spiritual quests themselves. Their presence should not to be ignored, or treated lightly."

The report draws strongly upon Jewish tradition, values and sources, as well as upon information from the social sciences and organizational behavior, to build a values-based decision-making process.

"The title of the report, Boundaries and Opportunities, really says a great deal about how we see the issue," says Alan Friedlander, then Chair of the JRF Task Force, who served as Vice-President for the Midwest region of the Jewish Reconstructionist Federation. "We are trying to negotiate the territory between maintaining the integrity of Jewish ritual and community - the distinction between Jew and non-Jew in synagogue life - and the opportunities represented by the presence of new and vibrant people in our congregations."

Jane Susswein, President of JRF at the time, who also served on the Task Force, added, "This report should be a valuable resource for congregations - and may even be a transforming one for those participating in the decision making process. The balancing of a range of values - from those steeped in Jewish tradition to contemporary perspectives - is an example of Reconstructionist practice at its best."

Friedlander said the Task Force was comprised of 15 people from across the country, representing rabbis, professional staff, and lay members of the Reconstructionist movement. The Task Force compiled materials and studies from all the major branches of the Jewish religion and began a study process which included teleconferences, face-to-face meetings, focus groups and interviews. The JRF Board of Directors approved the report.

Recommendations and Guidelines For Decision- Making Process

Twelve major recommendations in the report deal with issues of membership, holding office and chairing committees, ritual observance, use of ceremonial objects, and participation in life-cycle events, such as bar and bat mitzvah and other ceremonies. As part of its membership recommendation, for instance, the report states: "A non-Jew who is married/ partnered to a Jewish member or divorced/widowed from one or is the custodial guardian of a Jewish child may be a member of a JRF congregation; however, if the non-Jew is actively involved in another religion, ways other than membership to participate in the communal life of JRF congregations should be made available."

The report also suggests that there are important positions in congregations which may be held by non-Jews. The posts of congregational president, vice-president(s), treasurer and secretary, however, must be held by held by Jews because people in those positions represent the congregation inside and outside the Jewish community; and committees dealing with Ritual, Religious School and Adult Education, should be chaired by Jews as well, because they require knowledge of and deep commitment to Judaism, and because those committees supervise service leaders and educators.

With respect to rituals, the report states: "Non-Jews should be encouraged to participate in as many appropriate rituals as can be found, but we believe non-Jews will respect appropriate limits on that participation." While limiting direct participation in major rituals, prayer leadership, and partaking of an aliyah (being called to the Torah), non-Jews may participate in other life-cycle events. The report recommends, for example, that non-Jews might take part through an "affirmation of respect," in which a non-Jewish family member is invited to the bimah, the raised platform where worship services are led, to witness and stand alongside Jewish family members as they take part in rituals, such as baby naming and circumcision. The report also outlines certain prayers and other ceremonies in which non-Jews may take part. There is a strong recommendation that families not be allowed to enroll children in JRF congregational schools who are formally being educated in another religious tradition. 

The report recommends a comprehensive, 10-step decision making process for congregations to use in devising their own policies concerning non-Jews. The steps include: 

1. Appoint an Inclusivity Committee that reflects all the views and constituencies of the congregation.

2. Create a trusting atmosphere.

3. Examine the congregation's mission and underlying values.

4. Determine who will be affected by the decisions.

5. Consider the issues in membership, ritual and governance.

6. Explore which values pertain and which values conflict in each area.

7. Select an appropriate means to educate the congregation (including the board) once the Inclusivity Committee arrives at a series of positions.

8. Vote on the positions at the committee and board levels.

9. Make policies available to all members and prospective members.

10. Continue the educational process.

The report contains an annotated bibliography, along with key documents such as the Reconstructionist Rabbinical Association Guidelines on Conversion and on Intermarriage, and the JRF Resolution on Intermarriage passed in 1984.

"The Movement spent two years really studying this issue in depth, and I think we have come up with a remarkable document," said Rabbi Sherry Shulewitz, who served as staff person for the Task Force. "We want it to serve as a model for congregations in devising their own processes. And we believe process is key; we have all but insisted that process be central to any congregational approach to the issue."

"There is very acrimonious debate on all sides," Liebling continued, "and it is only through an open, honest discussion - acknowledging feelings and concerns, and allowing people to 'unpack their emotional baggage' - that congregations can really solve these thorny issues and create a policy that is sensitive to everyone involved, one that respects Jews and non-Jews alike.

"That's why I think this report is helping to break new ground," Liebling added. "Dealing openly and seriously with the issues raised by non-Jews in our congregations enables us to strengthen our communities, enhance our Jewish identity, and deepen Jewish life and practice for both the congregation and its individual members. 

