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1 Introduction

1972 represents a notable year for those Jews who felt that their sexual
desires did not fulfill the norms of the heterosexual matrix. Until that
year, none of the major Jewish denominations in the United States were
openly welcoming to queer Jews. Jewish tradition rejects homosexuality as
an abomination (Leviticus 18:22); male homosexual acts are considered to
be punished with the death penalty in the Hebrew Bible, female acts were
regarded as minor transgressions in later traditional literature. If Jews pub-
licly expressed their differing sexual orientation, they were in most cases
excluded from their congregations. Hence, several remained silent, fearing
rejection or social and economic harm. Others alienated themselves from
Judaism and abandoned their religious traditions. Moreover, the legal sit-
uation in the United States was challenging at the time. Consenting adult
same-sex relationships were mostly illegal and homosexuality was still
considered a mental disorder. However, in 1972, four Jews in Los Ange-
les came together and had a revolutionary idea: They wanted to establish
a synagogue that reached out to the gay and lesbian community. Only a
few months later, a newly founded temple, which should later be called
Beth Chayim Chadashim (BCC), held its first Friday night and High Holiday
services. The new congregation quickly organized itself and immediately
reached out to the local branch of Reform Judaism. The Pacific Southwest
Council of the Union of American Hebrew Congregations (UAHC) helped the
congregation to prosper and guided them through the affiliation process
with Reform Judaism. Only two years after its founding, the synagogue
was accepted into the UAHC.

This instance lined up with a new social climate in the United States.
The liberation of women, the sexual revolution, and the African-American
civil rights movement influenced the emergence of the gay rights move-
ment. The 1969 Stonewall Protests in New York are widely considered the
beginning of the latter. However, the first organizations and protests for
the rights of homosexuals were already founded in the 1950s and 1960s,
especially in Los Angeles. Queer history is an integral part of the city, so it
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is not surprising that BCC was also born on the West Coast and had a mas-
sive influence in the process of accepting homosexuals within the Reform
Movement and even beyond. It was admitted to Reform Judaism only two
years after its founding and became a milestone of Jewish homosexual
integration by being the first gay and lesbian institution ever recognized by
a religious mainstream organization. From there, the synagogue engaged
further in the acceptance of non-heterosexual, and later non-cisgender
Jews within the Jewish community.

This study examines how the founding of BCC as a gay outreach syn-
agogue was possible in the early 1970s. I'll argue that Los Angeles was
an ideal place for finding already existing paragons and supporting infra-
structure. The leadership of the synagogue was dedicated and motivated
to form a vivid congregation, which focused on the needs of its members,
providing a safe space, and to rediscover a tradition that rejected queer
Jews for what they were. They faced elementary questions like who should
become a member of the congregation, how to bring Jews from different
religious backgrounds together, or how gender roles needed to be chal-
lenged especially in a gay outreach synagogue. For most of the temple’s
members, it was the first time to merge their two shared identities as Jews
and homosexuals. They realized that the joining of those two identities
was not an impossible endeavor. The future vice-president of the temple,
Rick Block, put this feeling in the following words: “Now I think of myself
as Jewish, gay and proud.”! These three words — Jewish, gay and proud —
became the slogan of the newbotn synagogue.?

While bringing their own congregation together, the leadership spread
out and asked for support among the local Jewish community. They
decided to approach Reform Judaism and gained many supporters there.
These supporters were crucial for the integration of the synagogue into

Reform Judaism’s framework. BCC’s desired membership caused an

1 Sarff, Douglas (1975): “Los Angeles Temple: Jewish, Gay and Proud” (reprint from
NewsWest October 2, 1975), in: Beth Chayim Chadashim Newsletter. Nol. 3, No. 4,
pp. 10-11, p. 11.

2 Cf. Anonymous (1976): “Palm Springs Report,” in: Beth Chayim Chadashim Newsletter.
Vol. 4, No. 5, p. 11.
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intensive debate among lay and rabbinical leaders, the first widely citcu-
lating debate on homosexuality in 20™ century Judaism. This study ana-
lyzes eleven responsa, which discuss the issue of homosexuality and the
question of whether a congregation that mostly consisted of homosexual
Jews could join the UAHC and therefore Reform Judaism. These respornsa
are from renowned rabbis, an ad hoc committee of the Central Conference of
American Rabbis (CCAR), and two psychiatrists who expounded the tempo-
rary scientific debate on the issue. The study focuses on the first two yeats
of BCC’s existence. It shows that not only a congregation was built up in
this period. Within those two years, a change in the perception of homo-
sexuals in Reform Judaism was introduced. Pioneers from Los Angeles
stimulated the discussion on how Judaism should treat their homosexual
followers and paved the way for the acceptance, tolerance, and integration

of alternative, non-heterosexual lifestyles in Judaism as a whole.

1.1 Sources and Literature

Queer Jewish history and queer identities in Judaism are fairly new topics in
academia. The first widely published engagement with this issue, even less
academic, was Twice Blessed, an anthology of essays by mainly homo- and
bisexual Jews by Christie Balka and Andy Rose.” For the first time, Jews
wrote about their two identities of being Jewish and queer. They wrote
about their experiences, models of “queer Jewish lives,” and community
workers presented outlines for Jewish educational work on homosexuality.
Building on this concept, David Shneer and Caryn Aviv published QOueer
Jews in 2002.* This work also reflects the progtess that had been achieved
in the past decade. Both works have a clear focus on an exchange of expe-
riences and the visualization of queer perspectives in Judaism. In 2004,
Steven Greenberg’s Wrestling with God and Men was the first voice to dis-
cuss how to bring together an Orthodox way of life and a gay identity.’

3 Cf. Balka, Christie; Rose, Andy (eds) (1989): Twice Blessed. On Being Lesbian, Gay, and Jew-
ish. Boston.

4 Cf. Shneer, David; Aviv, Caryn (eds) (2002): Queer Jews. New York, London.

5 Cf. Greenberg, Steven (2004): Wrestling with God and Men: Homosexuality in the Jew-
ish Tradition. Madison.
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Together with the interpretations of the parashot in Torah Queeries (2009),°
these works are the most important references on a religious approach to
the topic of LGBTQ and Judaism. But all of these studies don’t, or only
in small parts, reflect BCC and its groundbreaking work.

In its first step, this study explains the preconditions of the found-
ing of the first gay outreach synagogue. C. Todd White in Pre-Gay L. A"
and Ricardo L. Oritz’ entry in the Encyclopedia of Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and
Transgender History in America on Los Angeles,® I'll examine Los Angeles’
unique gay history and argue that “queerness” is an integral part of the city.
The influence of Los Angeles’ multicultural environment, its openness for
different lifestyles, and the influence of the tolerant film industry on the
Jewish community will also be considered, especially through Karen Wil-
son’s anthology, which observes L. A’s Jewry from various historical, cul-
tural, and economic perspectives.” General changes in American Judaism'
fostered an open climate for changes towards homosexual Jews as well as
parallel developments in Christian communities, namely the Metropolitan
Community Church (MCC)."" In the following step, this study reconstructs

¢ Cf. Drinkwater, Gregg; Lesser, Joshua; Shneer, David (eds) (2009): Torah Queeries. Weekly
Commentaries on the Hebrew Bible. New York, London.

7 Cf. White, C. Todd (2009): Pre-Gay L. A. A Social History of the Movement for Homo-
sexual Rights. Urbana, Chicago.

8 Cf. Oritz, Ricardo L. (2004): “Los Angeles and West Hollywood,” in: Encyclopedia of 1 es-
bian, Gay, Bisexual, and Transgender History in America. 2, H. D. to Queer Theory, ed. by Marc
Stein (editor in chief). New York, Detroit, San Diego et al., pp. 206—210.

> Cf. Wilson, Karen S. (eds) (2013): Jews in the Los Angeles Mosaic. L.os Angeles, Berkeley,
London.

10 These changes can be traced back through the outstanding work in Wertheimer, Jack
(2018): The American Judaism. How Jews Practice Their Religion Today. Princeton, Oxford, as
well as through the intensive research of Dana Evan Kaplan throughout the 2000s (cf.
Kaplan, Dana Evan (2003): Awmerican Reform Judaism. An Introduction. New Brunswick,
New Jersey, London, and id. (2009): Contemporary American Judaism. Transformation and
Renewal. New York).

11" Heather Rachelle White briefly but persuasively examines the early stages in Christian
LGBT religious organizing (cf. White, Heather Rachelle (2008): “Proclaiming Liber-
ation: The Historical Roots of LGBT Religious Organizing, 1946-1976,” in: Nova
Religio: The Journal of Alternative and Emergent Religions. Vol. 11, No. 4, pp. 102-119).
The history and influence of the Metropolitan Community Church will be reconstructed
by the testimonials of its founder Troy Perry (cf. Perry, Troy: Interview with Andy
Sacher (The Lavender Effect). March 9, 2014 [Unpublished Transcript, courtesy of
Andy Sacher], and Perry, Troy D.; Swicegood, Thomas L. P. (1990): Don't Be Afraid
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the early days of BCC. What were the challenges in creating a synagogue
which had never been seen before? How did the synagogue gain support-
ers? How did the leadership approach Reform Judaism? These questions
are addressed through the temple’s archives, which are located at the ONE
National Gay & Lesbian Archives at the University of Southern California,
Los Angeles. This study uses general documents, meeting minutes, service
material, correspondence, clippings, and the temple’s newsletter as histor-
ical accounts. The documents are only receivable on site and contain over
thirty boxes. They trace the synagogue’s history from 1972 to 2013 and
only the financial records are affected by restricted access. In addition to
these documents, the thesis draws on the intensive work of BCC’s member
Stephen J. Sass, who recorded the synagogue’s history for the first time.'?
However, his work tracks only the major events in the congregation’s his-
tory and contains some inconsistencies that this thesis tries to correct.
Sylvia Sukop, another BCC member, also looked at certain aspects of the
temple’s history and published two important articles regarding BCC as
an L. A. phenomenon' and, most recently, regarding the history of the
temple’s first Torah scroll.' The most intense wortk on gay outreach syn-
agogues has been done by sociologist Moshe Shokeid. He accompanied
Congregation Beit Simechat Torah (CBST) in New York, the largest LGBTQ
synagogue in the United States, for over two decades. Besides CBST’s his-

tory, he focuses on reasons for joining a gay synagogue, as well as on the

2« 215

interaction of the terms “homosexuality,” “spitituality,” and “Judaism.

His conclusions are primarily of sociological nature and are occasionally
used as a reference point in this study. Amy Hertz addresses the integra-

tion of homosexuals into Reform Judaism in her extensive rabbinical

Anymore. The Story of Reverend Troy Perry and the Metropolitan Community Churches. New
York).

12 Cf. Sass, Stephen J. (2002): “Our History,” in: Beth Chayin Chadashim. Celebrating 30 Years,
1972-2002. Los Angeles, pp. 5—18.

13 Cf. Sukop, Sylvia (2015): “Pioneers of the Frontier of Faith,” in: L. Azitudes. An Angeleno’s
Atlas, ed. by Patricia Wakida. Berkeley, pp. 117-127.

4 Cf id. (2019): “Holding on to history and each other: The unexpected LGBTQ legacy
of a Czech Holocaust survivor and a Torah scroll from her hometown,” in: Journal of
Lesbian Studies. Vol. 23, Issue 1, pp. 52—67.

5 Most notably in Shokeid, Moshe (2003): .4 Gay Synagogue in New York. Philadelphia.
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thesis.'® There, she argues with the three major steps of this progress: the
acceptance of gay outreach synagogues by means of BCC, the acceptance
of gay and lesbian applicants to the rabbinate, and the approval of same-
sex marriages. She retraces BCC’s history, mostly with the help of Sass’
achievements, and reflects the discussions on BCC in the Reform Move-
ment. She uses BCC in its entirety as an example underlying her argument
on homosexual integration. Thus, this thesis will argue that the impetus for
Jewish homosexual integration came from Los Angeles, from BCC, and
their supporters. With regard to the already mentioned responsa literature,
Hertz only considers a small number of the existing documents, whether
out of a lack of knowledge about others or a lack of relevance for her
argument. The responsa literature is accessible through the summer edition
of the CCAR Jounrnalin 1973 or through the American Jewish Archives in Cin-
cinnati. In the following, the arguments of opponents and proponents for
the admission of a gay outreach congregation, i.e. BCC, into the UAHC
will be presented.

1.2 Terminologies: Homophile, Homosexual, Gay
Outreach, LGBT(Q), Queer Synagogues

There exist various terms for synagogues like BCC in both primary sources
and secondary literature: homophile, homosexual, gay outreach, LGBT(Q)
or queer synagogue. These terms are not used consistently and reflect the
prevailing contemporary debates on LGBTQ issues. From 1951 to 1970,
the homophile movement flourished in the United States. The movement
consisted mainly of white gay men and lesbians of the middle class, who
came from different backgrounds and from across the political spectrum.
Its members challenged discrimination against homosexuals in various
areas of daily life. The movement’s leaders preferred the term “homo-
phile,” deriving from Greek and meaning “loving the same.” They thought
that the term, compared to homosexuality, shifted the emphasis away from

16 Cf. Hertz, Amy Beth (2008): One in Every Minyan: Homosexuality and the Reform
Movement. Cincinnati.
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sex towards loving relationships of the same sex.!”” During the 1970s, the
term was questioned and replaced, since activists and scholars of the gay

liberation movement thought that their precursors were “conservative and

that they felt a degree of shame about the sex lives of homosexuals.”'®

In the first months of its existence, BCC called itself a congregation for
the homophile community."” But already in November 1972, the Steering

Committee decided to use the word “homosexual” instead of “homo-
9520

phile.

A few years later, the congregation gradually changed its own
description from “homosexual” to “gay” and then to “gay and lesbian
synagogue.”?' However, the UAHC insisted that synagogues like BCC
should not be labeled as gay or lesbian because this would imply that they

were exclusively for homosexuals. The UAHC preferred the term “special

2922 ¢

outreach synagogues,”” i.e. gay outreach synagogues. Since this term was

accepted by BCC and its sister synagogues, it will be used in this thesis to
describe the phenomenon in the 1970s, while being well aware that other
kinds of sexual orientations and identities may have been included in the
congregations themselves but not in their self-description. It was not until
the 1990s that BCC officially added “bisexual” to their outreach’s list and
the term “transgendet” followed at the end of 1999.2 Therefore, it’s only
possible to propetly speak about LGBT/GLBT or queer (an inter-change-

able term that includes more identities, however)* synagogues from the

17 Cf. Meeker, Martin (2004): “Homophile Movement,” in: Encyclopedia of 1esbian, Gay, Bi-
sexual, and Transgender History in America. 2, H. D. to Queer Theory, ed. by Marc Stein (editor
in chief). New York, Detroit, San Diego et al., pp. 52—56, pp. 52—53.

8 Ibid., p. 53.

19 Cf. University of Southern California, USC Libraries, ONE National Gay & Lesbian
Archives, Beth Chayim Chadashim Records, Collection 2012—133 (further BCCR), Box
30, Folder 1, Invitation First High Holiday Services.

2 Cf. ibid., Box 1, Folder 2, Steeting Committee Meeting November 6, 1972.

2t Cf. Edwards, Lisa (2001): “Why I Choose to Be a Rabbi at a GLBT Synagogue,” in:
Lesbian Rabbis. The First Generation, ed. by Rebecca T. Alpert, Sue Levi Elwell and Shirley
Idelson. New Brunswick, New Jersey, London, pp. 152—160, p. 159.

2 Cf. Kaplan, 2003, p. 213.

% Cf. Edwards, 2001, p. 159.

24 Tl use the word “queer” when making more general statements on non-heterosexual,
non-cisgender people. Even though the community was not totally aware, I cannot
assume that there were not people with other sexual orientations and sexual identities
among those who were called “homosexuals.”” However, I cannot use the word “queer”
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2000s on. BCC currently uses those terms with an additional emphasis
on their heterosexual friends. Hence, BCC’s senior rabbi Lisa Edwards
recently used the abbreviation “LGBTQS” (“S” for straight allies) to
define the synagogue® — a term that BCC’s founders certainly did not have
in mind when they founded the temple in 1972.

to describe certain movements or debates that addressed “homosexuals” or “homosex-
uality.” At the time, the term either included everybody who was not located within the
heterosexual matrix or simply manifested the unconsciousness or unawareness respec-
tively of other sexualities and identities.

% Cf. Edwards, Lisa (2018): “Tradition! Transition!,” in: A Life of Meaning. Embracing Re-
Sorm Judaism’s Sacred Path, ed. by Dana Evan Kaplan. New York, pp. 395-402, p. 396.



2 Influences on the Founding
of Beth Chayim Chadashim

This chapter addresses how it was possible to establish a gay outreach
synagogue at the beginning of the 1970s and why Los Angeles was the
ideal place for this endeavor. The reason for BCC becoming so successful
in creating a community and being accepted by a mainstream religious
organization has a lot to do with the specific situation in Los Angeles and
with changes in American synagogues in general. I will argue that four
main premises fostered a new cultural, social, and political climate which
enabled new ideas and an openness for religious innovation: Firstly, Los
Angeles was the birthplace of the homophile movement. The city has
a rich queer history and the first organizations fighting for the rights of
homosexuals were founded here. Jews in Los Angeles could not remain
unaffected by this social revolution. Secondly, Jewish Angelenos created
their own, unique identity in the multicultural environment of the city.
They were, generally speaking, far more open and tolerant than their coun-
terparts on the East Coast. The West Coast became a hub of Jewish-reli-
glous innovation. Thirdly, general changes in the religious landscape in the
United States took place after World War II and American Jews created
alternatives to the traditional top-down governed synagogue. Addition-
ally, the feminist movement had a huge impact on Jewish-religious life, for
instance, with the ordination of women as rabbis ot cantors. And fourthly,
BCC is not conceivable without the Metropolitan Community Church (MCC),
the first widely spread religious institution addressing the spiritual needs
of gays and lesbians.

2.1 Los Angeles and the Homophile Movement

Homosexual acts between adults were forbidden in California until the
Brown-Moscone bill in 1975.% Despite the permanent threat of investi-

2% Cf. Eskridge, William N. (2008): Dishonorable Passions. Sodomy Laws in America, 1861-2003.
New York, Toronto, London et al., pp. 197-201.
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gation by the Los Angeles Police Department and public denunciation,
Los Angeles became the “birthplace of the modern homosexual rights
movement.”” Jim Kepner even ascribes L. A. a rich gay “prehistory.” Bun-
ker Hill, for instance, had been considered a gay neighborhood at least
since 1848.% Los Angeles was regarded as a “haven for queer people”
from its early beginnings and “queer culture is part of the city’s DNA,”?
thanks to its independent spirit and sense of freedom. LGBTQ wete
present from an eatly point of time and were tolerated in the emerging
Hollywood film industry. The embrace of self-expression, creativity, and
the migration of Huropeans with more liberal visions made L.A. a cul-
tural capital where all sexual otientations and identities were accepted.”
However, LGBTQ had to remain silent about their sexual identities, even
though the Hollywood community openly supported queer establishments
from the 1930s on.*”* Until the early 1960s, Hollywood remained deeply
closeted but very welcoming for LGBTQ.”

During the 1930s, L. A. demonstrated a “relative sexual and political tol-
erance”* which attracted many popular gay figures like author Christopher
Isherwood. After World War II, Evelyn Hooker started her groundbreak-
ing work at the University of California, Los Angeles which proved for
the first time that gay men were just as mentally and socially adjusted as
heterosexuals and hence homosexuality could not be considered a mental
illness.”

In 1947, “Lisa Ben” (pseudonym of — Edythe Eyde) produced the
first regulatly distributed, homosexual-themed publication in the United
States.”® Vice Versa — America’s Gayest Magazine circulated among her friends

27 White, C. Todd, 2009, p. 8.

% Cf. ibid., p. 6.

2 Roots of Equality; De Simone, Tom; Wang, Teresa et al. (2011): Images of America.
Lavender Los Angeles. Charleston, p. 11.

% Cf. ibid., pp. 8-9.