Congregation Dorshei Tzedek
An Affiliate of the Jewish Reconstructionist Federation
60 Highland Street, West Newton, MA 02465, (617) 965-0330, info@dorsheitzedek.org
Non-Jewish Members at Congregation Dorshei Tzedek: A Guide http://www.dorsheitzedek.org/non-jewish-members.htm
Dorshei Tzedek is a Reconstructionist congregation dedicated to creating a caring and inclusive community, and to enhancing Jewish practice in the lives of our members. Consistent with Reconstructionist philosophy, we are committed to seriously engaging with Jewish tradition, challenging that tradition where need be, and building on the tradition in creative ways. We view education for ourselves and our children as fundamental to Jewish life. We are a participatory congregation, encouraging all of our members to take an active role in some aspect of our congregational life. We value diversity in our congregation, and welcome all those who share our commitments.
These excerpts from the Dorshei Tzedek Mission Statement touch on some of the values that inform our approach to welcoming our non-Jewish members: inclusivity, diversity, commitment both to shared values and to Jewish tradition. While there are non-Jewish partners of our Jewish members who choose not to become involved in the congregation, there are also many non-Jewish members who participate actively and meaningfully in the life of the community. The purpose of this Guide is to help clarify what it means to be a non-Jewish member of a caring and inclusive congregation that is dedicated to Jewish practice and learning.

Who can be a member of Dorshei Tzedek?

Our bylaws state: "Any person age 18 or older, born of or raised by a Jewish parent, or who has converted or is in the process of converting to Judaism, and/or is the partner of a Jew or the parent of a Jew is eligible to become a full member of the Congregation." Membership here refers to having a full vote at our membership meetings as well as other benefits (e.g. High Holydays tickets, participation in member-only events, etc.), as well as relevant obligations (e.g. paying dues and fees, Kiddush assignments, etc.). 

How do non-Jewish members participate in the community?

Non-Jewish members of Dorshei Tzedek have been involved in, and taken leadership in, many aspects of our communal life, including welcoming new members, editing the newsletter, taking part in adult education classes, coordinating child care during Shabbat and High Holydays services, serving as class parents in the religious school and as members of the Education Committee, participating in Shabbat morning services and other celebrations, taking action through our Tikkun Olam committee, and more. Non-Jewish parents are often deeply involved in their children's Jewish education, supporting their children's Jewish journeys in many ways, from driving a Hebrew School carpool to learning Hebrew to participating in family education programs.

In the realm of chesed, the acts of loving-kindness that bind us together as a community, there is no distinction between Jewish and non-Jewish members of Dorshei Tzedek. Everyone is asked to participate as a giver - by making a meal for someone in need, or visiting someone who is ill, or attending a shivah minyan (a gathering to support a mourner so they can say Mourner's Kaddish) or a welcoming ceremony for a child. And anyone can ask for help at a time of illness, death, or other crisis. Both the rabbi and the larger community are here to help all of our members in need. When a non-Jewish member suffers the loss of a parent or other close relative, s/he should be in touch with the Rabbi to discuss options for mourning practices.

Are there any limitations on participation by non-Jewish members?

As Reconstructionists, we understand Judaism not primarily as a set of laws or beliefs, but as the religious civilization of the Jewish people. This means that there are different aspects of connection to, and participation within, that civilization. One we might call "civic participation," which corresponds to the rights and responsibilities of membership in Dorshei Tzedek. As noted above, people who were not raised as Jews and have not converted to Judaism are welcome to join us as members, assuming there is some tangible connection and commitment to the Jewish people (either through family ties or through an active intention to convert.) The by-laws do indicate some limitations in the realm of official leadership of the congregation. While non-Jewish members are eligible to serve as committee chairs and as at-large members of the Board of Directors, the by-laws specify that Board Officers, and the chairs of the Ritual and Education Committees, must be Jewish.

The other realm is what we might call "ritual participation," and is where our commitment to diversity and inclusion finds itself in tension with Judaism as it traditionally understood; that is, as a covenantal relationship between and among the Jewish people and the Divine. These covenantal commitments include a whole set of responsibilities (traditionally understood as mitzvot, commandments) that devolve solely on Jews. In this understanding, Jewish status confers obligations upon a Jewish member of the community, such as the obligation to help make a minyan (quorum for prayer) for someone in mourning, to enable him/her to say Kaddish.

Understood another way, to be a Jew is to locate oneself within the mythic narrative of the Jewish people: to say, "I came out of bondage in Egypt" at the Passover seder, or to bless the Source of Life as "the One who has given us the Torah" during the Shabbat morning service. In these moments, a Jew - whether born or converted into the covenant - affirms his or her particular commitments and connections.

Given these understandings, there are certain limitations that we observe within the realm of Jewish ritual. As the Torah is the symbolic center of our understanding of ourselves as a people, a majority of these limitations have to do with the Torah service. During our services (including special celebrations like baby namings or bar/bat mitzvah ceremonies), honors having to do with the Torah - including opening the Ark, being called to the Torah for an aliyah (the blessing said before and after a portion of Torah is read), reading from the Torah, and lifting and wrapping the Torah - are reserved for Jews. At important life cycle moments - usually in the context of a bar/bat mitzvah - we invite the non-Jewish parent to accompany his/her partner (or another Jewish relative) to the bimah (the platform where we read from the Torah) for a special aliyah. While we ask that the non-Jewish partner/parent not recite the traditional blessing, we have created a blessing in English that reflects the special role and connection of a non-Jewish parent to their child's Jewish journey, and to the Jewish community in general.

There is absolutely no limitation on a non-Jewish person coming up to the bimah for other purposes, including sharing an English reading, or giving a blessing to children as they become bar/bat mitzvah. To the extent that a non-Jewish member is comfortable participating in a Jewish worship service, we invite anyone, Jew or non-Jew, to sing along and participate in any way they feel comfortable in the service.

Conversion

We recognize that we are all on a journey, and that at some point our non-Jewish members may become interested in formally taking on Jewish status through a process of conversion. The duration and content of this process varies according to each individual situation, but generally speaking there is a one-year period of study and meeting with the rabbi in preparation for immersion in the mikvah (ritual bath) and meeting with a beit din (council of three rabbis who formally welcome the convert). Please call the Rabbi if you are interested in exploring the possibility of conversion.

Boundaries and Shaarei Shamayim:

The Process of exploring Role of Jews and Non-Jews in Our Community

Presented to the Coordinating Committee,  January 1997

Introduction

This document is the report of a group that has met under the auspices of the Adult Education Committee, off and on for two years.  The Coordinating Committee charged this group with developing our community's policy in critical areas related to boundaries.  We provide a brief history of the process and its objectives, and summarize some of the key points that emerged in our discussions.  We then present our proposed policy.  

History of the Process

Several years ago, when there was a leadership crisis in the community, the possibility/impossibility was raised of a non-Jew's assuming the President's position.  Some time afterwards, Mordechai Leibling, Executive Director of JRF, was visiting to provide an in service on effective leadership and Board governance of the community.  He spoke of the need of clearly defining our boundaries as a community.  Explicit definition of boundaries provides people, both congregants and those outside the community, with a better understanding of our identity, and provides safety to both groups of people.  Rather than making people less comfortable or rigidly constraining ourselves, explicit boundaries provide an identity and structure, against which people can gauge the appropriateness of their involvement.

The Coordinating Committee agreed that this was an important task, and that we wanted to approach it in a "Reconstructionist" way.  This meant that we wanted our decisions to grow out of an understanding of Jewish sources and tradition, the essence of which could be Reconstructed so as to be meaningful to us as modern American Jews living in Madison, Wisconsin at the turn of the millennium.  The CC charged the Adult Education Committee with taking on this community-wide project, and allocated time for the visiting rabbi's shabbatonim to pursue the study and eventually development of a policy proposal to be presented to the CC. Participation in this Adult Education process and policy development was open to all members of the community.

Rabbi Shawn Israel Zevit was hired as student rabbi for shabbatonim on a roughly monthly basis, starting in the fall of 1995.  After the High Holy Days, interested members of the community met on a Sunday morning at Jackie Kaplan's home for the first of our explorations in community boundaries.  At this time, Shawn articulated for us the qualities, values and mission already explicitly stated in our existing printed literature, including our by-laws, mission statement, and our "Who We Are" handout.

He guided us in a discussion about boundaries in general and the differing opinions and emotions associated with this concept, and helped us generate a long list of issues around which we have unclear boundaries, ranging from our communal policies on kashrut to Shabbat observance to the roles of Jews and non-Jews in our community.  After two more meetings on general boundary issues, the assembled group chose to focus on the roles on Jews and non-Jews for this project.  We hoped that the process we formulated and followed both for creating a recommended policy and for adopting or changing it would serve as a model to be applied to the other content areas in the future.

We then met monthly on Sundays when Rabbi Shawn visited us.  The members of this group were not entirely consistent, but a core group did emerge, members who had committed to following through this process.  We read and discussed articles from a recent volume of Reconstructionist Journal, whose theme was boundaries.  We read and discussed other Jewish congregations' policy statements that address these issues, coming from Reform and Reconstructionist congregations.  We did not study Talmud or Torah during this time with Shawn.

Shawn did facilitate some very personal and vulnerable sharing among the discussants, and we were made aware of how hot and potentially damaging the issue could be.  We learned to treat each other tenderly, with respect and acre, at the same time openly and honestly sharing our deepest fears and hopes.  As our work developed, we wanted to find a resolution that would help keep everyone involved in our community, through a thoughtful and caring process.

Our work together was sidetracked for a while by the emergence of the rabbi search process.  Shawn's visits were limited and energies focused on a rabbi search.  Then we were in the summer months of dispersed congregants, energies turned toward the upcoming High Holy Days, with our new resident rabbi, Brian Field, and we were without the facilitator who had brought us so far through the process.  Rabbi Brian was apprised of the importance of finishing this project, and we resumed the monthly study sessions after Tishrei, 1996.  By this time, those of us who had been involved had been working with these issues for about a year and we were ready to conclude.  However, our new rabbi brought his own perspective to the issues, and to guide us and now his congregation through the rest of the process needed to be brought up to speed.  We continued our work together and made a community presentation of our recommendations at the Tikkun l'eyl Shavuot in June, 1997.