3 Cf. ibid., p. 25.

2 Cf. Oritz, 2004, p. 206.

»  Cf. ibid., p. 207.

3 Ibid.

% Cf. ibid.

3 Cf. White, C. Todd, 2009, p. 1.
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and, therefore, only had a limited audience. The magazine’s themes were
play and film reviews, literature, and a social commentary (“Queer as It

Seems”).”

Despite being one of the first instances of openly female-les-
bian public writing, Lisa Ben discontinued the publication of her magazine
in 1948 for personal reasons.”® At the same time, a gay male subculture
emerged in different neighborhoods, most importantly in Downtown
L. A., Hollywood, and Santa Monica.”

1950 was a significant year for the homophile movement. Five gay men
lead by Harry Hay, often referred to as the “father of the gay rights move-

2340

ment,”* started planning a social activist organization in November. After

gaining motre members, the Mattachine®' was officially founded on July 20,
1951, in order to unify homosexuals, educate both homosexuals and het-
erosexuals on human sexuality, and provide leadership for those who were
excluded on the grounds of their sexual orientation.” Mattachine is “often
credited with inaugurating the modetn U.S. LGBT political movement”®
since it was the first of its kind to (cautiously) address political goals in
public. But from its eatly days on, a dispute delineated between Harry Hay
and co-founder Dale Jennings. The latter could not agree on Hay’s notion
that homosexuals were a cultural minority and ‘a people’ which had to be
unified.* Jennings wanted integration into the heterosexual society, Hay
a separated subgroup.” The tensions between the two led to a separation
and into the founding of ONE, Ine. in 1952 by Jennings and others. The
sustaining idea for this new organization was the attempt to establish a
publication on homosexuality. Only one year later, the first issue of ONE

7 Cf. ibid,, p. 2.

% Cf. ibid.

¥ Cf. Oritz, 2004, pp. 206—207.

4 White, C. Todd, 2009, p. 11.

4 In the early days, the members called themselves the “Society of Fools.” The name
Mattachine was brought up by Harry Hay and stems from Société Mattachine, a French
fraternity group in the late Middle Ages and early Renaissance. Their members, young
bachelors, met in secret for dances and other rituals (cf. Faderman, Lillian (2015): The
Gay Revolution. The Story of the Struggle. New York, London, Toronto et al., p. 59).

#  Cf. White, C. Todd, 2009, p. 18.

# Oritz, 2004, p. 207.

#  Cf. White, C. Todd, 2009, p. 19.

#  Cf. ibid., pp. 28-29.
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Magazine was published with Jennings as editor in chief. The magazine
achieved higher visibility in and outside the gay community and “became
the first official voice of America’s homosexual movement.”*® While Maz-
tachine was mostly male-led, ONE’s staff was co-gendered and included
several female-lesbian voices.”” In addition to the magazine, from 1956 on,
the ONE Institute for Homophile Studies organized conferences with speakers
from vatious disciplines on homosexuality*® and offered coutses of study
throughout the year.” But during the 1960s, ONE, Ine. expetienced setious
fragmentation into several different new organizations (e. g. the Homosexual
Information Center) and publications (e.g. Tangents or The Ladder) and could
only survive thanks to a generous donot.”’ ONE Magazine’s status as the
most important publication for homosexual issues was inherited by The
Adpocate, founded in Los Angeles as a newsletter in 1967 by two members
of the activist group Personal Rights in Defense and Education (PRIDE) in
response to a police raid on a black gay bar.> The newsletter quickly devel-
oped to a magazine that became a national publication and is distributed
to this day.

In 1959, ten years before the Stonewall riots in New York, the “perhaps
first homosexual uptising in the wotld”** took place in Downtown L. A. At
Cooper’s Doughnuts, located between gay bars, many LGBT(Q came to get
coffee or to find sexual encounters. Hence, the Los Angeles Police Depart-
ment, then known for its rigid policy against homosexuals, often patrolled in
front of the shop.” One night in May 1959, the police enteted the shop and
required — as usual — identification from the customers. They singled out
three of them and ordered them into their squad car. However, the customers

4 Ibid., p. 40.

4 Cf. Oritz, 2004, p. 207.

4 In fact, ONE sponsored the first Midwinter Institute in 1955. After its unexpected
success, ONE, Inc. decided to create an institution for annual conferences and further
education about homosexuality (cf. White, C. Todd, 2009, p. 73).

# Cf. ibid., pp. 73-74.

50 Cf. Oritz, 2004, p. 207.

51 Cf. Sukop, 2015, p. 118.

52 Faderman, Lillian; Timmons, Stuart (2006): Gay L. A. A History of Sexual Outlaws,
Power Politics, and Lipstick Lesbians. New York, p. 2.

5 Cf.ibid., p. 2.
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refused and the police officers fled, calling in more squad cars. Several peo-
ple were arrested and the street was closed untl the next morning.* Even
though Los Angeles was the place where institutions demanding equal rights
and visibility emerged, the legal climate for homosexuals remained hostile
and the reality on the street was rough and unpredictable.

White argues that the modern gay rights movement could have started
in any other city with a large homosexual population like New York or
San Francisco. Everywhere in the country, people began to work against
discrimination against homosexuals. The movement received its energy
through the feminist critique, the anti-establishment feeling of the Viet-
nam era, and the new ethnic and group pride.”® But in Los Angeles, peo-
ple started to stand up and to take action for themselves. They were in
the right place at the right time. Furthermore, certain conditions specific
to L. A. were equally helpful: the overall tolerance for different lifestyles
or faiths; the open-minded film industry; the hedonistic atmosphere in
the city; and the fact that California was a wealthy state in which (dis-
creet) homosexuals could make a living, even without a supportive family.
Hence, the partners of the central figures of the homophile movement
could provide for full-time activism.®

Los Angeles undoubtedly became the first hub of the modern gay
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rights movement, the “epicenter of the LGBT movement.

2.2 Los Angeles and its Jewish Community

Los Angeles’ Jewish population always was one of the most diverse in the
world. Consisting of representatives from every diaspora community and
Israel, Jewish identities in Los Angeles vary in all political, religious, and

social dimensions.™ Whereas the Jewry in New York, the second center of

5 Cf. Faderman, 2015, pp. 115-116.

% Cf. Cooper, Aaron (1989): “No Longer Invisible: Gay and Lesbian Jews Build a Move-
ment,” in: Journal of Homosexunality. Vol. 18, Issues 3—4, pp. 83—94, p. 83.

5% Cf. White, C. Todd, 2009, pp. 7-8.

57 Cf. Roots of Equality, 2011, p. 8.

% Cf. Wilson, Karen S. (2013): “Introduction: Jews in the Los Angeles Mosaic,” in: Jews in
the Los Angeles Mosaic, ed. by Karen S. Wilson. Los Angeles, Berkeley, London, pp. 2-8,

p- 4.
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American Judaism, was dominated by the experiences of mainly Fastern
European Jews within their separate communities, the Jews of Los Angeles
historically constructed “lives, identities, and relationships in American
[non-Jewish, A/N] society.” With the geographical and cultural distance
from New York, Los Angeles’ Jewry could develop its own experience.
The city welcomed Jews with its cultural diversity and freedom of self-
expression.” Jews were confronted with the city’s diversity and built up
their own identities and communities while adjusting to the cultural ten-
sions and aspirations of the city’s residents.”! In the first half of the 20™
century, Los Angeles’ Jewish community concentrated in two completely
different places: the Jewish working class in Boyle Heights and the new
Jewish elite in Hollywood. While Los Angeles itself was admired because
of its climate and location between hills and the beach, Boyle Heights
attracted working-class Jews from the American East and the Midwest with
its affordable housing and jobs.”” These immigtrants were propetly trained,
spoke proper English, and could easily adjust to their new surroundings.®
But Jews were not the only immigrants into the neighborhood. Boyle
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Heights was a “diverse urban environment,”* with an Armenian, Mexican,

Russian Molokan, and a significant black community. The experiences in
this environment were very different from those of the more ethnically
segregated working-classes in the U.S. East.”® Jews there had necessarily to

deal with ethnical and economic tensions in the neighborhood® which led

% Ibid, p. 3.

o Cf. Sandberg, Neil C. (1986): Jewish Life in Los Angeles. A Window to Tomorrow. Lanham,
New York, London, p. 1.

o Cf. Wilson, 2013, p. 4.

@ Cf. Wilson, 2013, p. 6.

% Cf. Luce, Caroline (2013): “Reexamining Los Angeles’ ‘Lower East Side”: Jewish Bakers
Union Local 453 and Yiddish Food Culture in 1920s Boyle Heights,” in: Jews in the Los
Angeles Mosaic, ed. by Karen Wilson. Los Angeles, Berkeley, London, pp. 26—42, p. 29.

¢ Ihid., p. 30.

o Cf. ibid., pp. 29-30.

% This led to two different developments: On the one hand, rabbis and religious leaders
tried to ensure that the working-class Jews did not abandon their Jewish heritage, in-
creased their notion on religion, and introduced charity-based support. On the other
hand, Yiddishists emphasized the importance of the Yiddish language and heritage and
promoted Jewish self-help mechanisms in order to “uplift” Jews by their own (cf. ibid.,
p. 30).
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to liberal visions on American society.” Hollywood created a new Jewish
elite since Jewish immigrants succeeded in establishing their studios here.
Most of them could build on their experience as theater owners on the East
Coast.” For them, the East Coast had become a token for the old America
where it had been impossible to leave their ethnicity behind.”” In only a few
years, Jews created an industry that had never been seen before and that
contributed to Los Angeles’ economic success. In accordance with that,
the term “American Dream” was invented by Jews in Hollywood.” Most
significantly, they did not have to identify as Jewish in Hollywood anymore.
Jewish identity became a choice.”" After Wortld War II, prosperity in Los
Angles and its surroundings grew and new possibilities became available to
most of its residents. Jews and other minorities left Boyle Heights, spread
out, and became developers and innovators of the city.”> Many of them left
the city center and traditional, Orthodox communities. So, they developed
a differentiated subutrban lifestyle, much eatlier than Jews in the rest of the
country. Non-Jewish influences increased especially within suburbia.” By
patronizing high and low culture and engaging in social change,™ “Jewish
Angelenos changed Los Angeles into a center of diverse American cul-
ture.”” After being excluded from the political landscape at the beginning
of the 20™ centuty, Jews gradually achieved political influence. They did
so by building multi-ethnic coalitions. For instance, the “community rela-
tions” activism of the Boyle Heights’ Jewish community helped Mexican
American Edward Roybal to be elected to the city council in 1949.7 L. A.

¢ Cf. Wilson, 2013, p. 6.

6 Cf. ibid.

®  Cf. Turan, Kenneth (2013): “Letting Jews be Jews: Ethnicity and Hollywood, Its Fall
and Rise,” in: Jews in the Los Angeles Mosaic, ed. by Karen Wilson. Los Angeles, Berkeley,
London, pp. 44-56, p. 46.

0 Cf. ibid., p. 47.

" Cf. ibid., pp. 55-56.

2 Cf. Wilson, 2013, p. 6.

7 Cf. Sandberg, 1989, pp. 9-10.

™ Cf. Wilson, 2013, p. 6.

 Ibid, p. 7.

76 Cf. Shevitz, Amy Hill (2013): “At the Intersection of Gender, Ethnicity, and the City:
Three Jewish Women in Los Angeles Politics,” in: Jews in the Los Angeles Mosaic, ed. by
Karen Wilson. Los Angeles, Berkeley, London, pp. 58—74, p. 60.
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Jews introduced a specific style of community activism and acquainted
new partners for their political goals. A rapidly changing city created new
political opportunities for Jews. For Shevitz, this is a “true Californian,”
Angeleno-style of making politics in contrast to the reprising of ethnic
politics in the Northeast or Midwest of the United States.”” Moreovet, Jews
in L. A. joined non-Jews in the upcoming civil rights, anti-war, and envi-
ronmental movements.”® Los Angeles shaped the Jews, but Jews shaped
Los Angeles as well. Confronted with multiculturalism and with a city that
enabled reinvention, L. A. Jewry was used to adapting to social changes
and quickly created solutions to new problems. Generally speaking, L. A.
Jews were already more liberal and more innovative than the rest of the
American Jewry when BCC was founded. Most innovations in American
Judaism in the last century came from the West (“left”) Coast or from lead-
ers in Los Angeles respectively. The West Coast “was and is an incubator of
new teligious approaches.”” Next to their political activism, West Coast’s
Jewry tried to build religious coalitions across a wide range of positions in
order to be successful.** Even though many revolutionary inventions came
from the West, fundamental changes had been taking place in American
synagogues in general. They also influenced and enabled the founding of
the world’s first synagogue with outreach to the gay and lesbian community.

2.3  General Changes in American Synagogues

After World War II, American synagogues underwent changes and became
very different places. Furthermore, the way Jews organized themselves
religiously changed as well — synagogues were not just places for worship
anymore.

With the individualization of Western society, Americans demanded
multiple options in life, according to their needs. In synagogues, this led
to “multiple worship opportunities.”®" According to the desires of their

7 Cf. ibid., p. 74.

s Cf. Wilson, 2013, p. 7.

7 Kaplan, 2009, p. 51.

80 Cf. ibid.

8 Wertheimer, 2018, p. 185.
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congregants, synagogues started to offer different religious services each
week, despite the risk of a synagogue’s fragmentation. At the same time,
lay commitment was generally enhanced.® Thus, setvices and the issues
raised were not only determined just by the synagogue’s leadership. Gen-
erally, lay-led services became more common and broadened the topics
and problems addressed within the congregation. The sophistication of
lay Jewish congregants challenged the sole authority of rabbis and can-
tors.® Additionally, synagogues in all denominations established a culture
of (Jewish) learning. This culture included Hebrew classes, Torah cantil-
lation and Jewish history and customs.** Social action became part of the
educational program as well. Congregations started to sponsor activities
in order to help other Jews or even the broader (non-Jewish) community,
like providing food or visiting sick community members.® Tigkun olam
initiatives became far more attractive for new members than praying inside
the synagogue building.* While acting responsibly and building social cap-
ital, upcoming social issues in the 1960s and 1970s could not be ignored.
Issues from the larger American society permeated into the synagogue’s
life and gave an impetus to question Jewish tradition on how they would
approach those challenges. Controversies over how much a synagogue had
to deal with political and ideological discussions arose and challenged both

religious leaders as well as lay congregants.”” Undoubtedly,

“[s]ince the 1970s, the synagogue has been anything but an uncontested bed-
rock of American Jewish life. [...] Synagogues [...] have been responsive to
cultural and social change and the challenges posed. [...] [TThey have become

important testing grounds, even battlegrounds for shaping American Juda-

ism.”"

8 Cf. ibid., p. 186.

8 Cf. ibid., pp. 188-189.

8 Cf. ibid., p. 191.

8 Cf. ibid., p. 193.

8 Cf. ibid., p. 194.

8 Cf. ibid.
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One major impetus on the American synagogue was the feminist move-
ment. Women gained a more active role and became equal to their male
counterparts, at least in non-Orthodox congregations. Reform Judaism,
especially, made significant changes as there was traditionally little ideolog-
ical opposition towards egalitarianism.”” Already in the eatly history of the
movement (19" century), many ritual restrictions for women were lifted.
Religious thinkers argued both for women’s religious equality and against
the religious laws and customs that differentiated between men and wom-
en.” Therefore, at least, the theoretical ground was ready. However, male
leadership remained silent. Feminists started to challenge their attitudes,
most importantly in the National Federation of Temple Sisterhoods INFTS, today
Women of Reform Judaism). NFTS had already been founded in the 1910s and
initially championed the women’s traditional role in Judaism limited to the
private sphere. However, within the Sisterhoods, women could gain Jewish
education and enhance their leadership skills. Women-related topics like sex-
ual abuse or female spirituality were first discussed here. In 1963, the NFTS
called for the ordination of women as rabbis and openly demanded that the
male-led authorities of Jewish institutions give up their reluctance in this
matter.”’ Already in the late 1950s, a committee, formed by the president
of the CCAR, had recommended the ordination of women, but the final
decisions at the Hebrew Union College — Jewish Institute of Religion (HUC-JIR)
and CCAR took another decade.”? Finally, Sally Priesand was ordained in
1972 as the first female rabbi in the United States. Her ordination not only
had a symbolic value but opened the way for women to increase their influ-
ence in the synagogue’s life.”? During this first stage of modern Jewish fem-

inism — “equal access feminism™* as Elyse Goldstein calls it — women were

and Their Members, ed. by Jack Wertheimer. New Brunswick, New Jersey, London,
pp. 269-358, p. 271.

8 Cf. Kaplan, 2003, pp. 187-188.
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ot Cf. ibid., p. 33.

%2 Cf. Kaplan, 2003, p. 192.

% Cf. ibid., p. 191.

% Goldstein, 2018, p. 34.



INFLUENCES ON THE FOUNDING OF BETH CHAYIM CHADASHIM 25

focused on how to gain the same opportunities and responsibilities as men.
At a single stroke, women became instantly visible within the synagogue
and changed the perception of how a synagogue had to be congregationally
constructed. Later, they further challenged the whole theological system and
its patriarchal origins.”® Denise Eger concludes that the inclusion of homo-
sexual Jews in Reform Judaism was only possible through the innovative
atmosphere which arose from the equality and ordination of women and the
questioning of gender roles in Jewish religious life and practice.”® Howevet,
synagogues did not always address the needs of their congregants. Some of
them refused innovations and stuck to the traditional top-down governance,
others did not implement change as fast as desired. Thus, alternatives to the
denominational synagogues were created. The most famous instance were
the many bavurot, groups of young Jews in their twenties and thirties, praying
outside the synagogue and outside the three major denominations. A whole
wave of havirot emerged from the 1960s into the mid-1970s.” Their mem-
bers criticized the traditional synagogues with their exuberant expressions
to the surrounding world and rejected the denominations — but not Juda-
ism per se. They wanted to remain small and independent groups in which
they could pray, study, and provide a community.” Havuror are often referred
to as a central element in Jewish counterculture. Within and through them
political, religious, cultural, and communal ideas for a social transformation
were shared and distributed.” The so-called “niche synagogues” are another
phenomenon of a counterculture. They attracted members and attendees
from far beyond their local neighborhood as they offered a specific religious
agenda.'” Jews came togethet, created their own prayers and services, ini-

tially without any rabbinic guidance, and wete proud of themselves and their

% Cf. ibid.

%  Cf. Eger, Denise (2001): “Embracing Lesbian and Gay Men. A Reform Jewish Innova-
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outreach.'” One niche was occupied by so called Humanistic congregations,
the first of which was founded in 1963 in a subutb of Detroit. The members
of Human Congregation built on traditional liturgy and some Jewish texts,
celebrated lifecycle events but did not pray. They defined themselves as sec-
ulatists and nontheistic."” With the foundation of BCC and other gay out-
reach synagogues, these congregations claimed another niche in the complex
thicket of American congregational life in the 1970s. The changes in Jewish
synagogal life belonged to larger trends in American religious life. Changes
such as women’s equality or the inclusion of lay congregants in planning and
executing services had strong parallels with similar developments in Chris-
tian congregations.'” Creating a balance between continuity and innovation
among religious groups and individuals can be considered “paradigmatically
American.”'™ In American Christendom, groups with a special purpose
formed “subaltern communities,” organizational forms which were subor-
dinated or excluded from the dominant Christian institutions. Mostly out of
marginalization, they founded their own alternative institutions as a political
act and/or created spiritual platforms that included spititual “safe spaces.”'”
The most important subaltern community for the purpose of this study is
the Universal Fellowship of Metropolitan Commnnity Churches. Beth Chayim Cha-
dashim was born from its mother church, founded in Los Angeles in 1968.