Key Points from Our Discussions

Following are some of the key points from our discussions, as background for understanding the viewpoint that evolved in this process, and that underlies our proposals.
Perspectives in Favor of Different Degrees of Exclusivity and Inclusivity

In the course of our discussions, a variety of perspectives were offered in support of more exclusive or more inclusive approaches to our boundaries.

In support of a more exclusive approach

· Fear of intermarriage and losing the next generation

· Fear of assimilation and diluting the teachings and traditions

· Discomfort with the idea of non-Jews' reading prayers that they neither understand nor agree with

· Discomfort with individuals who have not internalized Jewish values in positions of leadership

· The danger of losing our connection with the larger Jewish community, and the need to maintain credibility with that community for future dialogue

Rabbi Mordecai Liebling: "The only groups that survive are those that maintain clear and strong boundaries."


Alan Dershowitz: "Jews as an endangered species."

In support of requiring commitment, not just related to whether someone is Jewish or not

· Wanting all our members, not just non-Jews, to move to the next level of commitment

· Not wanting to make it too easy for people to stay on the fence

· Feeling unsafe with people who don't make a commitment

· The need to feel safe in the group

· Does being born Jewish, even though you've had little Jewish education or faith, entitle you to certain rights?

Liebling: "Low boundaries lead to absorption but high boundaries lead to ossification."

Shaarei Shamayim's Vision Statement: "We come together with each other and our community..."

In Support of being more inclusive

· We want to share our faith with others

· We want to be a welcoming community

· We want to be open to everyone

Shaarei Shamayim's Vision Statement: "Because Judaism is our joy and we want to celebrate... We are committed to being a welcoming and inclusive community."

Reb Zalman Schachter-Shalomi: "People are afraid, sometimes, when I speak about a 'permeable Judaism' that we're going to be swallowed up.  We're not going to be swallowed up!  We're going to be healthy.  Good membranes let stuff through both ways. 

Or Hadash Policy for Non-Jewish Members
Our congregation warmly welcomes all families as a unit, including households where one partner is not Jewish. An interfaith couple who makes the decision to join a synagogue is making a statement of commitment to the Jewish people. In affording synagogue membership to non-Jews, we are acknowledging this commitment and are recognizing their support of the Jewish partner and of the Jewish people. 

In drawing up this policy for non-Jewish members of our congregation, one of our guiding principles was to be as inclusive as possible, given the parameters of Jewish tradition. The importance of the family is implicitly recognized in Jewish life, and the spirit of this policy seeks to maintain and further that tradition. 

Congregational life includes both ritual and leadership aspects, and therefore policies were formulated for each. 


PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT=Or Hadash"Ritual Policy
Our guiding principle in formulating ritual policies for non-Jewish congregants is based on the fact that some words and acts of Jewish rituals imply being part of the Jewish people, whereas other words and acts express more universal religious aspirations. Therefore, in our congregation only Jews may lead prayers and blessings and participate in the acts that imply being a part of the Jewish people, whereas everyone is welcome to participate in the words and acts that express more universal religious ideas. Specifically, this translates into the following policy: 

Aliyot (Torah Blessings) 

The entire family is invited to the bimah for an aliyah. Because the wording of the blessing includes references to being a part of the Jewish people to whom the Torah was originally given, the blessing may be recited only by the adult Jewish member(s) of the family. 

Passing down the Torah at B'nai Mitzvah Ceremonies 

This is a fairly new ritual that has become quite popular in the past decade in all branches of Judaism. In our congregation, it is optional and can be incorporated into the service to represent the values and context of the family. At Or Hadash the passing down of the Torah represents the passing of the Jewish tradition from generation to generation. In an interfaith couple, we seek to include the non-Jewish parent in ways that reflect the passing down of Jewish tradition from the parent generation to the child, while remaining true to the values and context of the family. There are four ways in which this ceremony can be applied to interfaith couples: 

1. Both parents hold the Torah together and pass it down together to their child. 

2. The non-Jewish parent stands with the child as the child receives the Torah from the Jewish parent. 

3. The family may work with the rabbi in creating an appropriate alternative ceremony. 

4. The ceremony may be omitted. 

Holding the Torah

1. In the Torah service on Shabbat and holidays. 

The person carrying the Torah during the Torah processional or recessional on Shabbat and holidays is acting as the representative of the Jewish community (shaliah tsibur) in this ritual act. Therefore only Jewish people may hold the Torah at these times. 

2. At community celebrations

At Simhat Torah, at the dedication of a new Torah scroll, or at other celebrations where we are celebrating as a community and where the Torah holder is not acting as shaliah tsibur, everyone who would like to share in the celebration is invited to hold the Torah. 

Opening the ark 

This honor is open to everyone. 

Lighting Shabbat and holiday candles 

The entire family is invited to the bimah to light the candles. Because the blessing includes references belonging to the Jewish people, the blessing and lighting may be performed only by the Jewish member(s) of the family. 

Minyan (Prayer quorum) 

Only adult (13 years and older) Jews may be counted towards a prayer minyan of ten. A minyan is required in order to recite some blessings and prayers. 

Leading Services 

Only Jews may serve as prayer leader (shaliah tsibor -- leading the community in prayer). 

Life Cycle Events 

Life cycle events are important milestones in the life of a family, and we encourage full family participation to the extent that this policy permits. We invite all members of the family to work with the rabbi to develop a ceremony in which the entire family feels included. 


PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT=Or Hadash"Summary
Ritual Honors open to everyone: 

1. Opening and closing the ark. 

2. Writing, creating, and reading personal prayers. 

3. Choosing supplementary readings appropriate to the occasion. 

4. Working with the rabbi to create a meaningful and personalized service. 

5. Accompanying and standing with Jewish members of the family as they perform certain rituals, blessings, and prayers. 

6. Carrying the Torah at community celebrations such as Simhat Torah or dedication of a new Torah. 

Ritual Honors open only to Jews: 

1. Reciting certain prayers and blessings (e.g., aliyah blessing, candle blessings) that refer to the speaker being a part of the Jewish people. 

2. Lifting and dressing the Torah. 

3. Being counted towards a minyan. 

4. Acting as prayer leader (shaliah tsibor). 

5. Carrying the Torah during the Torah service on Shabbat and holidays. 


PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT=Or Hadash"Synagogue Leadership
Officers 

Hadash is a religious institution, expressing the rituals and traditions of the Jewish people. It is our sense, therefore, that the Executive Committee (President, both Vice Presidents, both Secretaries, Treasurer, and Immediate Past President) of the congregation may be composed only of Jewish members of the congregation. 

Committee Chairs 

1. Standing Committees: Only Jewish members of the congregation may serve as Chairs of the Standing Committees. 

2. Ad Hoc Committees: Any congregant may serve as chair of an ad hoc committee. Chairs of ad hoc committees need not be Board members. 

Board Membership 

All congregants are eligible to serve on the Board as Members-at-Large. 

Jewish and non-Jewish members of the Board have the same voting rights and privileges, except on ritual matters (as defined by the Ritual Committee) which affect only the Jewish members of the congregation, in which cases non-Jewish members may not vote. 

Committee Membership 

Committee membership is open to all members of the congregation, and we strongly encourage participation at this level. 

Kol Ehad:  JRF Committee on Inclusion of People with Disabilities

For full report see http://jrf.org/showres&rid=772
Kol Ehad [Everyone] works toward full participation of all Jewish people, their families and life partners, in JRF congregations and havurot.  Formed by the JRF board in January 1994, it consisted of three Task Forces. This document concerns the Task Force for Inclusion of People with Disabilities. The Task Force is made up of people with and without disabilities who have person and/or professional knowledge about special needs.

[Note:  The Task Force credits That All May Worship: An interfaith Welcome to People With Disabilities by Ann Rose Davie and Ginny Thornburgh, National Organization on Disability, 1992, for much of the information, language and ideas that appear in this report.]

Task Force Members:

Shelly Rosenberg, chairperson, Marlene Craven, Esther Miller, Esther Newman, Fran Abramson, Rabbi Joshua Lesser, Rabbi Rachel Esserman, Joyce Dolcourt, Richard Hamowitz

Who are People with Disabilities?

A person with a disability is a person who has physical, sensory, emotional or intellectual impairment that substantially limits one or more of his/her life activities.  These are activities that a person without a disability can perform with little or no difficulty.  Examples include walking, speaking, breathing, seeing, hearing, reading, writing, learning, working, performing manual tasks, managing self care and participating in recreational activities.

People with Disabilities and the Synagogue

In the past, synagogues have made few efforts to include people with disabilities.  In fact, in some cases, they have been excluded in order to conform with halachah that indicates that only people with certain characteristics are eligible to lead prayers.  Often, people with disabilities have been “cared for” or “prayed for” by their communities in a way which is paternalistic and unempowering.  Unconsciously, when architectural planning has been undertaken, little effort has been made to see that people with disabilities are considered.  When programs have bee planned, few efforts have been made to consider how people with disabilities could participate.

JRF Homosexuality Report and Inclusion of GLBT persons

For full resources see http://jrf.org/node/1742
The Jewish Reconstructionist Federation has been on record in support of full equality of rights and opportunities for gay men and lesbians since 1984, when our sister seminary, the Reconstructionist Rabbinical College, began admitting openly gay and lesbian applicants. 

We have over 100 affiliates nation-wide representing 17,000 households, including gay, lesbian, bi-sexual amd trans-gendered members. At its 1990 convention, the RRA recommended that the Reconstructionist movement establish a non-discrimination policy in rabbinic placement. 

The following year, a movement-wide policy was enacted prohibiting discrimination in the referral of resumes of candidates for positions within congregations and in 1991, the RRA adopted a formal policy of non-discrimination in membership, thus acknowledging the previously unwritten policy. 

The Reconstructionist movement has been at the forefront of efforts to include and integrate gay and lesbian Jews into all aspects of Jewish communal and religious life.