2.4 The Metropolitan Community Church:
BCC’s Birthplace

The situation in Los Angeles in the late 1960s was promising for homo-
sexuals. The homophile movement already had more than ten years of
expetience. Its members usually criticized the churches and other reli-

glous institutions for their rigorous alienation of anyone who came out
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104 Cf. Gray, Edward R.; Thumma, Scott (2005): “Introduction,” in: Gay Religion, ed.
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pp. XI-XVI, p. XIL
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of the closet. However, the movement “helped construct the theological
and institutional groundwork”'* for an emerging gay religious movement,
based on a principle of revealing its member’s identities and confronting
the social world with their appearance.'” The first gay religious gatherings
and groups are recorded as early as the 1950s, but they either did not last
long or never formed their own congregations.'” That changed with MCC,
which was founded in October 1968. Its history is inextricably linked with
the biography of its founder Troy Perry. Troy Perry was born on July 27,
1940, in Tallahassee, Florida. As the oldest of five boys, he had to take
responsibility for his family after his father died in a car accident. Perry
enjoyed going to different churches,'” whereas his family only went to
their Baptist church on special occasions.'” When his mother re-martied,
he had problems with his stepfather, so he left home for Georgia to stay
with his aunt. At the age of thirteen, he started preaching at a small Pen-
tecostal church.'! After his mother divorced her second husband, Perry
went back to Florida and supported his mother in getting licensed as a
ptreacher by the Southern Baptist church. At the time, Perry called himself
a “religious fanatic.”""? Shortly after he quit high school, Perty married his
pastor’s daughter and they had two children. However, he already knew
about his homosexual desires and tried to explore them further by read-
ing about them. He even had sexual relations with men during his travels
around Alabama as an evangelist of the Church of God.'”” One of his lov-
ers spoke publicly about their encounters, which instigated his excommu-
nication. After appealing for around a year, Perry outed himself in front

of his overseet, accepted his ban from church, and ended the relationship
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with his wife.!'*

Perry got a job offer in Los Angeles and moved in with
his mother who had relocated there with her fourth husband. In mid-
1960s L. A., he made contact with other homosexuals and discovered the
gay scene in Hollywood. There, he met Willie Smith who became Perry’s
roommate, best friend, and “gay mother,” a person who introduces one
to other homosexuals.'"> Between 1965 and 1967, Perry served in the U.S.
Army and when he returned from different bases in Europe, he tried to
find a new home in church. But the experience was always the same — as
soon as the congregation found out about his homosexuality, Perry was
alienated and had to start again.'' Privately, Perry fell in love with another
man, but his lover rejected and left him. In response, Perry tried to commit
suicide. During his recovery, Perry reports of encounters with God him-
self who told him that God would love him despite his homosexuality:'"’
He developed the idea of a church with special outreach to the gay and
lesbian community, even though his friends thought that no gay person

118

would be interested in religion anymore.""® Thanks to his former experi-

ence as a pastot, he knew how to teach out to people,'"

so Perry bought an
advertisement in the newly established newspaper The Advocate.

On October 6, 1968, twelve men and women showed up at Perry’s
address where they celebrated the first service of what later would be
called the Metropolitan Community Church. Among them was one heterosex-
ual couple and one Jew.'* Within a few weeks, the numbers of attendees
outgrew Perry’s living room and the services were relocated to a women’s
club.’?' Already in 1970, the movement spread out to four other cities in
the U.S. and in September, representatives from these branches met

for the inaugural conference of the Universal Fellowship of Metropolitan

14 Cf. ibid., pp. 19-24.
115 Cf. Perry, 2014, p. 30.
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18 Cf. ibid., p. 47.
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Community Churches.'** Today, more than 200 congregations are part of this
umbrella organization. The sublime success of this church can first be
attributed to the charismatic leadership and the visionary commitment of
Troy Perty.'” He became “the major gay religious leader.”'** On the other
hand, Los Angeles’ gay community supported the church, especially bar
owners and The Adyocate which distributed MCC’s advertisements regularly
(which gained in prominence as The Adpocate became a nationally distrib-
uted newspaper).'” Despite Perry’s Pentecostal background, he estab-
lished a broad doctrinal range right from the beginning, which included
Evangelical Reformed, Presbyterian, and independent Catholic voices
into his services."* MCC’s growth was accompanied by increasing political
and religious diversity. Local pastors were free to experiment. This led to
a wide range of theological and liturgical expressions.'” Today, congte-

gations offer a mix of Anglican, Pentecostal, and Protestant forms, held

128

together by their commitment to gay spirituality.'”® However, Perry not

solely limited his commitment to the religious sphere. As a religious leader,
he engaged in social activism. He fought for the rights of homosexuals

during demonstrations and rallies. His work “was modeled on the goals of

the black church in America in its struggles for civil rights””'#

During the late 1960s and eatly 1970s, MCC was often the only
institution addressing the spititual needs of queer people.””” Since Troy
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his small group moved to Los Angeles shortly after. Early meetings consisted of group
therapy, textual discussions, and a Holy Mass. However, Dignity only started growing
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Perry gained far-reaching respect through his political engagement, non-
Christians were also increasingly attracted to MCC. Perry encouraged
everyone, regardless of their religious background and practice, to attend
MCCs services.””! Non-Christians could become “friends” of the church
but not official members.”** Especially Jewish homosexuals were highly
visible at MCC L. A." Throughout the country, MCC became a spititual
home for gay Jews searching for religious support without denying their
sexuality.®* These Jews felt rejected by the homophobic environment in
their home synagogues which usually had a strong focus on marriage and
family — values homosexual Jews could not fulfill. With this background,
a meeting of the weekly Jewish rap group session at MCC L. A. on April
4, 1972, constituted the founding of the Metropolitan Community Temple
(MCT), later renamed to Beth Chayim Chadashin.

held meetings, Bible study sessions, support groups, or social interactions (cf. Wilcox,
2004, p. 219). Local independent gay clergy founded their own congregations but never
reached an impact beyond their cities (cf. White, Heather Rachelle, 2008, pp. 113-115).
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3 A New Synagogue is Born —
First Steps and Consolidation

3.1 Building up a Congregation
When MCC L. A. took up its work and attracted people from all religious

backgrounds, Jews were able to express their sexual and religious identities
for the first time. But it became obvious that Jews as “friends” could not
contribute to the Christian church’s policies and services. Regardless of
how welcoming the MCC was, Jews felt the need to practice their own
religion. During a Chanukah service at MCC in 1971, first conversations
occutred about forming an independent prayer group.”® However, it took
until April 4, 1972, for the idea of a gay temple to become more concrete:
MCC offered weekly rap groups in which political and everyday issues
were discussed. On the mentioned day, only four people showed up: Selma
Kay, Jerry Small, Jerry Gordon, and Bob Zalkin."*® They quickly realized
that they all were Jews. Selma Kay raised the question of why they should
not form a temple with outreach to gay Jews."” They wanted to create a
safe space for worshipping within the Jewish tradition and a community

135 Cf. BCCR, Box 12, Folder 1, miscellaneous document titled “Shalom.”
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11, 2019)). However, there is no evidence for Johnson’s claim in the temple’s archives.
On the contrary: Early minutes only mention four Jews being present on April 4, 1972
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by Jerry Small; ibid., Box 4, Folder 5, “Beth Chayim Chadashim — The House of New
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sible (cf. BCCR, Box 31, Folder 9, Mailing List July 26, 1973). Therefore, there is no
evidence for changing Stephen J. Sass’ account in the temple’s first history.
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which integrated their identity as gays and lesbians.”*® The four founders
decided to reach out to Troy Perry first, asking him to use the church’s
facilities. Perry replied in favor of this endeavor, charged nothing for the
facilities, and added: “No matter what you do, make sure you make it really
Jewish.”*” Furthermore, he gave them the names of twelve other Jews he
knew at MCC L. A.

The next step was reaching out to the local Jewish community. Jerry
Small was assigned to build up connections and to gain support for the
idea. He acquired the name of a rabbi who was described as sympathetic
and helpful. However, he wanted to remain anonymous." The rabbi was
shocked by the idea at first but finally agreed to meet with Small. During
that meeting, the rabbi went through all possibilities and made clear that
the only reasonable chance for any kind of acceptance would be con-
tacting the UAHC."*! Troy Perry helped to set up the contact with Rabbi
Erwin Herman, the regional director of the Pacific Southwest Council
of the UAHC.'*? Small contacted Rabbi Herman, but due to medical rea-
sons, Herman was not able to meet with him, which is why Rabbi Arnold

14 Small was

Kaiman, Herman’s assistant, welcomed Small in his office.
ready to fight for his idea. However, Kaiman’s answer to his inquiry was:
“What can we do to help?” Indeed, Kaiman himself was known to be an
“innovator” who had already conducted interfaith marriages in the 1970s,
or used popular music in his services,'** but his being open to a synagogue
for homosexuals was still a surprise for Small. Kaiman advised holding
organizational meetings in order to create a congregation in a slow found-
ing process.' The Union itself held prayer books, a Torah as a loan from

the Hebrew University in Los Angeles, and candlesticks at the group’

138 Cf. ibid.

139 Thid.

140 Cf. BCCR, Box 8, Folder 7, “In the beginning there were four.”

141 Cf. ibid.

142 Cf. Edwards, Lisa (2008): “Erwin Herman — BCC’s Founding Rabbi,” in: G vanim.
Vol. 36, No. 5, pp. 1-2, p. 1.

14 Hertz, 2008, p. 39.

4 Cf. Sukop, 2015, p. 123.

145 Cf. BCCR, Box 8, Folder 7, “In the beginning there were four.”
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disposal.' The only constraint was that the new congregation should not
attract too much publicity, giving it enough freedom to develop and to gain
viability for a difficult process of official recognition.!” It is obvious that
the decision for Reform Judaism as the temple’s affiliation was made quite
early, even before holding the first service. This choice appears to have
been an opportunistic one. None of the four founders had been affiliated
with the Jewish community at that time.'** Whereas Conservative Judaism
is attached to rabbinical and biblical traditions and was unanimously hos-
tile towards homosexual Jews in the 1970s, a relative openness for new
ideas was seen in the Reform Movement, especially on the East Coast.
Only within this movement, the synagogue could grow and become an
impact on the gay Jewish community. Without the seed funding and other
resources provided by the Union, MCT was unlikely to survive in the long

term.!'¥

The prospect of financial and non-material support fostered the
decision to guide the new synagogue towards a Reform congregation, even
though its first members came from different religious backgrounds.
With the help of the names provided by Troy Perry, the four founders
gathered around a dozen Jews from MCC for an ad hoc committee on May
9, 1972. The committee decided to name the “sponsoring organization
for the Friday Night Service” Metropolitan Community Temple. The attendees
expressed the desire to conduct Reform services, probably because Jerry
Small’s meeting with the UAHC had been positive. Reverend Perry was
to announce the first service during his own services, and additionally, an
announcement in The Adpocate was to be published. All activities of MCT
were to be held in accordance with MCC, based on the awareness that
MCT could only flourish in cooperation with the church.'™ The first set-
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vice was then held on June 9 with around 15 people®! in the living room

146 Cf. Small, 1973, p. 3.

147 Cf. Herman, Erwin L. (1973): “A Synagogue for Jewish Homosexuals,” in: CCAR Jour-
nal. Vol. XX, No. 3, Issue No. 82, pp. 33—40, p. 34.

18 Cf. Sass, 2002, p. 6.

149 Cf. Sukop, 2015, p. 122.

150 Cf. BCCR, Box 1, Folder 1, Meeting Notes of May 9, 1972.

151 The exact number varies in different sources. Hertz and Sass speak of 15 people (cf.
Hertz, 2008, p. 40 and Sass, 2002, p. 7), Small counted 16 (cf. BCCR, Box 8, Folder 7,
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of founding member Jerry Gordon.'” One month latet, on July 9, Rabbi
Kaiman gave the new congregation a “send-off” during an ecumenical
service in MCC, together with Troy Perry who introduced MCT to the
community.'® After that service, an organizational meeting was held in
order to officially form MCT.

The organizational meetings which followed led to a distinctive vision
for the new synagogue: The goal was to form “a ‘temple’ of the Jewish
faith — to minister the needs of the Jewish and those other interested peo-
ple to worship in the Jewish faith.”'** Education, Jewish culture and liv-
ing as well as promoting community projects and interests would become
central elements of the synagogue’s work."”® MCT was to be guided by a
board of directors and one day, it should hire a rabbi. The temple intended
to maintain strong relations with MCC and Reverend Perry. A Custodian
Committee (that was later renamed Ritual Committee), a Membership
Committee, Culture Committee, and a Social Committee would provide
the necessary infrastructure.” It was decided not to raise any dues from
the members. Instead, a hat was passed around for a collection every
week. In this procedure, the early members saw the best possibility to raise
money, together with donations for special projects or fundraising events.
A by-law committee was compiled in order to give the congregations an
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official structure.”” Jerry Small and Selma Kay were appointed as co-chairs

until the first elections would take place.'®

The weekly Friday night services were relocated to MCC. They were
created and led by lay members. The congregation was too small to hire
its own rabbi, but the members were successful in hiring guest rabbis who
officiated on occasion. The members of the Ritual Committee designed

“In the beginning there were four”), and an article in the NewsWest from October 2,
1975 speaks of 17 (cf. Sarff, 1975, p. 10).

152 Cf. Sass, 2002, p. 7.

155 Cf. Small, 1973, p. 3.

15 BCCR, Box 1, Folder 1, Meeting July 20, 1972.

155 Cf. ibid., Box 4, Folder 5, “Beth Chayim Chadashim — The House of New Life,” p. 3.

15 Cf. ibid., Box 1, Folder 1, Meeting July 20, 1972.

157 Cf. ibid., Box 4, Folder 5, “Beth Chayim Chadashim — The House of New Life,” p. 3.

15 Cf. ibid., List of Executive Officers for Beth Chayim Chadashim, A Metropolitan Com-
munity Temple.
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“creative services,” reflecting the member’s different religious backgrounds.
The committee drew on liturgy by Reform and Conservative congrega-
tions.” Often, they followed the Union Prayer book but added different
elements from the Torah or from Haftarot. Lorena Wellington, MCT’s first
secretary, stated: “Perhaps our services were too radical, others said they
were too orthodox, others said they were too conservative. [...] we learned

2’10 But she added in a sermon in December 1972:

by trial and etror |[...]
“Tho [sicl] we differ in practice, [...] we have two factors in common. We
are [g]ay but more important, [w]e are Jews; Jews who identify with Juda-
ism, and we were proud of our more than 5,000 years of hetitage.”'!
The new congregation succeeded in conducting the first High Holiday
services without a rabbi,'” with “merely rabbinical direction” from the
UAHC. Cantor Mary Anne Freiheiter (later Kadosh), heterosexual herself,
assisted during the services.'” Around 175 people attended the services,
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homosexual and heterosexual alike,'* symbolizing the need of a syna-

gogue with outreach to the gay and lesbian community.

3.2 Supporters from the First Minute:
Erwin and Agnes Herman

The new congregation could rely on a number of early supporters, whose
support was crucial in its forming years. Firstly, Reverend Troy Perry
encouraged the Jewish visitors of his church in founding their own temple.
He used his connections with the L. A. religious and political landscape in
order to foster the founding process and intensively promoted acquiring
new members. His church provided space for MCT until the congrega-
tion found its own building in 1977. Secondly, Norman Eichberg, then
president of the Pacific Southwest Council of the UAHC, supported the

159 Cf. Sass, 2002, p. 7.

160 BCCR, Box 4, Folder 5, “Beth Chayim Chadashim — The House of New Life,” p. 7.

161 Ibid., Box 8, Folder 18, “What are we,” Sermon, Lorena Wellington 12—72.

162 Rabbi Herman noted that there were homophobic tendencies that prevented the con-
gregation from obtaining a rabbi for the High Holidays (see Chapter 4.2 “Leave the deci-
sion to the homosexuals:” Supporting BCC's Admission).

163 Cf. BCCR, Box 30, Folder 1, Invitation First High Holiday Services.

164 Cf. Sass, 2002, p. 9.
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congregation from the moment he heard about its founding. His moti-
vation stemmed from the coming-out of his own son Rob.'®® Eichberg
conducted the first Passover Seder in April 1973 and remained a regular
guest during important services.

But the most influential support was given by Rabbi Erwin Herman
and his wife Agnes. Both experienced the same, unexpected confrontation
with homosexuality as Eichberg: Their son, Jeff, came out as gay as well.
It was a challenging time for the couple: “We needed time, time to think,
to talk to each other.”'® Especially Erwin had had a traditional and anti-

gay mindset.'”’

Years followed in which the Hermans’ went through ther-
apy and reflection. With learning more about Jeff and his life, Agnes and
Erwin became more and more at ease with his sexuality.'*® This personal
experience might have been the incentive for Erwin Herman to take on
the rabbinic support for MCT after Jerry Small met with Rabbi Kaiman.'®

“Rabbi Herman became our champion,”'® MCT’s sectetary Lotena
Wellington summarized. Not only did he become a paying member (until
his death in 2008), but he was an important advisor and mentor for the lay-
led services."”" He helped to obtain guest speakers and provided the con-
gregation with the necessary material for services and education classes
(for instance a Judaica collection and a yad for Torah reading).'”” Herman
even became a spokesperson for the congregation. He gave interviews in
favor of the synagogue and underlined his support, for instance in The Jew-
ish Heritage at the beginning of 1973: “From the point of view of Reform
Judaism, these [i.e. homosexuals| are people facing their own condition.
They have become a social grouping.”'” The members of the synagogue

165 Cf. ibid., p. 7.

166 Herman, Agnes G. (1985): “My Son and I Came Out of the Closet,” in: Reconstructionist.
Vol. L1, No. 2, pp. 26-31, p. 28.

167 Cf. Hertz, 2008, p. 42.

168 Cf. Herman, Agnes, 1985, pp. 29-31.

169 Cf. Hertz, 2008, p. 40.

170 BCCR, Box 4, Folder 5, “Beth Chayim Chadashim — The House of New Life,” p. 2.

7 Cf. ibid.

172 Cf. Sass, 2002, p. 7.

173 BCCR, Box 3, Folder 14, Clipping “Homosexuals Have Own Synagogue” by David
Weismann.
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replied with gratitude and interest. During their first visit to MCT, Agnes
and Erwin Herman were welcomed directly on the steps and were escorted
into the building. They remembered it as the warmest greeting they ever
received.'™

Rabbi Herman understood how important it was to create a safe and
spiritual place for gay and lesbian Jews. Therefore, he guided the temple
through the affiliation process of the UAHC. He knew what an impact the
recognition of MCT/BCC could have on the whole Reform Movement
and for the recognition and integration of queet Jews in organized Jewish
life in general.'” But the Hermans did not stop there. They committed
themselves to gender equality and LGBTQ rights for their whole lives
from there on. In 2001, they contributed financially to the I7rtual Resource
Center for Sexnal Orientation Issues at the Institute for Judaism and Sexual
Orientation (located at HUC-JIR Los Angeles). Its purpose is to empa-
thize with the needs of queer Jews and to promote inclusivity in Jewish
communities. The center was named after their son Jeff who eventually
died of AIDS."¢ Rabbi Herman’s efforts were undoubtedly essential for
the success of BCC; he was indeed “BCC’s founding rabbi.”'"”

3.3 Decisive Congregational Meetings
in December 1972 and January 1973

After the successful High Holiday services in September 1972, the leading
members of the congregation attempted to consolidate the newly founded
temple. A committee was formed to work out by-laws. As a reference, the
committee’s members used by-laws from the twelve largest U.S. congrega-
tions.!” Their work resulted in the first by-laws that were passed in a gen-

174 Cf. Edwards, 2008, p. 2.

175 Cf. Hertz, 2008, pp. 44—45.

176 Cf. Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion (April 2,2001): Agnes and Rabbi
Erwin Herman Establish Virtual Resource Center for HUC-JIR’s Sexual Orientation Is-
sues in Congregations and Community Initiative. http://huc.edu/news/2001/04/02/
agnes-and-rabbi-erwin-herman-establish-virtual-resource-center-huc-jirs-sexual (last
retrieved March 13, 2019).