The following paragraph appears in Homosexuality and Judaism: The Reconstructionist Position, a groundbreaking report issued by the Reconstructionist movement in 1993: 

"We regard the Jewish values that affirm the inherent dignity, integrity and equality of human beings as having primacy over historically conditioned attitudes... It is our duty to correct the misunderstandings and resulting injustice of the past and to fulfill the Jewish obligation to seek justice."
To "seek justice," the report urged "all Reconstructionist affiliates, rabbis, and members of the Reconstructionist Rabbinical College community to engage in a process of education about the issues relating to Judaism and homosexuality." 

In 2004, we unanimously adopted a resolution in support of full legal equality for same-sex couples and the JRF has signed on in support of all amicus briefs we have been invited to do so on in support of same-sex marriage in State legal actions since that time.

At the November 2008 JRF board meeting, in response to propositions around the United States limiting the rights of Gay, lesbian, Bi-Sexual, and Transgendered (GLBT) persons to marry and adopt children, the Jewish Reconstructionist Federation (JRF) re-affirmed its resolutions supporting inclusivity in our communities of homosexual persons in 1993 and same-sex marriage in 2004 and the Jewish values that are the foundation of our unwavering commitment to work towards the ending of inequity and discrimination against GLBT persons. 

Recon congregations shown and explicitly acknowledged as outperforming the other movements in welcoming-ness. From the Welcoming Synagogues Project: Preliminary Results from the 2009 Synagogue Survey on Diversity and LGBT Inclusion.
- Rabbi Shawn I. Zevit, Director of Tikkun Olam and External Affiliations

Resources: 

· Homosexuality and Judaism: The Report of the Reconstructionist Commission on Homosexuality 

· Proposal to Temple Sinai’s Board of Governors - Sub-committee on Same-sex commitment ceremonies

· "Gay Judaism" and the Struggle for Inclusion - by Rabbi Joshua Lesser

· Becoming a "Kehillah Mekabelet" - by Roberta Israeloff

· Dvar Torah: Parashat Vayera, Genesis 18:1 - 22:24 - The Sins of Sodom 

External Organizations
  Jewish Mosaic: The National Center for Sexual and Gender Diversity 

  Resources from Keshet, a grassroots organization dedicated to creating a fully inclusive Jewish community for gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgender (GLBT) Jews in Greater Boston and across the country. 

  United States GLBTQ Organizations 

  Lesbian, Gay, Bi-Sexual and Transgendered Religious Archives Network 

  Yes! Coalition (based in Philadelphia) 

  World Congress of GLBT Congregations 

  2009 House bill protecting rights of LGBT persons from discrimination
Kol HaLev (http://www.kolhalev.net/)
Kol Halev, Cleveland, Ohio, is a welcoming community that embraces a diversity of life experiences and Jewish journeys and fosters connections, communication and support among our members. In alignment with our values, vision and mission, Kol HaLev welcomes all Jews, regardless of their sexual orientation or gender identity, as full participants in all religious practices and in the entire community life of the congregation. We invite gay, lesbian, bisexual and transgender (GLBT) members, whether single or as a couple, with or without children, to join our community, using the same membership categories applicable to all other members. 

Jewish GLBT members are encouraged to celebrate milestones in their lives, including anniversaries, by being called to the Torah for an aliyah. Kol HaLev celebrates with all members, gay or lesbian, bisexual, transgender or heterosexual, as their life cycle events are shared with the congregation.

We support our GLBT members who choose to sanctify their unions with commitment ceremonies. Prior to these ceremonies, couples are encouraged to celebrate an aufruf with the community at Shabbat services.

All members and their children are entitled to the services of Kol HaLev’s full time clergy for the purpose of sanctifying their commitment ceremonies or weddings on an equal basis. In determining whether to perform the ceremony, the clergy will utilize the same criteria for same-sex commitment ceremonies and heterosexual weddings.

All GLBT members who adopt or give birth to children are encouraged to bring their children into the Jewish covenant through public rites of Brit Milah for boys and Simchat Bat for girls. Our congregation celebrates public covenant ceremonies during Shabbat service for both boys and girls.

Kol HaLev is committed to making our Hagiga educational program a welcoming and comfortable environment for children of non-traditional families. We commit ourselves to educating the children in our Hagiga educational program in a way that fosters acceptance of diversity. All programming in the Hagiga educational program, for both children and families, would carry the same expectations and privileges for participation and involvement for GLBT families and heterosexual families.

Kol HaLev is committed to not only welcoming LGBT members but to also engage in actions that support and promote the rights of those members within our community and the society at large.
 
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

Jewish Values Supporting Inclusion of People with Disabilities

Judaism is clear that God’s House should be open to all, not only those who can walk into the building, hear the prayers, see the Torah, or discourse learnedly on its deepest meanings.  This is taught throughout Jewish tradition.

In Genesis 1:27, we read that Adam, and by extension, all people, was created in “the image of God.”  This teaches us that there is holiness in all people, regardless of their physical, sensory, emotional or intellectual abilities.  Everyone, therefore is entitle to be treated with dignity and respect.

All Jews can contribute to the community and the world.  Pirke Avot 4:3 says: “Do not despise any person, and do not disparage any object.  For there is none who does not have his/her hour and there is no object that does not have its place.”  Sometimes, we simply need to look more carefully to identify that contribution.

We must provide opportunities for the realization of each person’s contributions and not hinder them in any way.  It is our responsibility to remove or mitigate obstacles, as Leviticus 19:14 warns, “Do not curse a person who is deaf and do not place a stumbling block in front of a person who is blind.”  Few people would deliberately inhibit someone’s access to a synagogue/havurah, but all too often, people fail to recognize and remove stumbling blocks that exist.

Deuteronomy 24:17 and 27:19, and Jeremiah 22:3 teaches us “not to oppress he stranger, the orphan and the widow.”  These three are offered as examples of the weakest, least well-protected members of society.  The Torah repeatedly delineates that protection and help must be afforded such members of the group.  It also implies that the moral measure of a society can be gauged by how it treats its weakest members.  Later Jewish law emphasizes that they are to be given emotional, as well as financial support.

Proverbs 22:6 says: “Teach a child according to his way.”  This indicates that we are to educate every child so that he/she can learn, that is, according to his/her needs and abilities.

“All your children shall be taught of the Lord.  For my house shall be a house of prayer for all peoples,” says Isaiah (56:7).  “All Israel is responsible for one another,” is taught in Mishnah Sanhedrin.  “All” is the key.  The synagogue/havurah and Jewish school should be accessible to all Jews not just some.  Responsibility implies taking action, doing what needs to be done, so that all are included.

How can this be accomplished?  The Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chaim 153:6 provides an answer.  “We may sell a synagogue, and, similarly, all holy objects – even a Sefer Torah – in order to provide for Torah students and orphans.”  We must not be inhibited in our efforts by money, but must find some way to make our communities available to those who want to participate in them.

Reconstructionist Values Supporting Inclusion of People with Disabilities

Reconstructionist values supporting inclusion were discussed eloquently in our movement’s policy paper on Homosexuality and Judaism.  Many of these values are of primary importance in shaping our thinking about the role of people with disabilities in our congregations/havurot.

We quote from and paraphrase those documents here.

Human Dignity and Integrity:  We have already states that Jewish tradition sees human beings as having been created in the “image of God” and, therefore, that each person is to be treated with dignity and respect.  In the words of Mordecai Kaplan, “All human beings are entitled to experience the dignity of selfhood or personality, the moral character of society and the reality of God.”

Holiness:  The Jewish people have been commanded to “be holy, as God is holy,” to make holiness manifest throughout the world.  We understand holiness as that which gives life moral and spiritual significance.  One aspect of holiness consists of acts of caring about the people in our world.  When we care about those with disabilities, recognizing their abilities and the holiness in them, in enhances the holiness in us/.

Equality:  The Torah teaches that the entire human race descended from a single person.  We understand this to refer to the equality of all people and respect for human differences.  Kaplan said that, “every individual must be able to feel that the society in which he lives … recognizes him as an end in himself.”  He also insisted that people can be said to have equal rights only when these include the right to worship in their community.  “By discouraging any honest effort of men to commune with God … we deny them equality of spiritual status.”  Equality implies not only equal participation, but equal opportunity for leadership of the community.

Inclusive Community:  One of the basic tenets of Reconstructionism is the importance of community.  It is through life in the community that people find support, protection and companionship.  We strive to make our congregations/havurot into “caring communities,” and to include all who wish to participate in them.  We believe in reaching out to those who have been, or felt, excluded from the community. Caring communities show regard for the concerns of the individual, and individuals should also show regard for the concerns of his/her community.

Jewish Continuity:  The future growth and enrichment of Jewish life are goals of Reconstructionism.  Our approach to Judaism teaches that for Judaism to remain authentic and compelling, it must adapt to the world without abdicating its fundamental values and teaching.  We believe that the community’s continued health and vitality can only be strengthened by being open to Jews with disabilities, even when that necessitates accommodation to new technology and/or new ideas.  This creates possibilities where none previously existed.

Democracy:  The idea that every person should have a voice and a vote on matters affecting his/her life is a fundamental principle of Reconstructionism.  Thus, lay members of congregations/havurot – including those with disabilities – must have a voice in deciding key issues facing the community – including how to make that community accessible to all who wish to participate in it.

Pursuit of Justice: Reconstructionism affirms that the improvement of conditions under which humans live is a central concern.  Justice for vulnerable members of a society is a test of that society’s values.  We, as a people, have been vulnerable many times n our history.  This, the Jewish people have a special concern for the just and fair treatment of all people.

Consultation:

National Organization on Disability

Religion and Disability Program

Ginny Thornburgh, Director

910 16th St. NW, Suite 600

Washington, DC 20006

(202) 293-5960;  (202) 293-5968 TDD; (202) 293-7999 Fax

Council of Jewish Federations

Committee on Community Planning

730 Broadway

New York, NY 10003

(212) 475-5000

Union of Reform Judaism

Lehiyot Advisory Committee

Department for Religious Education

838 Fifth Ave.

New York, NY 10021-7064

(212) 249-0100
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Davie, Ann Rose and Thornburgh, Ginny.  That All May Worship: An Interfaith Welcome to People with Disabilities. Washington, D.C.: National Organization on Disability, 1992.  A practical interfaith manual for how to include people with a wide variety of special needs in all aspects of religious life.