177 Cf. Edwards, 2008.

178 Cf. BCCR, Box 4, Folder 5, “Beth Chayim Chadashim — The House of New Life,” p. 3.
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eral meeting of MCT members in Octobet. They regulated all the temple’s
current issues comprehensively (executive boards, committees) as well as
future ones (e. g hiring a rabbi). Right at the start, the by-laws codified the
temple’s purpose:

“to affirm [...] faithful attachment to Judaism and to apply the principles of
Judaism to their personal conduct, to family life, to interpersonal relationships,

and to society.”'”

The congregation, therefore, expressed its intention to affiliate with the
UAHC at this point already. Notably, the by-laws stated that Judaism
should not be interpreted inconsistently with Reform Judaism.'™ That
direction was unquestioned and the congregation headed towards affilia-
tion with the Reform Movement.

More debatable was the by-laws’ Article V concerning membership.
By-law committee members Gerry Gordon and Jerry Krieger presented
their vision of “What A Member Is” during the general meeting men-

tioned above. The minutes report a discussion on the issue,'™ resulting in:

“A member is any person accepting the Purposes of Metropolitan Commu-
nity Temple. The Metropolitan Community Temple being a Jewish House of
Worship.”'#

The policy accepting “any person” as a synagogue member caused rejec-
tion by parts of the congregation. At that moment, the notion to accept
heterosexuals as members was indisputable. They were essential support-
ers. However, the question of whether non-Jews could join the synagogue
was controversial. Shortly after the general meeting’s decision, 13 mem-

bers gathered in another informal meeting and signed a petition calling

17 Ibid., Box 3, Folder 24, By Laws of the Metropolitan Community Temple October 17,
1972.

180 Cf. ibid.

181 Cf. BCCR, Box 1, Folder 1, General Meeting of Metropolitan Community Temple Oc-
tober 6, 1972.

182 ]bid., Box 3, Folder 24, By Laws of the Metropolitan Community Temple October 17,
1972.
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for a reconsideration of the matter.'" The Steeting Committee addressed
this petition on November 6 and decided to reopen the debate about the
by-laws on membership in the next congregational meeting. Both sides
were supposed to have the chance to present their arguments. The com-
mittee itself did not want to take any position yet."®*

The committee sent out a letter to all congregants with a list of pro and
contra statements on November 19."® The arguments presented argued
for or against a closed membership that would be only accessible for Jews:
On the pro side, the temple should be a Jewish house of worship. An open
membership would negate the original purpose of the congregation and
confuse the religious identity of the temple. By emphasizing their Jewish-
ness and having Jewish leadership and participation, the members on the
pro side believed they would reaffirm and rediscover their joy in Judaism.
Additionally, in the light of increasing antisemitism in society, Jews should
stand together and declare their shared identity. A closed membership
policy would achieve respect and admiration among Christians. Another
major argument concerned the aspired membership with the UAHC. An
open membership would threaten the Union’s support and recognition. A
rejection by the Union would mean “derriving [sic!] us of the opportunity
of being a vital force in the gay community.”'®

The members supporting an open membership reminded the congre-
gation that Jews and gays “have been the subject of the worse sorts of
disctimination through the years.”"” The congtregation should not exclude
anyone who supports the same goals. They criticized the assumption that

185 Cf. ibid., Box 26, Folder 10, letter to the congregation of November 19, 1972.

184+ Cf. ibid., Box 1, Folder 2, Steering Committee Meeting November 6, 1972.

185 In the same letter, the committee announced that they would intend to change the
name of the temple from Metropolitan Community Temple to Beth Or Shalom — The House
of The Light of Peace (cf. ibid., Box 26, Folder 10, letter to the congregation of Novem-
ber 19, 1972). During the congregational meeting on December 15, the members dis-
cussed various Hebrew names for the synagogue. A decision was postponed to another
congregational meeting in January. A Naming Committee was installed in order to do
research on the various proposed names (cf. ibid., Box 1, Folder 2, Congregational
Meeting December 15, 1972).

186 Tbid., Box 26, Folder 10, Pro Points.

187 Ibid., Box 25, Folder 18, Arguments for Retaining Present Membership Requirements.
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non-Jews would wish to undermine the Jewish character of the temple.
This attitude would attest to a basic lack of faith in the people. If non-Jews
were to be excluded, heterosexuals would have to be excluded as well in
consequence since they could attempt to try to influence and determine
the temple’s gay outreach. The contra side called for testing the member-
ship policies that had been already laid down in the last congregational
meeting.'®

Before the congregation could vote on the issue, a significant change
in their leadership took place. During the Steering Committee meeting
on November 19, co-chair Selma Kay handed in a letter of resignation.
She explained it with health issues but elaborated in depth on the inability
of her co-chair Jerry Small to work as a team: He “has become increas-
ingly hostile and unwilling to share this leadership position.”'® In order
to protect herself, she withdrew from her position as chairwoman. After
her letter was read out during the committee meeting, Jerry Small imme-
diately submitted his verbal resignation from the chair as well.”" Latert, he
emphasized in a letter to the committee that he resigned from an office
but not from the temple and that he would work harder than before for

the temple’s success.'”!

Sherry Sokoloff was then elected interim president
until the election of the temple’s officers planned for January.'”

Sokoloff had to guide the congregation through important decisions.
The first at the congregational meeting on December 15 was on a closed
or open membership. The Steering Committee unanimously decided to
support a closed membership.'”> Sokoloff tied her future as interim pres-
ident to the vote. In her call to business for the congregational meeting,
she prepared two scenarios. If the congregation voted for the open mem-
bership policy, she would step down and leave the congregation to itself.
In the case of a closed membership, she prepared to appoint a nominating

188 Cf. ibid., Arguments for Retaining Present Membership Requirements.

189 BCCR, Box 206, Folder 10, letter of resignation November 19, 1972.

190 Cf. ibid., Box 1, Folder 2, Steering Committee Meeting November 19, 1972.
w1 Cf. ibid., letter of Jerry Small from December 11, 1972.

2 Cf. ibid., Steering Committee Meeting November 19, 1972.

193 Cf. ibid., Steering Committee Meeting December 12, 1972.
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committee for the first election of the board of directors.!” Eventually,
the congregation voted 20-8 in favor of a closed membership.'” That
cleared the way for the next congregational meeting on January 26, 1973.
Here, the members were not only supposed to elect the temple’s officers,
but they were also to vote for a new, Hebrew name for the congregation as
well. This was regarded as necessary in order to distinguish the synagogue
from MCC."

The previously installed Naming Committee suggested several names.
Besides the Steering Committee’s favorite “Beth Or Shalom — The House
of the Light of Peace,” other suggestions were “Children of Pride —
Yeladim Shel Gaavah,” “The House of the Children of Peace — Beth
Yeladim [sic!] Shalom,” “The House of the Children of Unity — Beth
Yeladim Shel Achdus,” “The House of Eternal Truth — Beth Tamit [sic!]
Emeth,” “The House of Wisdom and Understanding — Beth Chohma
VeHavanah,” “The House of Eternal Life — Beth Ha Chayim,” “Temple
Emanual”, and “Congregation Beth Ahavah (The House of Love).”"”
Jerry Small noted during the congregational meeting that the synagogue’s
name should reflect its ties with MCC.'”® He suggested “House of New
Life,” inspired by New Life, MCC’s newsletter. During the meeting, a
friend translated it into “Beth Chayim Chadash” which was passed with
26-0 votes. Later, it was pointed out that the Hebrew was incorrect, so the
congtregation changed it to “Beth Chayim Chadashim.”'”

The second decision made in the meeting was the election of the tem-
ple’s first board of directors. Rabbi Herman recalls those elections to be
“torrid:”?" Stuart Zinn defeated the former co-chair Selma Kay in the race
for the temple’s president. Jerry Small became vice-president, Milt Sanford

194 Cf. ibid., Call of Business Congregational Meeting December 15, 1972.

195 Cf. ibid., Congregational Meeting December 15, 1972.

19 Cf. Sass, 2002, p. 9.

7 Cf. BCCR, Box 1, Folder 3, Suggested Names for the Temple.

19 Conversation with Jerry Small by phone (October 26, 2018).

19 Stephen J. Sass stated that Rabbi Herman had noted this inconsistency (cf. Sass, 2002,
p. 10). However, Rabbi Stanford Ragins also claims to be the one to have corrected the
mistake (personal conversation with Rabbi Stanford Ragins on October 30, 2018).

20 Herman, 1973, p. 36.
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treasurer, and Lorena Wellington was approved as secretary. Additionally,
the members voted on a revised version of the by-laws. With these by-laws,
the temple was ready to receive a non-profit status and incorporation by
the state and federal governments.™

Now, the congregation was ready to face other important decisions in
the future, most notably the admission to the UAHC. To celebrate the
success of the evening, a few members went out for a late night snack
at a local deli. However, the celebrations were interrupted by a shocking

message: MCC’s building was on fire.

3.4 Between Devastation and Intense Joy

The fire at MCC was “of suspicious origin.” The victims suspected sab-
otage, but an electrical short could not be precluded.*” Later, arson was
ruled out by the Fire Department™ and chatges have never been filed.*
As soon as the celebrating members of BCC received the message
about the fire, they rushed to the venue. They knew that their Torah was
still in the building and shouted at the fire chief. Persuaded, he asked for
one member to go into the burning building to rescue the Torah. BCC’s
members selected their recently elected president Stuart Zinn. He carried
the scroll out of the burning church, “waterdamaged, but safe.”” The
congregation spent the entire night drying and recovering the Torah scroll:
“Our togetherness was never closer than at that moment.”* Later, the
congregation had the Torah repaired and returned it to its owner, the
Hebrew University of Los Angeles. However, their meeting space was lost.
Nevertheless, the congregation decided to support MCC by rededicating

their monthly rent for the church’s facilities to a donation.””

201 Cf. BCCR, Box 1, Folder 3, Order of Business Congregational Meeting January 20,
1973.
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27 Cf. BCCT, Box 1, Folder 5, Board of Directors Special Meeting January 28, 1973.



A NEW SYNAGOGUE 1S BORN 43

When both rabbis Leonard 1. Beerman and Sanford Ragins of the Leo
Baeck Temple (LBT) in Los Angeles heard about what had happened, they
immediately contacted BCC and offered them their temple’s classtooms
free of charge. Rabbi Ragins could not imagine and had never heard about
a synagogue for homosexuals before. When the press reported about the
fire in MCC and simultaneously mentioned BCC, Ragins began to question
his own reservations towards homosexuals. However, to him, it was more
important for the moment that a Jewish congregation, regardless of its
otientation, was in urgent need.””® So, he and Rabbi Beerman asked their
temple’s boatd for its approval to host BCC. Nobody objected.*” BCC
moved to LBT for the next 14 months and both rabbis became influential
supporters of the congregation, officiating on occasion or speaking up in
public on its behalf.

However, with the fire, another problem arose for BCC. Due to the
national popularity of MCC, media throughout the U.S. covered the inci-
dent. As a result, BCC attracted more attention on a national scale. The
knowledge about BCC’s connections to the UAHC was at first limited to
the West Coast’s rabbinic leadership.”’ The UAHC and especially Rabbi
Herman wanted to prevent publicity in order to prepare the application
process without an eatly and uncontrollable debate about Jewish homo-
sexuals. Most significant was an article by John Dart in the Los Angeles
Times on February 14, 1973. This article circulated throughout the coun-
try. Dart wrote about Rabbi Herman’s support of the gay outreach syna-
gogue and the UAHC’s involvement in its founding.”! The media coverage
caused intensive debates within the American Reform Movement which
led to the composition of several responsa dealing with the nature of gay

outreach synagogues.”'?

208 Personal conversation with Rabbi Sanford Ragins (October 30, 2018).

29 Cf. Sass, 2002, p. 11.

20 Cf. Hertz, 2008, p. 51.

21 Cf. Dart, John (February 14, 1973): “Growing Homosexual Churches Aid Many,” in:
Los Angeles Times.

212 These responsa will be addressed in Chapter 4 Applying for Membership into the Union of
American Hebrew Congregations.
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After BCC’s relocation to LBT and after getting acquainted with the
new situation, the congregation came together on March 3 to celebrate the
acquisition of their own Torah scroll. Already in 1972, MCT’s leadership
had discovered the Memorial Scrolls Trust of Westminster Synagogue in
the United Kingdom. The synagogue stored 1,564 Torah scrolls that were
collected at the Jewish Museum in Prague from congregations wiped out
by the Nazis in 1942. Three Jews from London purchased and rescued the
scrolls and brought them to the U. K. The Memorial Trust’s mission was to
hand out these Torah scrolls to vivid Jewish communities on a permanent,

lifetime loan. An anonymous donot?"

covered the costs for the repair and
the shipment of scroll number 115 to Los Angeles. The scroll came from
the Czech city of Chotébof and was written in 1880.2"* Chotébot’s Jewish
community was completely destroyed by June 1942 and the Torah was sent
to Prague shortly before the community’s annihilation.

On January 5, 1973, the scroll arrived in Los Angeles. Stuart Zinn
picked it up and stored it until the dedication ceremony at his home.?"® The
significance of the Torah was too high to take any risks. Luckily, this deci-
sion saved the Torah from the fire at MCC. Its dedication was considered
a ceremony “that will make the Metropolitan Community Temple formally
a Temple on equal footing amongst all Temples in the city.””*'® The con-
gregation even invited Israel’s prime minister Golda Meir to the ceremony,
who was planning a trip to the West Coast at that time. However, she was
unable “due to her very busy schedule.””?"”

The dedication cetemony was celebrated with around 400 people
attending, among them Reverend Troy Perry and Dr. Lewis M. Barth, dean
of the Hebrew Union College California School. Rabbi Herman, Rabbi Ragins,

and Cantor Dora Krakower, one of the first female cantors in the U.S,,

213 Rabbi Herman mentioned that the donor had been an L. A. practicing professional who
had lived a straight life on the outside but could not risk revealing his homosexuality (cf.
Herman, 1973, p. 35).

214 Cf. Sukop, 2019, p. 55.

215 Cf. ibid., pp. 55-56.

216 BCCR, Box 1, Folder 2, Torah Dedication Invitation.

27 Ibid., Box 3, Folder 14, letter from Eli Mizrachi of February 20, 1973.
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officiated.”"® Most notably, the Torah was carried into the Leo Back Tem-
ple’s sanctuary by a woman.?"” William Dorr Legg, the co-founder of ONE
Ine., was “astonished and deeply impressed” by the ceremony:

“[...] a lengthy service which included a procession of the Torah through the
Temple so that the faithful might kiss its wrappings, or even touch it. There
were scriptural readings, singing by the Cantor, three rabbis in attendance, ex-

cellent speeches by the officers of Metropolitan Community Temple itself.””?’

The Torah dedication marked a significant chapter in BCC’s history. It was
the congregation’s biggest event yet and attracted many supporters from
the L. A. area. The possession of their own Torah scroll underlined the
aspiration of being an independent Jewish congregation.

3.5  Working towards an Organized Synagogal Structure

For every congregation, the number of (paying) memberships is crucial for
its success. This applied especially to a new temple like BCC. Therefore, its
leadership posted advertisements for services in several newspapers and
journals with outreach to the gay and lesbian community. They hoped to
reach their Jewish readership and attract them to the synagogue. As Moshe
Shokeid compiled it, there are several reasons why people joined a gay syn-
agogue: Many gay or lesbian Jews were raised in a Jewish environment and
were involved in traditional synagogal life in their youth. When they found
out about their sexuality, they often dissociated from their parents’ syna-
gogues which did not accept their sexual orientation. In a gay synagogue,
suddenly it was possible to connect their past Jewish experience with their
present gay ot lesbian life.* Others searched for a kind of spirituality at
a certain point of their lives, without having been attached to religious

traditions before, and yet others were on a social search, less interested
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29 Cf. BCCR, Box 4, Folder 5, “Beth Chayim Chadashim — The House of New Life,” p. 7.

20 Dorr Legg, William (1973): “Religious Gays Gain, ONE for us” (reprint from ONE-
LETTER Vol. XVIII, No. 3), in: Beth Chayim Chadashin Newsletter. Vol. 1,No. 1, pp. 8-9,
p- 8.

21 Cf. Shokeid, 2003, pp. 64—67.
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in religion but in a safe place to meet people.” According to Shokeid,
another group is those who came to a gay synagogue as a “culmination of
a process of personal reintegration.””” They were not alienated so much
from their religion as from their sexual identity. Most of them had been
married before. In a gay synagogue, they merged their identities of being
Jewish and gay.** Another group consists of those who joined a gay syna-
gogue out of a desire for social comfort and inclusion. Especially women
were among this group: In many synagogues, they were separated from
the men, they could not become rabbis or cantors, and the liturgic texts
were strictly gendered. Gay synagogues challenged those perceptions with
mixed seating arrangements, do-it-yourself Judaism, and texts with an
awareness of sex and gender. Finally, a single person was not regarded as
an outsider anymore.””

BCC’s membership list of July 26, 1973, counts 64 members and 48
non-members on the mailing list.**® Half a year later, the congregation had
a stable number of members but around three times the number of intet-
ested people on the mailing list.?” A setious debate emerged on whether
heterosexual Jews should join the synagogue:

“The Temple’s leaders recognized that if a large number of ‘straight’ Jews
would join the congregation, a significant number of ‘gay’ Jews would refuse
to join for fear of exposing themselves. Against this they weighed the ultimate
meaning of synagogue and agreed that membership must be left open [to all

sexual orientations].”?

The increasing number of people involved or interested in the temple
raised another challenge. BCC had to address the spiritual needs of the
three major divisions in Judaism (Reform, Conservative, and Orthodox)

but also had to consider those members who had only a little or even

22 Cf. ibid., pp. 67-70.

25 Ibid., p. 70.

24 Cf. ibid., pp. 70-72.

25 Cf. ibid., pp. 73-75.

26 Cf. BCCR, Box 31, Folder 9, Mailing List July 26, 1973.
27 Cf. ibid., Box 27, Folder 18, List #2 1974.

28 Herman, 1973, p. 35.
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no religious upbringing. Others only went to the synagogue because they
had a strong cultural identification with Judaism.”” As a reaction, there
was a notion to split the congregation into havurot “to further the Judaic
way of life.””" A group should contain at least ten members (in order to
obtain a minyan). It was planned to hold a meeting once a month in which
the group should study and eat together: “The Havurah celebrates Jewish
life through study, observance of holidays and socializing together. [...]
Creating and conducting a Friday Evening Service.””! Howevet, it turned
out that it would be too difficult to make up groups which were capable
of addressing both educational and social purposes. Hence, it was resolved
that there would only be one general gathering once a month in an infor-
mal setting with lectures, music, or group discussions.” In the matter of
Friday night services, the congregation maintained the expertise of the
ritual committee, the guidance of Rabbi Erwin Herman, and several guest
rabbis. At the beginning of 1974, the congregation succeeded in hiring
Cantor Saul Silverman on a bi-weekly basis.

Another first-minute goal of BCC regarded Jewish education. BCC’s
members either came from non-traditional backgrounds or had lost their
connection to Judaism due to their sexual orientation. Therefore, the con-
gregation organized their first adult education class “Basic Judaism” in
March 1973. This twelve-week program was advised by Rabbi Allen Secher,
Director of Education at the UAHC, and was moderated by two congre-
gants. The congregation knew Rabbi Secher at least since December 19727
when he had stepped in for Rabbi Herman in inviting guest rabbis for the
Shabbat services. He started planning the educational program with the
congregations in February 1973.%* Due to the great success of the first
course, the temple offered the second semester of education classes begin-
ning in October 1973. They conducted two classes: “Prayer Book Hebrew”

29 Cf. BCCR, Box 2, Folder 1, miscellaneous document without title.

20 Ibid., Box 1, Folder 5, Minutes Board Meeting April 12, 1973.

21 Jbid., The Havurah Groups April 20, 1973.

22 Cf. BCCR, Box 1, Folder 5, Report on the Havurah Groups August 14, 1973.
23 Cf. ibid., Folder 2, Steering Committee Meeting December 12, 1972.