Granick, Abraham.  Diagnostic Testing for the Hebrew Curriculum.  New York: Board of Jewish Education, Inc., 1990. Manual for teachers on diagnostic procedures and specific techniques for diagnosing problems in Hebrew decoding, spelling and handwriting.

Greene, Phyllis and Simon, Sara.  The Resource Program Guide for a Congregational School.  Rockville, MD: Board of Jewish Education of Greater Washington, 1990.  A manual with specific practical suggestions for implementing a resource room.

Greene, Phyllis and Heavenrich, Elaine.  A Question in Search of an Answer. New York: UAHC, 1981.  A book on learning disabilities as it applies to Jewish education.  The first part includes theories and terminology about learning disabilities, the second gives specific suggestions for teaching children with learning disabilities in Jewish schools.

Hammer, Reuven.  The Other Child in Jewish Education.  New York: United Synagogue  Commission on Jewish Education, 1979.  This book addresses the effects of learning disabilities in Jewish schools, gives practical suggestions for teaching, materials and curriculum planning.  

Kaplan, Sharon. Learning Disabilities: A Handbook for Jewish Educators.  New York:  Board of Jewish Education, 1985.  A manual for educators, administrators and parents that is an overview of the field.

Layman, Robert.  Organizing Classes for Jewish Special Children.  New York: United Synagogue of America, 1984.  A pamphlet that details the steps to organizing Jewish education classes for children with special needs.

Layman, Robert.  A Rabbi’s Guide to the Special Person.  New York: United Synagogue Commission on Jewish Education.  A pamphlet for the Rabbi who wants to include people with special needs.

Richman, Hasia and Margolis, Daniel.  Diagnosis and Remediation Hebrew Reading Test Packet.  Boston: Bureau of Jewish Education of Greater Boston, 1982.  An individual diagnostic test for evaluating Hebrew decoding skill.  Suggestions for remediation.

Ruthen, Gerald.  Daniel and the Silver Flute.  New York: United Synagogue Commission on Jewish Education, 1986.  Book for children ages 8 to 10 about the many ways to express religious feelings.  An excellent introduction to special needs.  Can be read to younger children.

Schein, Jerome and Waldman, Lester.  The Deaf Jew in the Modern World.  New York: KTAV, 1986.  A compilation of papers presented at a conference.

Shuart, Adele Kronick.  Signs in Judaism: A Resource Book for the Jewish Deaf Community.  New York: Bloch Publishing, 1986.  Illustrates and defines signing symbols in various Jewish categories.

Thornburgh, Ginny.  Loving Justice: The ADA and the Religious Community.  Washington, D.C.:  National Organization on Disability, 1994.  A look at the portions of the ADA and related laws that apply to the religious community.

Kits:

Al Pi Darco: According to Their Ways.  Union of Reform Judaism Department of Family Concerns.  A special needs educational resource manual to help religious schools and families provide Jewish learning for students with disabilities.

Dignity and Disability: A Jewish Discovery Kit, Board of Jewish Education of Greater Washington, Rockville, MD.  An introduction of special needs for Jewish schools.

Justice, Justice for All.  Bureau of Jewish Education of Greater Los Angeles.  A disability awareness program for Jewish schools.

Lehiyot: Access to Judaism – Guidelines for Congregational Certification.  Union of Reform Judaism Department of Family Concerns.  Provides guidelines to transform Reform synagogues and other Reform structures into an environment in which all Jews can experience Judaism with equality.

JRF FURTHER RESOURCES

www.jrf.org 

Interfaith families: http://www.interfaithfamily.com/ 

Jewish Multiracial Network: http://jewishmultiracialnetwork.org/ 

Jewish Multicultural Project: http://www.loolwa.com/archive/jmcp/   

Jewish Outreach Institute: www.joi.org
JRF Bookstore: Position Papers: http://stores.jrfbookstore.org/-strse-Reconstructionist-Press-cln-Position-Papers/Categories.bok  

JRF GLBT Inclusion: http://jrf.org/node/1742 (Includes links to other organizations)

JRF Inclusion of Persons with Disabilities: http://jrf.org/node/1743 and Kol Ehad Task Force Report http://jrf.org/showres&rid=772 and JCA, Amherst Parent’s Support Group: http://www.j-c-a.org/in-gods-image.pdf
JRF Inclusion of Persons other than Jews: http://jrf.org/node/1744 

JRF Resource Library: http://jrf.org/resources-library 
JRF Sample Guidelines for Decision Making: 

http://www4.jrf.org/guidelines-for-social-justice-advocacy 
JRF Statement on Parental Inclusion: http://jrf.org/patrlineal-descent-resources 

JRF Statement on Reproductive Rights: http://jrf.org/node/1745 

JRF Welcoming Interfaith Families: http://jrf.org/taxonomy/term/245 

( 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.
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