24 Cf. ibid., Folder 1, Minutes Boards of Directors Feburary 15, 1973.
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for a better understanding of Hebrew prayer texts and “Introduction to
the Bible.”?* Another attempt in satisfying the educational needs of the
congregation (and for the ritual committee’s further education) was the
setup of a library. In March 1973, the secretary sent out letters to different
libraries in the L. A. area and asked for donations, especially on Judaism,

Jewish customs, and ceremonies.

Together with the Judaica donations by
Rabbi Herman, a library could be built up successively.

The revolutionary character of BCC did not go unnoticed by other
queer Jews. After being one year in existence, BCC already received corre-
spondence from Mexico, Israel, Hawaii, England, Denmark, and from all
around the United States. Some even asked for advice on how to build a gay
outreach synagogue.”’ In order to coordinate their outreach, the temple
thought about establishing a newsletter. However, in the beginning, there
were several internal problems that led to the dissolution of the newsletter
committee.*® Still, with the help of volunteers, the first newsletter was
published in September 1973 and a second one in December. But once
again, the newsletter committee did not fulfill its purpose, leading to the
third attempt in July 1974. This time, the editors were successful in pub-
lishing the newsletter every month. In a short time, the newsletter evolved
to the most important voice of the congregation — for its members but
also for its supporters in the United States and beyond. Additionally, the
congregation promoted good relations with the L. A. authorities. For its
1*t anniversary service, BCC hosted representatives from the city’s mayor,
councilmen, and other reptesentatives from San Diego and San Francisco.’
BCC connected to the non-Jewish gay world as well: Morris Kite, one of
the founders of the gay liberation movement, spoke as a guest speaker
during the anniversary service.”” The congtregation aimed to achieve visi-

bility and to become a notable Jewish force in the gay community.

25 Cf. BCCR, Box 3, Folder 14, letter to members September 21, 1973.

26 Cf. ibid., Folder 31, letter to librarians March 14, 1973.

27 Cf. ibid., Folder 14, speech “Shalom” for 1% anniversary service.

28 Cf. BCCR, Box 1, Folder 1, Board Meeting July 19, 1973.

29 Cf. ibid., Box 4, Folder 5, “Beth Chayim Chadashim — The House of New Life,” p. 7.
240 Cf. ibid., Box 3, Folder 14, speech “Shalom” for 1* anniversary service.
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After the fire in MCC, the question of a suitable building for the syn-
agogue’s purposes became apparent. The congregation’s leadership knew
that they could not stay at LBT forever and in June/July 1973, president
Stuart Zinn started looking for new sites.?*! The search proved to be
difficult. However, in January 1974, MCC made BCC an offer to use its
chapel and three additional rooms in their new church building. The board
of directors could not reach agreement but instead let the congregation
decide. Prior to a congregational meeting, the board sent out a pro/contra
list.*** The congregation voted for the relocation to MCC, and in May 1974
the temple moved to the church’s facilities, just prior to the decision about
the UAHC membership.

3.6  Facing Gender Issues

Within the congregation, constant tensions were caused by the ongoing
conflicts between men and women.? In 1973, only around 20 % of the
members wete women.”* From the beginning, the congregation treated
women equally, for instance, rejecting separate seating in a synagogue.*”
Lorena Wellington resumes that “we lesbians discovered our brothers and

they discovered us. [...] Here we became brothers and sisters and held

23246

status in each other’s eyes. However, sexist language and androcen-

24 Cf. ibid., Box 1, Folder 1, Board Meeting July 19, 1973.

22 Pro arguments included the more convenient location of the chapel in Downtown
L. A., the dignity and comfort of a chapel compared to a classroom, the renewed friend-
ship and association with MCC, and proving that Christians and Jews could share fa-
cilities in love and harmony. Additionally, closeted gays could come to service without
attracting straight Jews’ attention. Contra arguments entailed that BCC could lose its
identity as an independent Jewish congregation and become too closely identified with
MCC. Services and the understanding of the Bible could be “Christianized” or MCC
members could possibly try to convert BCC members. BCC could also be identified
with “militant gay rights activists” at MCC. Moreover, LBT would be more prestigious
and would help with the membership application at the UAHC. Lastly, the congregation
could lose its desire to find an own building through the comfortable offer by MCC
(cf. ibid., Folder 3, A Proposal to be voted upon by the members of Beth Chayim
Chadashim).

25 Cf. Sass, 2002, p. 12.

24 Cf. BCCR, Box 31, Folder 9, Mailing List July 26, 1973.

25 Cf. ibid., Box 12, Folder 1, miscellaneous document titled “Shalom.”

24 ]bid., Box 4, Folder 5, “Beth Chayim Chadashim — The House of New Life,” p. 7.



50 A NEW SYNAGOGUE 1S BORN

trism within traditional Jewish liturgy caused opposition among lesbian
members. Harriet Perl gathered several other women and they addressed
their concerns to their male counterparts. She recalls: “[...] they really lis-
tened, and there was never a need for a gender fight.”*” Her and the other
women’s engagement led to the first prayerbook with degenderized lan-
guage, introduced in 1975.*%

Nevertheless, sexist language from the male congregants remained an
issue at BCC. Once, it led to a public apology by vice-president Jerry Small

in the newsletter:

“As I was responsible for a great part of the last mailer, I would like to apolo-
gize to all the women in the congregation for the sexism reflected in that mailer.

I am merely a male whose consciousness needs raising.”*

Another incident occurred in a service led by Rabbi Herman. During
his sermon, two women stood up and yelled at the rabbi. In their eyes,
Herman’s comments were not only sexist but discrediting the women’s
liberation movement. As one woman explained, she answered with verbal
violence as Rabbi Herman had been using verbal violence against her: “I’'m
a woman and I’'m sick and tired of grinning and shuffling when my liber-
ation is belittled, insulted, and degraded — for some (heterosexual!) man’s
fun.”®" In her letter to the congregation, the woman called Aldebaran
advised questioning power structures. Only then, the congregation could
overcome oppression within the congregation."

This incident with two women, who were not members of the con-
gregation, was utilized by a congregant as an opportunity to criticize the
Affirmation Action Committee. It was established to create a more com-
fortable atmosphere and to get more women interested in the congrega-
tion. The congregant complained about the committee’s political rather

247 Faderman, Timmons, 2006, p. 264.

28 Cf. Beth Chayim Chadashim — Order of Prayer, Seder Tefillot Yisrael (1975), First
Edition.

209 Small, Jerry (1974): “The VEEP’s Vords,” in: Bezh Chayim Chadashim Newsletter. Nol. 2,
No. 3, p. 3.

20 BCCR, Box 26, Folder 1, letter to Newsletter Editor of December 8, 1975.

»1 - Cf. ibid.
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than religious or social agenda. He called for respectful behavior and
demanded to stop using the temple as “a platform to ait [...] own petsonal
ego trips, secual [sic! i.e. sexual] identity crises or frustrations.”?? This let-
ter led to a statement of the Affirmation Action Committee claiming that
the women had the right to speak up, even though it condemned how they
did so. The committee “belong][s] to all of us, for the benefit of us all,”**
therefore, any criticism was approached seriously.

However, the Affirmation Action Committee’s work was highlighted
by a female congregant in a public address in August 1975. She reported
that, when she first came to BCC, the majority of service attendees were
male, still using the gendered traditional texts. She had stayed away from
the temple. But the board of directors wanted to understand why women
stayed absent. Their sincerity impressed the congregant.”* Women’s rap
groups were created (“I came back and rapped — hard”*?) and after debat-
ing heavily with the male leadership, the Affirmation Action Committee
was created. It covered the needs of women and lesbians comprehen-
sively. In her address, the female congregant underlined that the temple
had already fulfilled many needs of the male congregants but “for the
women, it is beginning.”* In contrast to Lorena Wellington, who spoke
about brotherhood and sisterhood in her historical remarks in 1974, the
addressing congregant only saw a “Jewish Temple of gay unity” in the near
future.”’

It becomes apparent that the relationship between male and female
congregants was an intensively discussed topic in the early history of
BCC. However, this was not just an L. A. development. Other gay outreach

22 A Concerned Member (1975): “Letter to the Editor,” in: Beth Chayim Chadashim Newslet-
ter. Vol. 3, No. 6, pp. 12—13, p. 13.

23 T H. (1976): “Letters to the Editor,” in: Beth Chayint Chadashim Newsletter. Vol. 3, No. 7,
pp. 11-12, p. 12.

24 Cf. Anonymous (1975): “I am a woman... I am a Jew... I am a lesbian,” in: Beth Chayin
Chadashim Newsletter. Vol. 3, No. 4, pp. 13-17, p. 15.

255 Ibid.

26 Ibid., p. 17.

27 Cf. ibid.
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congregations like CBST in New York dealt with the same issue at the
time.?*® The discussions inside BCC did not end with the establishment of
the Affirmation Action Committee. The question of women’s attendance
and representation, the usage of sexist language, and male prevalence was
addressed for many more years. However, they receded when BCC hired
its first ordained rabbi in 1983 — a heterosexual woman, Janet Marder.”
In an article published in 2005, Melissa Wilcox argues that women’s
lives are “an integral part of the complexity of religion.”* From het point
of view, previous research on LGBT congregations only included the
women’s issue by realizing that they were mostly absent in the eatly years

of those congregations.®!

Explanations concentrated on the congregation
itself, asking what they needed to change in order to attract more women.
The fact that the congregations were mostly built up and attended more
by men than by women led to a male-focused culture and male-centered
power structures. This resulted in a group led mostly by men, expressing
interests of gays rather than lesbians, and sometimes using anti-feminist
ot sexist agendas.”** For Wilcox, the consequence is that “ethnographers
have been studying not LGBT religiosities but gay religiosities.”*” In her
inter-faith study, she interviewed those women who chose not to join
LGBT communities and asked them in what they believed. She examines
three groups of women leaving organized religion: The first group con-
tains women who left religion early before LGBT congregations emerged.
Wilcox argues that there were other reasons for leaving than their sexu-
ality: The position of women was considered inferior, women’s rights in
traditional religions were usually limited. When the women explored their

28 Cf. BCCR, Box 26, Folder 1, Translation of “A Synagogue for Gays” (Doreet Grey,
HaAretz, May 25, 1979) by Jonathan Frey.

29 Cf. Faderman, Timmons, 20006, p. 264.

260 Wilcox, Melissa M. (2005): “A Religion of One’s Own. Gender and LGBT Religiosities,”
in: Gay Religion, ed. by Edward R. Gray and Scott Thumma. Walnut Creek, Lanham,
New York et al., pp. 203-220, p. 203.

21 For gay outreach synagogues especially Shokeid, 2003, pp. 174-182 and Shokeid,
Moshe (2001): ““The Women Are Coming” The Transformation of Gender Relation-
ships in a Gay Synagogue,” in: E#hnos. Vol. 6, Issue 2, pp. 5-26.

262 Cf. Wilcox, 2005, pp. 204—205.

263 Ibid, p. 205.
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sexual desires, organized religion was not an important force in their lives

anymote.”

The second group stayed in their religious communities in
which they were raised, for different, mostly personal reasons. They denied
or concealed their sexual orientation, sometimes trying to reform the com-

265 Others switched denominations or traditions to

munities from within.
find a more open, welcoming atmosphere (for instance from an Orthodox
to a Reform congregation) but did not join a gay outreach synagogue.*
In the matter of believing, Wilcox met struggling women who tried to
conciliate traditional religious teachings and religious communities in gen-
eral with their own desires. Others were seeking religion and spirituality,
respectively. And yet others felt that the Divine did not accept them with

267 Wilcox concludes that a

their sexuality but helped them to come out.
more complex melange of factors leads to male-dominated congregations,
acknowledging that women have specific reasons for not joining (while not
denying that men have their own or similar reasons as well).*® BCC is an
example of another assumption: A female leader like Janet Marder is more
likely to bring women into a congregation. She generally doesn’t drive men
away; the same appears to be true with the lay leadership.*’

The gender issue cannot be neglected when dealing with gay outreach
synagogues. They must be taken into consideration in order to understand
the early decisions, relationships, and the atmosphere inside the congre-
gation. Mostly male-centered structures lead to the tendency to write a
predominately gay history. Therefore, it is important to take female, lesbian

voices into account.

%4 Cf.ibid., pp. 210-211.
%5 Cf. ibid., pp. 212-213.
%6 Cf. ibid., pp. 213-214.
%7 Cf. ibid., pp. 214-217.
%5 Cf. ibid., p. 219.
% Cf. ibid., p. 218.






4 Applying for Membership into the Union
of American Hebrew Congregations

From its first moments on, the synagogue directed itself towards Reform
Judaism. The choice seems to have been opportunistic in the sense that
the temple was expected to grow within a denomination, rather than out-
side and that the congregation would benefit from funding and structural
organization offered by the Union. But the UAHC’s Pacific Southwest
Council was cautious about the debate that a mainly gay synagogue would
inevitably cause. This is the reason why the Council wanted to approach
the topic carefully and without too much exposure. Rabbi Herman offered
his support but wanted to be sure that the congregation acted responsibly
before acquiring the membership of the Union.”

However, the fire at MCC in January 1973 brought the issue of the
newly founded temple for homosexuals to broader, nationwide attention.
Since its ties with the Union were mentioned in every article on the BCC,
the Union received a number of negative reactions from member congre-
gations.””! Rabbi Alexander Schindler, then vice president of the UAHC,
addressed the issue during a Board of Trustees’ meeting on February 8,
1973. It was the first time that the lay leadership in the Union was informed
about BCC and its outreach to Jewish homosexuals.””> In his speech,
Schindler justified Rabbi Herman’s support since it was the Union’s obliga-
tion to help any group of Jews that wanted to form a religious community.
He discussed the current psychological opinions regarding homosexuality
and insisted that the desire of homosexuals to form an own congregation
was valid and should be respected.”” Although he supported the general
idea of a gay outreach synagogue joining Reform Judaism, he noted that

the issue had to be resolved “at the highest level of our Union,”?* in the

20 Cf. Hertz, 2008, p. 41.
21 Cf. ibid,, p. 52.

22 Cf. ibid.

25 Cf. ibid., pp. 53—54.
74 Tbid., p. 55.
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knowledge that BCC would soon be officially applying for membership.

With his speech, Schindler encouraged a debate about homosexuality,

something that had never happened before in the Reform Movement.

275

As far as Schindler’s reasoning went, an eventual admission of BCC would

be achieved more easily with more knowledge about homosexuality within

the Union’s congregations. Additionally, he underlined his support for rab-

bis in their attempt to help BCC, knowing that other interested groups,
following BCC’s example, had already contacted the Union.””® At the end

of his speech, Schindler laid out four relevant questions which the Union

would be confronted within the near future:

1)

2)
3)

4)

Should the Union encourage the formation of congregations with
outreach to homosexuals? Or should homosexuals be urged to
integrate themselves into existing congregations?

Is a rabbi obligated to serve such a congregation?

In the case of the membership application by those congrega-
tions, should the Union accept them?

And, which is even more surprising in the year 1973, Schindler
already saw a link between gay outreach congregations and the
future question of gay marriage. He asked whether marriage cer-
emonies or other kinds of affirmation ceremonies could be con-
ducted for same-sex couples.””” In view of the fact that Reform
Judaism only officially accepted same-sex marriages in 2000, this
inquiry appears very progressive and ahead of its time.

25 In fact, Alexander Schindler became a strong advocate for queer issues in his position
as UAHC’s president (1973—1996). During his tenure, a number of gay outreach syna-
gogues became part of the UAHC, the Union spoke out publicly for the decriminaliza-
tion of sodomy laws and for the legal protection of homosexuals. Schindler responded
to the AIDS crisis, lobbied for the admission of gay and lesbian rabbinical students at
HUC-JIR, and took a stance on national debates about gay rights. He also paved the
way for mainstream congregations to welcome queer Jews in their rows. He became
a “consoler, compatriot, and compassionate ally” (cf. Moers Wenig, Margaret (2007):
“Tribute to Rabbi Alexander M. Schindler (1995),” in: Kulann: All of Us. A Program and
Resource Guide for Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual, and Transgender Inclusion. Revised and Expanded
Edition, ed. by Richard F. Address, Joel L. Kushner, and Geoffrey Mitelman. New York,
pp. 241-244).

216 Cf. Hertz 2008, p. 55.

217 Cf. ibid., p. 56.
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As a result of these questions in front of the Board of Trustees, the
UAHC called for a more profound study of the questions. So, Schindler
sent out a confidential letter to a number of Reform Jewish thinkers, ask-
ing them for a theological perspective on the issue. It was Schindler who
decided whom to send these letters to — taking the addressees already men-
tioned commitment to civil rights issues into consideration. He attached
an article about BCC in the Jewish Post & Opinion to the letter.”” One of
the addressees was Rabbi Solomon B. Frechof, Reform Judaism’s most
prominent poseq. Even though Schindler already received his answer at the
end of Februaty,?” he wrote a more formal she’elah to Rabbi Freechof when
he became president-elect of the Union in June 1973. With this she'elah,
Schindler made the issue of BCC, and gay outreach synagogues in general,
official and initiated a broader debate. The question was:

“A rabbi on the West Coast, the Regional Director of the Union of American
Hebrew Congregations, has organized a congregation of homosexuals. He has
said: These are people facing their own situation. They have become a social
grouping. Is it in accordance with the spirit of Jewish tradition to encourage the

establishment of a congregation of homosexuals?”**

This she'elah led to responses by other rabbis and two psychiatrists. Later,
shortly before the decision about BCC’s application, Schindler even asked
the CCAR for their opinion. In total, there exist eleven®! responsa regard-
ing a possible admission of a gay outreach synagogue into the Union, in
reaction to the work and aspiration of BCC. The term “responsa’ refers to

“answers to questions of Jewish law and observance written by halakbic

278 Cf. American Jewish Archives (further AJA), Eugene Mihaly Papers, Series E, Folder 7.
MS-739, Confidential letter to Rabbi Eugene Mihaly.

279 Cf. ibid., Erwin Herman Papers, Box 1, Folder 28. MS—822, Second letter to Alexander
Schindler by Solomon B. Freehof, March 5, 1973.

20 Freehof, Solomon B. (1973): “A Responsum,” in: CCAR Journal. Vol. XX, No. 3, Issue
No. 82, pp. 31-33, p. 31.

281 After careful consideration, work in the archives, and conversations with archivists, elev-
en written replies are retraceable. Since Schindler’s communication with rabbis around
the country could have been forgotten somehow, it is possible that there were more
replies than documented. Therefore, this thesis cannot claim to project completeness in
this matter.



58 APPLYING FOR MEMBERSHIP

scholars in reply to inquiries addressed to them; the role of responsa is
similar to that of case law””*? The responsa in our case represent the idea

283 _ the term

of responsa as a “general exchange of opinion in balakha
responsa is used here in its broadest meaning;

Even though Reform Judaism traditionally rejects the balakhic frame-
work, individual rabbis and various committees continued the debate on
halakhalh and wrote halakhic decisions. They argued that Reform Judaism
had “a seties of observances that should be taken setiously.””* Especially
from the 1950s on, responsa became more popular among Reform rab-
bis. However, they formulated their decisions as a voluntary choice rather
than as an obligation.® It is common to ask other people who gain their
authority through their expertise rather than their religious function for an
evaluation on a halakbic issue.

The responsa in this case reflect the first comprehensive discussion on
the issue of homosexual Jews in Reform Judaism,*¢ initiated by Alexander
Schindler. Therefore, they will be analyzed in the following with regard to
their arguments and perceptions of alternative, non-heterosexual lifestyles.

4.1 “Homosexuality is a grave sin:”
Opposing BCC’s Admission

As part of Schindler’s inquiry, six responsa were written by renowned rab-
bis, one psychiatrist, and later from the CCAR opposing the admission of

282 Fram, Edward (1997): “Responsa,” in: The Oxford Dictionary of the Jewish Religion, ed. by
R.]J. Zwi Werblowsky and Geoffrey Wigoder (editors in chief). Oxford, New York,
1997, pp. 581-583, p. 581.

28 Tal, Shlomo (2007): “Responsa,” in: Encyclopaedia Judaica. Second Edition. Volume 17,
Ra—Sam, ed. by Fred Skolnik (editor in chief) and Michael Berenbaum (executive editor).
Detroit, New York, San Francisco et al., pp. 228—239, p. 229.

24 Kaplan, 2009, p. 119.

25 Cf. ibid.

26 Until then, only a resolution by the NFTS, passed in 1965 during its 25" Biennial As-
sembly, called for an end to the harassment of homosexuals and for a decriminaliza-
tion of consensual homosexual relationships (cf. Resolution of the Women of Reform
Judaism National Federation of Temple Sistethoods 25" Biennial Assembly, 1965: Ho-
mosexuality, in: Kulanu: Al of Us. A Program and Resource Guide for Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual,
and Transgender Inclusion. Revised and Expanded Edition (2007), ed. by Richard F. Address,
Joel L. Kushner, and Geoffrey Mitelman. New York, 2007, p. 247).
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congregations for homosexuals into the Union. Among them was poseq
Solomon Freehof who had already opposed homosexuality in a responsum
in 1969 in regard to traditional Jewish literature.®® Dr. Eugene Mihaly and
Dr. Eugene B. Borowitz, both professors at HUC-JIR, shared Freehof’s
estimation. Rabbi Joseph R. Narot from the Temple Isracl of Greater
Miami and civil rights activist first opposed with a decisive article in his
temple’s bulletin but later questioned his own conclusion. Psychiatrist Alan
A. Lipton, also from Miami, tried to justify his rejection with scientific evi-
dence which proved that homosexuals should be tegarded as mentally ill.?

The opposition by Frechof did not come as a surprise. Already in 1969,
he states, there is only little evidence to be found in Jewish law regard-
ing homosexuality. However, what little evidence there is, is unambiguous:
Homosexual acts (between males) are considered an abomination and as
punishable by death in the Bible, in the Talmud, and in later rabbinical
literature. Another tendency points toward the Talmud and Shutchan Aruch
seeming to be certain that Jews are not under the suspicion of homosexu-
ality. Therefore, two males are not forbidden to be alone together. Frechof
summarizes that the paucity of biblical and post-biblical law would speak
for the “normalcy and the putity of the Jewish people.”*

In his responsum, which he first sent to Alexander Schindler in late
February but which was later published in the CCAR Journal of summer
1973, Freehof substantiates the balakhic grounds. He strongly opposes
Rabbi Herman, who in the Jewish Post & Opinion article said that “from the

Reform point of view, we cannot say we are bound by Halachah [sic!].”**

27 Cf. Freehof, Solomon B. (1969): Current Reform Responsa. Cincinnati, pp. 236—238.

288 Lipton’s responsum was published in June 1973. It has to be noted in this context that
only in December of the same year, the Awmerican Psychological Association (APA) voted to
remove homosexuality from their list of psychological disorders. Two more years later,
the APA released a public statement that homosexuality could not be regarded as a
mental disorder and called for all professionals to remove the stigma of homosexuality
as a mental illness (cf. American Psychological Association (2009): Report of the American
Psychological Association Task Force on Appropriate Therapentic Responses to Sexcual Orientation.
Wiashington, p. 23).

29 Freehof, 1969, p. 238.

20 AJA, Eugene Mihaly Papers, Series E, Folder 7. MS-739, Confidential letter to Rabbi
Eugene Mihaly.
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Ritual and ceremonial laws of Scripture might not be binding, but more

1 In his view,

certainly the ethical attitudes and judgments of the Bible ate.
Jews kept away from homosexual practices which were common in the Near
East. Therefore, the prohibition of homosexuals acts was not only a bibli-
cal law but a “deep-rooted way of life of the Jewish people.”®* Men who
practice those acts have undoubtedly to be considered sinners.*” Freehof’s
explanations concentrate subsequently on the question of whether sinners
should be forced into separate congregations or if they should be included
and accepted in existing congregations. Freehof is convinced that it is for-
bidden to force sinners out of congregations. Sinners even ate a neces-
sary part of a congregation; noble people would become too arrogant and
self-satisfied without them.”" He alleges that homosexuals exclude them-
selves from their home congregations. “Mainstream synagogues” could
not exclude anyone since it was forbidden by Jewish tradition to do so. He
misrepresents the reasons why homosexual Jews wanted to build their own
congregations: In reality, they did not feel recognized with their religious
needs and did not feel included in traditional synagogues. Instead, Freehof

asks why homosexuals want to “commit the further sin”?”

of separating
and building own congregations. He suspects two reasons: First, with their
liberation movement, homosexuals would show that they wanted to get
formal recognition as a (sub)group. Admitting them would “bolster their
23296

propaganda for other rights.

Secondly, homosexual Jews would use the
synagogues to get to know each other and to find sexual partners as they
did in separate bars and saloons. Supporting those spaces would mean to
aid and abet the sinners: “To isolate them into a separate congregation
and thus increase their mutual availability is certainly wrong.”®” For all

these reasons, the question of homosexual marriages did not need to be

¥t Cf. Freehof, 1973, p. 31.
22 Tbid.

25 Cf. ibid, p. 32.

24 Cf. ibid.

25 ]bid.

26 Ibid., p. 33.

27 Ibid.
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discussed further.?®

Freehof demonstrates with his responsum that he was
not willing to move away from the balakhic grounds. On the contrary, he
tried to prove that homosexuals had to be regarded as double sinners by
trying to disobey the prohibition of separating sinners from the Jewish
community.

In his responsum, Dr. Eugene Mihaly also refers to the traditional, halakbic
arguments against homosexuality (and, contrary to Freehof, he explains
the halakhbic grounds on lesbianism which is only covered in post-biblical
literature). Mihaly agrees with Rabbi Herman that Reform Judaism is not
bound to halakhah, but:

“[W]e are obligated to confront our tradition, to struggle with it [...] discover
a guiding principle which will help us in determining our attitude toward con-

temporary problems.””?”

For Mihaly, the historical experience of the Jewish people cannot be dis-
missed and has to be a point of reference in Reform Judaism’s attitude.’”

As Mihaly explains, the halakbab bases its condemnation of homo-
sexuality on two assumptions: First, homosexuals are sinners who have
consciously chosen to violate the law of God. Second, the Jewish people
distinguish and separate themselves from their neighbors with a prohibi-
tion of homosexual acts. Mihaly acknowledges that, from today’s point of
view, the homosexual is not a “willful, volitional rebel.””*"' Homosexuals
would not choose their sexuality — they were born this way or became
homosexual during childhood or adolescence.” Therefore, a homosexual
has to be considered an anus, somebody who is forced by something out-
side his or her control (in this case their wrongful homosexual desires), and
not as a sinnet. An anus has to be treated with sympathy, consideration and

kindness. Since another halakhbic category would apply to the homosexuals

28 Cf. ibid.

29 AJA, Eugene Mihaly Papers, Series E, Folder 7. MS-739, Responsum on Homosexual-
ity, p. 3.

300 Cf. ibid.

%t Ibid., p. 5.

302 Cf. ibid.
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as anus, the halakbah itself has to be applied as well.”® Mihaly elaborates
eight conclusions from this observation, though certainly not by “jumping
on every avant garde [sic!] bandwagon merely to be ‘with it 1.) An anus
needs to be treated as the victim of their behavior and has to be accepted
with sympathetic understanding like somebody who suffers from a hand-
icap or an illness.™ 2.) However, if a person chooses homosexual activi-
ties out of lust in a form of willful experimentation, he or she has to be
considered a sinner.*™ 3.) Mihaly thinks that children can be seduced into
homosexuality. Therefore, it is necessary to protect children from homo-

sexual seduction by civil law.*"”"

4.) When Reform Judaism presumes that
homosexuals are neither sinners nor unclean or depraved, they can join
any congregation. Then, they should receive the same kindness as every-
one else joining a synagogue, due to their social stigma even earn “an extra
measure of compassion.””® Mihaly calls for adequate preparation of con-
gregations to accept homosexuals, even in rabbinical education.’” 5.) He
acknowledges that any group of Jews has the right to form a congregation.
But this would not apply for a congregation which chooses homosexuality
as a membership criterion. Neglecting that BCC also welcomes hetero-
sexual members and doesn’t bind the membership to being homosexual,
Mihaly states that homosexuals could participate fully in larger congrega-
tions. He admits that homosexuals face social problems, but so do other
groups. Those problems cannot be a reason to form a separate congre-
gation. Mihaly can picture special interest groups for homosexuals within
synagogues, but the isolation of homosexuals in separate congregations is
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not conceivable.’'’ 6.) A rabbi should not work in an isolated congregation

but should help every Jew in a synagogue for everyone.”! 7.) The UAHC

05 Cf. ibid., p. 6.

4 Thid., p. 12.

05 Cf. ibid., p. 6.

06 Cf. ibid., p. 7.

37 Cf, ibid.

5 Thid., p. 8.

3 Cf. ibid.

0 Cf. ibid., pp. 8-10.
s CF. ibid., pp. 10-11.
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should therefore not accept a homosexual congregation, and 8.) a homo-
sexual martiage is absurd to talk about.?'

Mihaly illustrates that a conceptual difference should be taken into
account when considering the case of homosexuals. Whereas Freehof
insisted on the stigma of the sinner, Mihaly noted that a homosexual
regarded as an anus implies another, more welcoming treatment in the syn-
agogues. But Mihaly’s overall conclusion is nevertheless negative: Homo-
sexuals should be integrated, not isolated, their problems acknowledged
and approached. Hence, synagogues like BCC wete not eligible to join the
UAHC.

Dr. Eugene B. Borowitz assumed a more confrontational standpoint.
He presumes that the homosexuals of BCC would not desire technical
aid by the UAHC rather than by seeking “some measure of formal Jew-
ish acceptance.””” Borowitz argues that many conflicts in modern science
regarding human sexuality remain and that at the time of his responsum
it is not possible to conclude that homosexuality is just another way of
being. He prefers “while awaiting further data, to operate I'chaf z’chut
[sicl], to grant, for the sake of argument, the maximal, personalist claim.”*'*
In his opinion, not everything which is good for people as persons should
be permitted to Jews. A Jew, in Borowitz’ view, is a person who lives on
terms set by God’s covenant, and with a strong relationship to the history
of the Jewish people. The question of whether to accept homosexuals is
therefore not only a question of enabling people to express themselves
but of whether homosexuality is a way of life which is compatible with
the covenant.’”® And the “Jewish continuity through time is fundamental
to faithfulness to the Covenant.”*'® Hence, a homosexual Jew has to assure
oneself of the position inside the Jewish peoplehood and has to consider
his or her choice for the sake of the Jewish community. For Borowitz, the

M2 Cf. ibid., pp. 11-12.

33 AJA, The Alexander M. Schindler Papers, Box 4, Folder 8. MS—-630, Dr. Eugene B.
Borowitz, Responsum, May 9, 1973, p. 1.

34 Ibid., p. 2.

35 Cf. ibid., pp. 2-3.

316 Ibid., pp. 3—4.
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rejection of homosexuality as a distinction from the Israelite neighbors is
still valid today. Hence, homosexuality could not receive an equal status
when Judaism is considered to be a life under the covenant.’” Borowitz
acknowledges that those were Jewish ideals and the reality is changing, but
he would not believe that the growing numbers of homosexual Jews (more
precisely, the growing number of Jews who have the courage to come out)
could cause his views to change. It’s not surprising that Borowitz strongly
rejects the notion of the UAHC encouraging homosexuals to build con-
gregations. Neither should already existing congregations be admitted to
the Union.”™® Rabbis should not invest their resources in those congte-
gations as well, because Judaism should not encourage homosexuality in
any way.””” This is also why homosexual marriages may not be conducted.
Borowitz sees just another frantic request for official Jewish recognition in
the question of marriage.”®

Despite his radical opposition, Borowitz cannot condemn the efforts
to help other Jews to feel more and be more Jewish. Hence, he is “against
vigorous acts of condemnation and protest of such homosexual Jewish
congregations as come into being on their own.”*! He calls for openness
towards Jewish homosexuals as persons since it’s laudable for any Jew to
live in accordance with the covenant.’”

Borowitz represents those voices in Reform Judaism who resisted
acknowledging homosexuals and their request of building their own “safe
spaces.” Moreovet, he did not see any need for action in order to enhance
the (legal) status of homosexuals. Borowitz stuck to his opinion for a long
time, most notably during the decision of accepting openly homosexual
rabbis in 1990. He refused to sign the smikhbot of those rabbis. Towards the
end of his life, Borowitz conceived that his conviction caused a “great deal

37 Cf. ibid., p. 4.
318 Cf. ibid., p. 5.

319 Cf. ibid., p. 6.

20 Cf. ibid., pp. 5-6.
20 Ibid., p. 7.

2 Cf. ibid.
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of pain to people who were homosexual.”*** So, he belatedly started sign-
ing smikhbot (among them the smikbah of BCC’s senior rabbi Lisa Edwards)
after he noticed that the congregations had welcomed and embraced their
homosexual rabbis.”*

Rabbi Joseph R. Narot, civil rights activist from Miami and therefore
in Schindler’s eyes an eligible addressee for a halakhic question regard-
ing homosexuals, wrote an answer with a seemingly distinct opinion on

February 19, 1973:

“I feel that if any two people wish to live together, that is their problem, but I
could never get myself to bless in any way a homosexual ‘marriage’. I therefore
feel that the Union should not accept such congregations. It should rather en-

courage these people to join other congregations.”?

He attached a copy of his temple’s bulletin in which he discusses his
appraisal further: Narot had consulted the two responsa by Freehof and
Mihaly. He acknowledges the desire of homosexuals to be accepted and
no longer be punished by laws or societal attitudes: “[N]ormalcy includes
a broad spectrum of human conditions.”** Narot calls for a softet stance
towards homosexuals. He agrees with modern psychology that homosex-
uality is not curable and there may be factors who cause or prevent it.
Hence, he is against any “punitive laws and hypocritical attitudes by soci-
ety After all, he sees himself as a product of his heritage, which is why
he cannot bless homosexual marriages nor accept a homosexual congre-
gation as a member of the UAHC. One should adhere to the traditional

synagogue.’®

33 Maimin, Rachel M. (2014): “Interview with Rabbi Eugene B. Borowitz,” in: The Sacred
Encounter. Jewish Perspectives on Sexuality, ed. by Lisa J. Grushcow. New York, pp. 305-313,
p. 309.

324 Cf. ibid., pp. 307-308.

325 AJA, Erwin Herman Papers, Box 1, Folder 28. MS-822, first letter to Rabbi Alexander
M. Schindler by Joseph R. Narot, February 15, 1973.

326 Jbid., Bulletin note “Should Reform Judaism Sponsor Homosexual Congregations?,”
March 1973.
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Interestingly, a few months later, Narot wrote another letter to
Alexander Schindler in which he stated to be dissatisfied with his eatlier
conclusion in the bulletin. He had talked with a lot of people and had put
a lot of thought into the basic question, resulting in a change of mind:

“I might be persuaded to vote for leaving the homosexual congregation as a

separate congregation within the Union.”?

This proves that many Reform rabbis had to deal with an ambiguity in this
matter: On the one hand the empathy for the position of homosexuals, on
the other the attachment to Jewish traditions and customs. In Rabbi Narot’s
case, talking with people, with those affected eventually changed his attitude.

Psychologist Alan A. Lipton published his responsum in the CCAR
Jounrnal of summer 1973, together with Rabbi Freehof. He pathologizes
homosexuality, as it was still quite common practice at the beginning of
the 1970s. According to him, whether a separate congregation of homo-
sexuals should be accepted is just one example for the ongoing conflict
between motivational needs and personal responsibility in Western society,
as seen with the question on the criminal ability of a person and whether
an offender is ctiminally responsible for his deeds or mentally ill.**

In his opinion, homosexuality has to be generally considered in the con-
text of neurosis. He uses psychoanalytic theory with its concept of miscar-
ried repair in order to understand homosexuality as a physiologic disease.
Homosexual patterns of sexual satisfaction would fulfill “all requirements
of unconscious fears, inhibitions and miscartied repairs.”*! As an exam-
ple, he states that many homosexuals would choose sexual partners of
their own sex because they would fear the genitals of the opposite sex.
And since psychological miscarried repair is considered an illness, people
who became homosexuals due to their unconscious fears have to be nec-

essatily ill. Further, according to Lipton, the question to address is whether

39 ]bid., second letter to Alexander Schindler by Joseph R. Narot, April 6, 1973.

30 Cf. Lipton, Alan A. (1973): “A Congregation of Emotionally IlI?,” in: CCAR Journal.
Vol. XX, No. 3, Issue No. 82, pp. 49-50, p. 49.

3t Ibid., p. 50.
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a group of emotionally-ill people should form their own congregation.”
Implicitly, he rejects this notion.

Lipton goes on that one could assume that there are also non-neurotic
homosexual patterns without a background of learned fear. “[B]ehavioral,

733 could cause

identificatory or even mysterious chemical aberrations
homosexual desires as well. But then, Lipton argues, one has to ask whether
it is worth allowing different congregations for different sexual lifestyles.
They could one day overwhelm the traditional synagogues in numbers.***

Lipton argues in his responsum that homosexuals are more ill than capa-
ble of making their own, responsible decisions. They are, in a way, like
criminals who cannot be judged because of their physiologic condition.
Therefore, bringing them together as ill people in a separate synagogue
would not be a suitable solution for them.

Prior to the decision about BCC’s membership into the UAHC,
Alexander Schindler asked the CCAR for its opinion on this issue. The
Executive Board installed an “ad hoc committee on homosexual congre-
gations” with Rabbi Jack Stern as its chairman. It should prepare a rec-
ommendation for further considerations of the Executive Board. Their
report was published after the 85" annual CCAR convention.*” The com-
mittee had to consider two major points: First, Jewish homosexuals who
looked to participate in Judaism but could not find a place in “straight”
congregations and were rejected or humiliated by their families and/or
the Jewish community. The committee recognized this development and
underlined that every Jew should find their place within existing congre-
gations. Secondly, the acceptance of BCC into the UAHC. Such a deci-
sion would mean to officially sanction homosexuality. But the committee
considered this lifestyle as “contrary to the essential spirit of Judaism,

332 Cf. ibid.

3% Ibid.

334 Cf. ibid.

35 Cf. Stern, Jack (1974): “Report of the Ad Hoc Committee on Homosexual Congrega-
tions,” in: Central Conference of American Rabbis. Eighty-Fifth Annual Convention.
March 13" to March 18" Nineteen Hundred And Seventy-Four. Jerusalem, Israel, ed.
by Joseph B. Glaser and Elliot L. Stevens. New York, pp. 28—29.
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including Reform Judaism.”** A congregation of homosexuals would
undermine the family-oriented structure of other member congregations
of the UAHC, and therefore not stand for the continuity of Judaism.*’
Consequently, the committee declined the idea of accepting such congre-
gations into the Union. Rather, the UAHC should evolve programs to
increase the sensitivity to homosexuality to allow for homosexuals to be
accepted in “straight congregations.” If homosexuals wanted to build their
own congtegations, they could do so, but the UAHC should only offer its
assistance in creating worship opportunities, not conceding membership.*
However, the latter still encouraged rabbis like Erwin Herman and rein-
forced American Reform Judaism’s conception of the obligation to help
every Jewish group in its desire to worship.

The arguments against the admission of homosexual congregations
were various. Opponents saw homosexuality as being against Jewish tra-
dition per se. They differed on how homosexuals should to be regarded:
cither as sinners, who cither had to be part of the congregation and remain
silent about their desites, or as anus, who were forced by other circum-
stances to behave as they did. An associated question was how homosex-
uals were regarded in terms of psychology. Whether they were considered
ill or they could choose their sexual desires, homosexuals would actively
transgress Jewish law. In any case, the admission of BCC or any other gay
outreach synagogue would officially sanction a matter that could not be
justified by Jewish tradition. Supplementary arguments noted that homo-
sexual congregations would contradict the family-centered structure of a
synagogue and would not contribute to the continuity of Judaism. Oppo-
nents called for an integration of homosexuals in traditional synagogues.
Some of them acknowledged that the current social standing of homosex-
uals required special treatment in synagogues, or that congregations had to
be trained in order to integrate them properly. Others did not see any need
for action or even blamed the homosexuals for secluding themselves. But

as Rabbi Narot’s example shows, personal contact could sometimes make

36 Stern, 1974, p. 28.
37 Cf. ibid.
38 Cf. ibid., p. 29.
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opponents change their minds. However, there were others who rejected
these arguments against a congregation of homosexuals and wrote responsa
that were the first widely circulating documents within 20® centuty Juda-

ism to support homosexual Jews in their needs.

4.2 “Leave the decision to the homosexuals:”
Supporting BCC’s Admission

Five responsa can be identified that supported BCC’s admission into the
UAHC. They reflect the current situation of homosexuals in Jewish con-
gregations and came to the conclusion that homosexuals were not fully
accepted in mainstream congregations and that, therefore, homosexuals
should be encouraged to establish their own synagogues. These responsa
notably came from Los Angeles: Erwin Herman, BCC’s “founding rabbi,”
Stanford Ragins, and Leonard I. Beerman reflected their own experiences
with BCC. Judd Marmor, a well-known psychiatrist from Los Angeles and
eatly advocate for the rights of homosexuals, gave an insight into his sci-
entific work. Another responsum is traceable, composed by Rabbi Roland B.
Gittelsohn from Boston, the former president of the CCAR.

In his responsum, first transmitted to Schindler and then published in
the CCAR Journal, Rabbi Erwin Herman gives a short overview of BCC’s
history and he defends his approach to help any Jewish group in forming
a synagogue of its own. It was a matter of principle for the Pacific South-
west Council of the UAHC.** Further on, Herman reports about the dif-
ficulties of finding a rabbi for the first High Holiday services in 1972:

“Several [rabbis] [...] noted candidly that the distance between ‘Rabbi of the
Homosexual Temple’ and ‘Homosexual Rabbi of the Temple’ was too slim to

permit their participation.”**

This illustrates the hostile environment Rabbi Herman and the mem-
bers of BCC had to deal with when introducing the congregation to a

larger Jewish audience. However, one year (and a lot of persuading) later,

3 Cf. Herman, 1973, p. 34.
340 Ibid., p. 35.
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a number of rabbis and cantors would now volunteer to conduct services,
and the leaders of the Pacific Southwest Council of the UAHC were fully
supporttive of BCC.**!

Rabbi Herman explains how the congregation experienced the same
hardships as any other young synagogue. These included tensions between
traditionalism and non-traditionalism, acceptance or rejection of non-
Jews, and the question of a rigid or fluid constitution. Financial problems
were limited but still present. Herman acknowledges the BCC’s leaders’
inexperience but attests to their maturity, intelligence, and devotion to han-
dling the group’s heterogeneity.**

Another part of Herman’s responsum deals with the social perception
of homosexual Jews.** BCC’s members were certain that the problems of
the gay community could only be resolved when the community itself was
served by gays (e.g. rabbis), no matter how sincere straight people offered
their help. Others even considered this help suspicious, since the straight
wortld — including the Jewish community — had abused and rejected homo-
sexuals.”* According to Herman, this rejection did not change the inner
connection of BCC’s members to Judaism or the synagogue as an insti-
tution. On the contrary, a homosexual synagogue brought them closer
to the Jewish tradition. A coming out in a predominantly heterosexual
congregation might jeopardize a homosexual’s social and economic status
and invite the risk of further harassment. BCC, on the other hand, would

27345

enable them to shate the “warmth of life, of love* with other Jews.

Herman recalls conversations with gay people and professionals who
work in the homosexual community, coming to the conclusion that homo-
sexuality is not a choice. Despite condemning homosexuality as a sin or
abomination (which, in his view, is an ethical infraction rather than a legal

one in Jewish tradition), one should accept a person’s sexuality as a human

1 Cf. ibid., p. 38.

32 Cf. ibid., p. 36.

5 Cf. ibid., pp. 36-37.

3 Herman also mentions that membership in BCC would not require the self-identifica-
tion with homosexuality. There were also some heterosexual members, him included,
who engaged in the Friday evening services (cf. ibid., pp. 35-306).

35 Ibid., p. 37.
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condition that demands a positive response, with neither rejection nor
pity.

Additionally, the responsum covers another topic often raised by BCC’s
opponents: the question of whether the synagogue is a place for families,
especially with children. Herman first rejects the second notion: Reform
Judaism would not require children for a membership. Secondly, Herman
states that a traditional synagogue would also welcome widows, widowers,
divorcees, and singles. Then, he discusses, in an argumentation found in
21" century debates, the term “family” The traditional meaning of the
family, a married heterosexual couple with children, is confronted with
other concepts: Heterosexual couples without marriage, temporary rela-
tionships, marriages or relationships without children, children in divorced
marriages, single parents. Herman even raises the question of how to han-
dle communes and their concept of love sharing, with sometimes children
coming out of those relationships. Eventually, Herman states that homo-
sexuals have loving families as well and sometimes try to adopt children. >
He, thetefore, persuasively refutes the family-based argument against con-
gregations for homosexuals by showing how traditions can change over
the centuties.

Finally, Herman underlines that BCC’s members think they can address
their needs best in a synagogue of their own. They would prefer to be
accepted and included in existing synagogues, but this seems to be just
impossible. With their own synagogue, they hope to demonstrate the false-
hood of the prejudices brought upon them. Consecutively, “[t/hey will
happily turn to others when they and we are satisfied that we have condi-
tioned ourselves and our own Temple family to accept their way of life as
an alternative life-style, not one that we would impose upon ourselves, but
one that we accept as valid for them.”**

With his responsum, Rabbi Herman, in his position as president of the
UAHC’s Pacific Southwest Council, demonstrated his devotion to BCC

and its members. He put the members and their needs at the center of

6 CE. ibid., p. 39.
%7 Cf. ibid., pp. 39—40.
3 Tbid., p. 40.
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attention and advocated their success. He succeeded in disproving the
opponents’ arguments and called for the acceptance of homosexuality as a
human condition. Moreover, he sympathized with the homosexuals’ desire
to take the future into their own hands after being rejected by the straight
world for years. This made him a true straight ally of BCC.

Rabbi Sanford Ragins from LBT published his responsum in the CCAR
Jounrnal of summer 1973. It mainly consists of a sermon he presented in
May 1973 to BCC which he had already written in April, probably inspired
by Schindler’s inquiries.** First, Ragins endorses Rabbi Herman’s estima-
tion that BCC had the same problems as every other newborn synagogue,
and there was nothing unusual about it.*" After that, he writes about the
moving Torah dedication ceremony in March 1973. He acknowledges the
double minority status of the group he observed that night: Being Jewish,
“part of an old and persecuted people,” and being gay, “part of an old
and persecuted group, the only group, |[...] that it is still possible to hate
publicly in America.”'!

What makes this responsum so authentic is the depiction of Ragins’ per-
sonal quest in relation to the issue of homosexuality. When BCC lost its
meeting place in MCC, Ragins saw his offer to welcome the congregation
into LBT as bakbnasat orkhim. But he had second thoughts about whether
the congregation had a right to exist and whether tolerating homosex-
uality itself by supporting BCC.** Thus, he consulted traditional Jewish
literature and its stance on homosexuality. Ragins concluded that tradi-
tion can be traced in daily life, in the language, in social attitudes, in legal
codes, but “tradition of repression is there also, perhaps most powerfully,
inside each of us.”*** But Ragins did not stop there. He also drew on con-
temporary, scientific literature on the issue. He became impressed by the
Kinsey-Report (1953) by Alfred Charles Kinsey that first captured the

3 Cf. BCCR, Box 8, Folder 7 and Folder 10, “Judaism and Homosexuality” by Rabbi
Sanford Ragins.
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dimension of homosexual activities among men, other interdisciplinary
research, and statistics. He ascertained that these numbers and reports
raised a lot of questions and challenged the widely established judgments
of society, leading to intensive debates between defenders of the tradition
and those who want more openness towards homosexuals.” According to
Ragins, Judaism’s stance should be clear in this debate. Jewish tradition is
not limited to the texts that condemn homosexuality, it is especially shaped
by wandering and suffering. Jews know about repression and barbarism
which is perpetuated in the name of established beliefs and opinions. Jews
should not enforce one way of living, but should end the discrimination
and oppression against the homosexual community.®® The appeals of
homosexuals were “an echo of the pleas of our fathers in every place

and time.”**

In order to take the teachings of Passover seriously, all Jews
should work towards the liberation of all slaves.

Accordingly, the desire for synagogues for homosexuals has to be
granted, their establishment encouraged, assisted, and membership
approved. Until Jews ate accepted in their homosexuality, integration into

357

existing synagogues would remain impossible.””” He concludes with an

appreciation for the religious commitment of BCC’s members:

“[...] I am happy to say that I find an ever-increasing awareness of this [i.c.
Jewish] heritage and an ever more intense will to be identified with it joyously

and proudly. This, friends, is our direction and our goal.”**

Stanford Ragins’ story is an example of the inner struggle with the Jewish
tradition and the appeals of people in need. He got involved with contem-
porary debates about homosexuality, welcomed worshipping Jews in his
temple regardless of their sexuality, and built up a relationship with them.
Out of the Jewish history of repression, oppression, and persecution,

3 CF. ibid., pp. 44—45.
3 CE. ibid., p. 45.
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Ragins concluded for himself that it was even motre Jewish to help those
in need than adhering to rigorous prohibitions.

Ragin’s colleague at LBT, Leonard 1. Beerman, wrote his opinion as
a letter to Alexander Schindler. He recognizes that “the answers to the
questions you [i.e. Schindlet] put to me were so difficult to come by
He elucidates that, with the accommodation of BCC in LBT, the question
of congregations for homosexuals was not hypothetical, it was a real one
for him. His encounters with those affected changed his views and even
eliminated his anxiety about homosexuals. Beerman relates here to Rabbi
Narot who also questioned his own views after meeting affected people.

However, out of his own experience with BCC, Beerman doesn’t
conclude that the formation of gay outreach congregations should be
encouraged by the Union. Homosexuals should be integrated into exist-
ing congregations. He rather pictures specific groups for homosexuals
inside “straight congregations” since congregations were already pluralis-
tic. Beerman, however, also acknowledges that homosexuals currently did
not feel enough acceptance. That is why his vision would only be imag-
inable in the future. If homosexuals wanted to form own congregations,
the Union should assist them, even though those synagogues should only
be “temporary way stations on the way to the acceptance and integration

of the future.”¢

? With such temples, both homosexuals and heterosexuals
would be able to worship more comfortably. Congregations for homo-
sexuals would help homosexual Jews to enhance their status in the larger
Jewish community and at the same time could setrve their spiritual needs.
Additionally, each rabbi should be free in his or her decision to serve such
a congregation. The Union, CCAR, and the HUC-JIR should create an
appropriate climate in which rabbis could make their decision without

reproach or reprisal from other rabbis or their congregations.'

3 AJA, Erwin Herman Papers, Box 1, Folder 28. MS-822, letter from Leonard I. Beerman
to Alexander Schindler, March 19, 1973.
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Congregations of homosexuals should “of coutse be accepted.”** He
reveals a common contradiction in the Union’s practice: Adulterers and
exploiters could unite and form congregations and nobody would hesitate
to accept them into the Union. Why should it be otherwise with homo-
sexual Jews then?

In response to Schindler’s question about a Jewish marriage of the
same-sex, Beerman admits that such marriages would be too premature,
but:

“Yet I envision a time when something like this will be possible. Given the
proper circumstances, the maturity of the couple, a sincere commitment to

Judaism, I could give some form of blessing to such a union.”*%

At the end of his remarks, Beerman shortly addresses halakhic issues. He
states that the balakhalh doesn’t provide any basis for congregations of
homosexuals. For him, Jewish values like “compassion, a pity for the liv-

7364 are

ing, and a need to work for the correction of the world’s injustice
more important, which leads him to his conclusion to support BCC and
the admission of such congregations into the Union. In sum, Beerman
envisioned large, comprehensive congregations, but he knew about the
specific standing of homosexuals in his time. His encounter with Jewish
homosexuals in Los Angeles bolstered his decision making, leading him
to believe that there was a need for congregations like BCC, even if just
temporarily. One can assume that, for Beerman, supporting homosexuals
in their needs would constitute a contribution to #Z&kun olam.

As Beerman, Rabbi Roland B. Gittelsohn wrote his answer directly to
Schindler. In his letter, he admits that the issue of homosexuality is com-
pletely new to him. However, he acknowledges that rabbis have the obliga-
tion to serve homosexuals and that congregations of homosexuals should
be accepted into the Union. Whether the establishment of such congre-
gations should be encouraged, he leaves to the homosexuals to decide: A

rabbi should gather homosexuals in his congregation and let them decide

2 Ibid.
6 Tbid.
361 Thid.,
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whether they want to have a congregation for themselves or whether they
want to be integrated into the larger congregation.*™ Regarding Schindlet’s
question about the Jewish marriage of homosexuals, Gittelsohn rejects
the notion to perform a traditional Jewish marriage, but he would concede
to an individual rabbi to create “a ceremony of some kind that would be

meaningful to two such people.””**

Gittelsohn’s responsum appears to have
been a rather spontaneous answer to Schindler’s question. However, the
answer derived from an acknowledging attitude that concentrated on the
needs of homosexuals. Those needs seemed to be more important at the
moment than halakhbic prohibitions and the category of sinners respectively.

Psychiatrist Dr. Judd Marmor, vice-president of the _Awerican Psycho-
logical Association (APA) at the time, published another responsum in the
CCAR Journal. Marmor worked closely with his colleague at the Univer-
sity College Los Angeles, Dr. Evelyn Hooker, and was most influential
in removing homosexuality from the APA’ list of psychological disor-
ders® in December 1973. He argues that pathologizing homosexuality is
a reflection of cultural values and not based on scientific justifications.”®
He shows that homosexuality was and is socially accepted in different
communities and that homosexuality cannot be easily considered biologi-
cally unnatural. Homosexual behavior can be found everywhere in nature:
“Exclusive heterosexuality as well as exclusive homosexuality are unique
consequences of human acculturative processes.”*®

Marmor undetlines that other deviations from the “natural” are not nec-
essarily considered psychopathological like rejecting the “natural nourish-
ment” of meatas a vegetarian. Hence, the condemnation of homosexuality

out of psychological reasons would reflect “greater moral disapproval.””*®

%5 Cf. AJA, Erwin Herman Papers, Box 1, Folder 28. MS-822, letter from Roland B.
Gittelsohn to Alexander Schindler, February 14, 1973.

366 Tbid.

37 Cf. Tarkan, Laurie (December 19, 2003): Dr. Judd Marmor, 93, Dies; 1ed Change in 1V iew
of  Gays. https://www.aytimes.com/2003/12/19/us/dt-judd-marmor-93-dies-led-
change-in-view-of-gays.html (last retrieved March 8, 2019).

38 Cf. Marmor, Judd: (1973) “Pathologic Or Normal?,” in: CCAR Journal. Vol. XX, No. 3,
Issue No. 82, pp. 47—49, p. 47.

39 Ibid., p. 48.

370 Tbid.
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The same would apply to deviations from the cultural mainstream (e.g
astrology or religious sects). Their adherents, mentally disabled or not, are
accepted so long as they don’t force their beliefs on others.”

As with heterosexuals, there are homosexuals with psychological dis-
orders, but Marmor points out that much of them suffer from societies’
prejudices and discrimination. He also rejects the widely established opin-
ion that homosexuals become homosexual due to their disturbed family
backgrounds. Eventually, all alternative lifestyles would result out of per-
sonal and developmental differences.’

Marmor summarizes that the attitude towards sexual preferences is
filled with values “couched in ‘medical’ and ‘scientific’ rationalizations.”*”
Based on this assumption, the question of separate congregations for
homosexuals can only be answered while looking at the Jewish community
at large. Since homosexuals are not fully accepted and recognized, it is
reasonable to establish separate congregations. Marmor also sees them “as
part of a transitional stage.”*™

In his responsum, Marmor reflects new scientific approaches to the issue
of homosexuality and considers, contrary to Lipton, a homosexual’s stand-
ing in an anti-gay society. It’s not the homosexual who is ill and deviated,
society and its approach to the issue influence their well-being. When soci-
ety changes, homosexuals will feel accepted and, in a second step, could be
integrated into “straight congregations.”

The arguments for the admission of congregations for homosexuals
put the homosexuals themselves into the center of attention. The propo-
nents took the homosexuals’ actual legal, social position, and their indi-
vidual needs into account. New scientific knowledge provided enough
evidence to believe that homosexuality was a natural human condition and
not a choice. Rabbis who worked with BCC underlined that the synagogue

had the same “pain of a newborn™” like every other synagogue. Nevet-

3 Cf. ibid.

372 Cf. ibid., p. 48.

37 Ibid., p. 49.

74 Ibid.

375 Herman, 1973, p. 36.
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theless, BCC’s members were devoted and motivated. They were driven by
the desire to come closer to Jewish tradition, becoming even more Jewish.
It was also this Jewish heritage, shaped by exclusion and persecution, that
would demand acceptance and commitment for other repressed groups
like homosexuals. Their exclusion from the straight (Jewish) world would
require specific solutions, according to their needs. Their leadership should
consist of those affected.

The idea was that congregations of homosexuals would constitute just
a temporary station until homosexuals would be widely accepted in Jewish
congtegations.”” It was assumed that they could enhance their status in the
larger Jewish community with these special outreach congregations. Out
of their personal experience, the authors knew that only a direct encounter
with homosexuals and the examination of their situation could change
the Jewish community’s deprecating attitude. This appraisal seems to have
been justified if we look at what happened when BCC finally submitted
its membership application, turning Alexander Schindler’s hypothetical

inquiry into serious business.

4.3  Admission into the Union of
American Hebrew Congregations

As intended from its founding on, BCC handed in the application for
membership into the UAHC to Rabbi Herman in June 1973.>”7 Herman

was responsible for the development of new congregations in the Pacific

3 In the light of the enduring existence of LGBTQ synagogues, it seems debatable
whether this goal has already been achieved today as many commentators suggest. For
instance, Steven M. Cohen, director of the Berman Jewish Policy Archive, thinks that
acceptance of LGBTQ in straight/mainstream synagogues is given today. Moreovet,
LGBTQ-identified synagogues would become irrelevant because younger adults would
not identify through sexuality anymore. On the other hand, others are of the opinion
that specific synagogues for LGBTQ will continue to teach mainstream synagogues
how to become more inclusive, for example in creating prayers or ceremonies. Accord-
ing to these voices, those congregations should remain the first reference for LGBTQ
inclusion. Additionally, those synagogues are traditionally more dedicated to social ac-
tion (cf. Lemberger, Martin (March 11, 2013): Gay Synagogue’s Uncertain Future. https://
www.tabletmag.com/jewish-life-and-religion/126512/ gay-synagogues-uncertain-future
(last retrieved April 16, 2019)).

377 Cf. BCCR, Box 1, Folder 3, Minutes of June 14, Board of Directors Meeting.
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Southwest Council of the Union. However, he had one condition: BCC
had to prove itself a functional congregation before applying for member-
ship.””® This seems to have happened in summer 1973. BCC’s leadership
trusted Herman that the application would be “submitted at his descretion
[sicl] to the board [i.e. Regional Board of the UAHC] when the time is
right.””?” Tt was expected that the Regional Board would submit the appli-
cation to the National Board during their meeting in November.
However, the congregation did not just passively wait for a decision by
the UAHC. Even while the application was being reviewed, events were in
train. Already in January 1973, the congregation’s leadership was invited
by Norman Eichberg to the UAHC Pacific Southwest Council Biennial.
Here, the congregation had the chance to meet and connect with vari-
ous temples in the region and other national leaders of the Union.”®! The
participation of BCC’s president Stuart Zinn in the Centennial-Biennial
of the UAHC in New York City (November 9-15, 1973) was even more
important. The Union had invited one representative of the congregation
and BCC sent its president for two reasons: Firstly, for him to observe
the working of the convention and secondly, for the promotion of public
relations and awareness for the temple.*® According to Zinn, he was suc-
cessful in observing the planning of resolutions, in coming together with
rabbis and temple officers, as well as in addressing the Commission on
Social Action on the specific needs of homosexuals. His address resulted
in a “promise of action.””® Zinn also met Alexander Schindlet, who was
going to be known for supporting BCC’s admission to the Union. As he
recalls it, Schindler told him: “I hope this is the beginning of a long and
fulfilling relationship.”*** Later, BCC’s board of directors thanked Zinn for

378 Cf. Hertz, 2008, p. 41.

379 BCCR, Box 1, Folder 3, Minutes of June 14, Board of Directors Meeting.

380 Cf. ibid.

31 Cf. BCCR, Box 8, Folder 18, Welcome Address UAHC Pacific Southwest Council Bien-
nial, January 19, 1973.

32 Cf. Zinn, Stuart (1973): “Presidents Report From New York,” in: Bezh Chayin Chadashin
Newsletter. Vol. 1, No. 2, pp. 2-3, p. 2.

3 Cf. ibid,, p. 2.

384 Ibid.
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the participation in the conference “which resulted in our being voted full
members [of the UAHC].”*® Indeed, Zinn succeeded in making temples
around the country aware of BCC’s situation and paved the way for the
four deciding steps to being recognized as a Reform congregation.

The first step was the Regional New Congregations Committee. It met
in eatly 1974 and discussed BCC’s affiliation ““at great length.”** The com-
mittee consisted of twelve individuals, three of them rabbis. The rabbis
were selected in order to receive a broad range of opinions in terms of
general attitudes, not necessarily on human sexualities. Finally, the Com-
mittee voted 11—1 for the admission of BCC to the Union.*®” The next
step was the Regional Assembly of Delegates. 100 delegates from the
Pacific Southwest Region of the Union discussed the issue intensively,
with several debates in two-hour forums. In the end, the delegates voted
91-9 in favor of the admission.®

On the regional level, there was overwhelming support for the accep-
tance of BCC. However, the next hurdle awaited the congregation on a
national level. On June 6, 1974, the National New Congregations Commit-
tee met to make a decision.”® The Committee was quite small and after a
“tull airing of the subject,” it voted for the admission with seven in favor
and one abstention.*° The ultimate decision was then left to the Executive
Committee of the UAHC Board of Trustees, the highest lay leadership of
the Reform Movement, during its meeting on June 9, 1974.

The minutes of the meeting reveal the proponents’ and opponents’
lines of argument. As the chairman pointed out at the end, the debate
represented “the feeling of the entite officers of the Union.”*”' Joseph
Kleiman, an L. A. based business executive, brought the subject to order.

3% BCCR, Box 1, Folder 3, Board Meeting June 19, 1974.

36 AJA, Erwin Herman Papers, Box 1, Folder 28. MS-822, UAHC Boatd of Trustees, Ex-
ecutive Committee Proceedings, June 8-9, 1974.

%7 Cf. ibid.

%8 Cf. ibid., pp. 12—13.

3% Cf. Hertz, 2008, p. 66.

0 Cf. AJA, Erwin Herman Papers, Box 1, Folder 28. MS-822, UAHC Board of Trustees,
Executive Committee Proceedings, June 8-9, 1974, p. 13.

1 Ibid., p. 35.
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Just before that, nine other “straight congregations” wete accepted to the
Union with a plain “Aye.” Kleiman became the main advocate for BCC
during the meeting, After shortly resuming the history of the congrega-
tion, Kleiman made clear that the regional council of the UAHC would
not act precipitously in considering BCC for Union membership. As with
all congregations, they wanted to make sure that BCC is “a viable congre-
gation in Israel”*? BCC had developed quite quickly, so an application
could be supported at this point. Kleiman reinforced the notion of the
Regional New Congregations Committee that BCC should not be consid-
ered a congregation of homosexuals but a normal congregation. It should
be judged on whether it fulfilled the UAHC’s membership requirements.
The Committee would neither seek for any publicity nor for a national
debate about the rightness or wrongness of homosexuality.”

He went on and shortly rejected the three most common comments
against the admission like Rabbi Herman had done in his responsa: The
halakhic arguments sounded vacuous for Reform Judaism, homosexuals
could not just integrate into normal synagogues because they felt uncom-
fortable there, and currently there were not any children (from separated
heterosexual relationships) involved in the temple, so no child would be
exposed to homosexual behavior.® Moreover, Kleiman undetlined the
warm and enriching atmosphere in BCC since the services were very Jew-
ish. The temple was furthermore not only unique because of its members’
sexuality, but because the services were attended by a higher number of
people than the number of memberships. And, finally, he made clear that
BCC was not an exclusive congregation as many suggested. Heterosexuals
were more than welcome to join.”

After Kleiman’s opening statement, the debate opened and various
attendees participated. Other proponents spoke in favor of the admission
because Reform Judaism should actively work against discrimination. Kivie

Kaplan, a businessman and civil rights activist from Boston, reminded the

2 Tbid., p. 12.

# Cf ibid., p. 14.

»4 Cf. ibid., pp. 15-16.
¥ Cf. ibid., pp. 17-18.
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Committee that all humans had been created equal. If the Union would
not accept the congregation, they would actively discriminate against them

and commit a serious mistake:

“I think we ought to accept this congregation into our fold without making a

big thing out of it.”**

Kaplan was supported by others to act against discrimination and to
acknowledge that homosexuals were discriminated against by American
society and the world’s Jewish community.”” Seymour Sims (Scarsdale,
N.Y.)) and Judge Emil Baar (Brooklyn) both raised the issue of whether
separating homosexual Jews from regular congregations was the right way
to go. While Sims feared that a rejection of BCC could force separatism
among its members and would, therefore, cause trouble,*® Baar argued
that the balakhah might prohibit homosexuality, but there were other mwifz-
votimplicitly demanding to take them in. One of these was that Jews should
not be separated from the greater people. BCC’s members were Jews,
wanted to be Jews, and wanted to affiliate with other Jews.”” Jerome S.
Mehlman, president of the UAHC’s Chicago Federation, argued as a phy-
sician and emphasized that homosexuality could not easily be considered
an abnormality and if so, society could live with this kind of abnormality.
In terms of halakbic references, Mehlman calls for a consistent approach:

“If we insist that we cannot accept this group on Halachic [sic!] principles, we

have to make an awful lot of changes in our other activities and our decisions.”**

However, one aspect still bothered Mehlman: the question of whether BCC
should gain public attention. In his opinion, the congregation would have
difficulties existing when it was not to receive renown and to be well adver-
tised.*"! Indeed, this was one of the key aspects of the debate: Should the

Union seek wider publicity for the congregation of homosexuals? Kleiman

96 Tbid., pp. 24-25.
7 Cf. ibid, pp. 20-30.
9 Cf.ibid., p. 25.

# Cf.ibid., pp. 30-31.
0 Thid., p. 26.

1 Cf.ibid.
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had already rejected that notion in his opening statement, but Rabbi Arthur
Lelyveld, then president of the CCAR, expressed skepticism towards that
assurance. He did not think that body as large as the UAHC could pre-
vent wide media coverage on the admission of a homosexual congregation
and neither could BCC be restrained “from publicising [sic!] its homosexual

7402 Kleiman was forced to make clear that BCC did not advertise

nucleus.
for members, not to mention recruiting. BCC had only gained limited pub-
licity in Los Angeles and this publicity had been “faitly objective.”*” The
congregation had been increasing their audience and memberships by word
of mouth as it was common in the repressed gay community. This fact led
Kleiman to estimate “that this congregation has a higher percentage of
non-recruited affiliates than almost any other temple.”***

The opponents to the admission still were not convinced and invoked
other arguments. Their strongest speaker was Rabbi Lelyveld. Besides his
skepticism about the public coverage of the synagogue, he did not want
to recognize homosexuality as normal. He had sympathy for “those who

are possessed of that abnormality”**®

and acknowledged that consenting
adults should have sexual rights. He argued again for accepting homosex-
ual individuals into existing congregations. He emphasized that he knew
top leaders of the Union, also friends of his, who were gay themselves.*"
However, he was vehemently opposed to “the structuring of homosexu-
ality into American Jewish communal life”*” He also argued that Reform
Judaism had already been struggling with other Jewish denominations over
issues like conversion or mixed marriages. The recognition of homosexu-
ality would only add another problem to the list of disputes.*® It seems that
Lelyveld’s argumentation, as recorded in the minutes, was not compel-

ling. He repeated his arguments multiple times and he ended with an

w2 Thid., p. 20.

@5 Thid., p. 28.

04 Thid.

5 Thid., p. 19.

05 Cf. ibid., pp. 20-21.
@7 Thid., p. 19.

w5 CF. ibid., pp. 19-20.
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unintelligible comparison between the &ashrut laws, adultery, and homo-
sexuality. This led Rabbi Herman to hold off on his intervention:

“Arthur was prone to speak lengthily and he did not fail us. The longer he
spoke, however, the more certain I was that he had destroyed his own argu-

ment — so I stopped preparing my response.”*”

Irvin Husin, president of the New York Federation, reported on his nega-
tive experiences with a group of homosexuals who wanted to form another
gay outreach congregation in New York. Their leadership had not been
cooperative at all and simply had not known anything about Judaism. From
that perspective, he argued that homosexuals should include themselves and
should not cause any more trouble.*” Nathaniel Hess, another New York
delegate, principally agreed on admitting any group of Jews into the Union
as members. But he did not want to have the word “homosexual” on the
application and would consider an admission without it. His fear was to
create all kinds of segregating groups wishing to be accepted by the Union.*!!

As it becomes obvious, the arguments against the admission were not
new. They can already be found in the responsa literature. They wete mostly
rooted in the anxiety to officially accept homosexuality when admitting BCC
to the Union. Even the notion that the Union should only decide on the basis
of whether BCC as a congregation fulfilled the Union’s requirements did
not change that. However, the opponents and their arguments were in the
minority on that day. When the chairman called for a vote, BCC was finally
admitted to the Union with 61 in favor and 22 opposing This majority deci-
sion emphasized that the lay leadership of Reform Judaism was more ready
to accept a congregation of homosexuals than the Reform rabbis. Whereas
the CCAR and many noted and influential rabbis opposed in responsa and
during meetings, some vehemently, the lay leaders through all different levels
of the membership affiliation process showed openness and appreciation
for the situation of homosexual Jews. BCC and its supporters succeeded

409 Ibid., letter from Erwin Herman to Amy Beth Hertz, January 16, 2008.

40 Cf. ibid., UAHC Board of Trustees, Executive Committee Proceedings, June 89, 1974,
pp. 31-32.

4t Cf. ibid., pp. 32-33.



APPLYING FOR MEMBERSHIP 85

in persuading those decision makers who kept some distance from biblical
traditions and the balakbah and were more likely to be confronted with other
lifestyles in their daily (non-Jewish) environment. As Amy Hertz correctly
points out, BCC’s admission was the “only decision vis-a-vis gay and les-
bian Jews in the Reform Movement that was decided exclusively among the
lay leadership.”*" Later decisions like the admission of gay and lesbian rab-
bis (1990) and the performance of same-sex martiages (2000) were mostly
made by the rabbis*"? since these decisions touched the cote of Jewish life and
community building. BCC, however, started the process of internal Jewish
self-reform and helped to gradually change the opinion of Reform rabbis,
“the guardians of tradition.”

A few days later, the congregation received the official letter of its
acceptance** and during the 2™ anniversary service on July 19, 1974, BCC
was officially introduced as Herman officiated the service and handed over
the charter to the congregation, in the presence of Norman Eichberg,
William G. Israel (Vice President of the UAHC Nation Board of Trust-
ees), and L. A’s city attorney Burt Pines.*”

With the UAHC’s decision, BCC became the first gay and lesbian insti-
tution ever to be recognized by an official religious mainstream organi-
zation. Even though it was not intended, surely to some degree BCC’s
admission was a sign of the institutional recognition of homosexuality.
For Aliza Maggid, it was “a historic action that cracked open the door of
mainstream Judaism to gay and lesbian Jews.”*'® And BCC did not stop
there. It became further engaged in the improvement of homosexuals’
positions in (Reform) Judaism, American society in general, and became a

tole model for other gay outreach congregations to join the Union.*”

42 Hertz, 2008, p. 78.

43 Cf. ibid.

414 Cf. BCCR, Box 4, Folder 37, UAHC letter to Stuart Zinn.

45 Cf. ibid., Box 31, Folder 11, Second Anniversary Service.

416 Maggid, Aliza (1989): “Joining together: Building a Worldwide Movement,” in: Twice
Blessed. On Being Lesbian, Gay, and Jewish, ed. by Christie Balka and Andy Rose. Boston,
pp. 157-170, p. 160.

#7 Three other synagogues had become members of the UAHC by the mid-1980s: Or
Chadash (Chicago), Etz Chaim (Miami), and Sha’ar Zahav (San Francisco) (cf. Cooper,
1989, p. 93).






5 Prospects

For BCC’s leadership and its members, the admission to the UAHC ensutred
the congregation’s viability in the thicket of American Judaism. Now, they
were able to act on the authority of Reform Judaism and to reach out
for support more easily, be it financially or using the network of Reform
congregations. However, the road toward an end of discrimination against
queer Jews, toward an equal legal and religious status, acceptance, and tol-
erance was still long. This became obvious during the affiliation process,
especially due to the heavy rejection by Reform rabbis. As a result, BCC
actively connected with other groups of Jewish homosexuals in the United
States. As stated in chapter 3.5 Working towards an Organized Synagogal Struc-
ture, the congregation received a considerable amount of correspondence
from other Jews who were in the same social position as BCC’s members.
Several times, the congregation was asked on how to form a gay outreach
synagogue. In November 1973, during the UAHC Biennial, president
Stuart Zinn met with CBST, New York’s gay outreach synagogue, for the
first time. CBST’s founding process stretched from February until Novem-
ber of the same year.*’® Zinn saw several parallels in the otganizational
structute and in their problems, for example in attracting more members.*?

He states:

“I feel they have more people involved with a deeper, more intense knowledge
and understanding of Judaism than we have, and they are indeed fortunate
to have these people to call upon. In short, they are serious in their desire for
a shul in New York City, and are working towards growing and serving their

congregation as we are.”*?

BCC maintained a strong connection with its counterpart on the East

Coast which never affiliated with a Jewish denomination. The synagogue

48 Cf. Cohen, Ayelet S. (2014): Changing Lives, Making History: Congregation Beit
Simchat Torah. The First Forty Years. New York, pp. 14—-20.

49 Cf. Zinn, 1973, pp. 2-3.

420 Ibid., p. 3.
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even used CBST’s expertise in religious questions, for example on a gay-
friendly interpretation of the problematical verses Leviticus 16:1—20:27 that
consider homosexual acts an abomination.**!

Shortly after the admission to the UAHC in August 1974, BCC invited
guests from San Francisco and the newly founded gay outreach synagogue
Etz Chaim in Miami. The guests reported about attempts to form new tem-
ples in Washington, D. C., Cleveland, and Austin. They and other groups,
going as far as London and Amsterdam, wanted to get more information
on how they could form temples and their organizational structure.*? An
important forum for the communication between already existing, new, ot
potential gay outreach synagogues became the annual Conference of the
Universal Fellowship of Metropolitan Community Churches. From the churches
of the fellowship emerged many gay outreach synagogues and other gay
Jewish gatherings. The conventions in 1974 and 1975 were an opportunity
to share experiences among the groups, to offer moral support, and to
ptepate to form an own, Jewish and homosexual network.*” The conven-
tion also facilitated the knowledge about other gay outreach synagogues
among the churches, from whom other Jews could ask help to create their
own spaces.*®

At the end of 1975, the United Nations General Assembly passed, in
response to pressure from Arabic countries, a resolution that “[d]etermines
that zionism [sic!] is a form of racism and racial discrimination.”** This
caused intensive debates within American Judaism, demanding a response
from Jewish groups. Hence, CBST called for a meeting of gay and lesbian

Jewish organizations “to develop strategies for combatting anti-Semitism.””***

21 Cf. BCCR, Box 8, Folder 21, Sermon on Leviticus 16:1-20:27, Beth Simchat Torah May
3,1974.
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24 Cf. Krieger, Jerry (1975): “BCC Rep Reports from Dallas. MCC Conference,” in: Bezh
Chayim Chadashim Newsletter. Vol. 3, No. 3, pp. 17-19, p. 17.

425 United Nations General Assembly Resolution 3379 (2400™ plenary meeting, November
10, 1975), https://daccess-ods.un.org/TMP/5325893.16368103.html (last retrieved
April 15, 2019).
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Representatives from BCC and from Philadelphia (Beth Ahavah), Boston
(B’nai Haskalah), and Washington D. C. (Temple Mishpachah) traveled to
New York for the first organized meeting of organizations founded and
run by Jewish homosexuals. Their first action was to condemn the U.N.
resolution. However, the participants also decided to maintain closer con-
tact with each other and to enhance their mutual support.*” They also laid
the groundwork for the First International Conference of Gay and Lesbian Jews
one year later in Washington, D.C. Here, American congregations were
joined by groups from Montreal, Toronto, London, and an Israeli proxy
organization (the Society for the Protection of Personal Rights). This meeting was
the birth of an international organization for homosexual Jews, an “inter-
national Gay Hebrew Alliance,”* that officially became the World Congress
of Gay and Lesbian Jewish Organizations in 1980, today the World Congress
of GLBT Jews. Resolutions on the first conference established member-
ship standards and determined that the member organizations would hold
annual international conferences in a rotational pattern.*”” BCC hosted
the conference in 1978 and again in 1982. The founding organizations
hoped that they would establish a new movement “that would give voice to
their concerns and validate their existence as a legitimate segment of Am
Yisroel.”* Aliza Maggid recalls:

“We felt proud together, and we were able to share our concerns in a complete-
ly accepting atmosphere. Warm and lasting friendships grew quickly and easily.
We attended dozens of workshops on gay and Jewish subjects [...]. We sang,
danced, conducted religious services in many alternative forms, and of course

enjoyed lots of feasting and festivities.™*!

But BCC’s dedication was not limited to other queer Jewish organizations.
BCC tried to connect with the larger gay community as well, trying to
become a bridge between the Jewish and the gay world. Already in 1973,

47 Cf. Cooper, 1989, p. 86.

45 BCCR, Box 22, Folder 6, Conference of Gay Jewish Organizations Minutes of Business
Meeting on August 14, 1976.
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1 Maggid, 1989, pp. 160-161.
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the temple’s vice president participated in a conference in San Francisco
and thereby promoted his gay and Jewish identity in front of 600 people
with different backgrounds.”*? The leadership invited important figures
of the local L. A. gay community to speak in front of their congregation
and the temple joined different organizations supporting gay rights leg-
islation, like HELD, Inc*® In 1974, the congregation participated in the
Christopher Street West Parade, the annual pride parade in Los Angeles,
for the first time.**

Occasionally, BCC sent speakers to L. A. universities to address stu-
dents in affairs of gay rights. Social and political groups invited BCC mem-
bers as well as Jewish Community Centers and other community activities,*”

including different charity events.*

The congregation’s newsletter from
1975 to 1977 attests to an intensive commitment to current issues in the
homosexual community in Los Angeles, engaging in protests and support-
ing gay rights activists. BCC succeeded in not only becoming established
among the Jewish community but also in the gay community, at least on
a regional level. This recognition led to a more professionalized outreach
program with the purpose of educating the straight Jewish communities
on homosexuality. This program was designed with the help of Rabbi
Allen I. Freehling of the University Synagogue Los Angeles and had influ-
enced the eventual UAHC syllabus on sex education.*’

An incident in late 1976 and at the beginning of 1977 shows the inter-
mediate success of BCC’s work in an exemplary way. In the editorial of
the November 19 edition of the Bai Brith Messenger, a weekly newspa-
per released by L.A’s Jewish community, an article on BCC was published.
Titled “Company Not to Keep,” the anonymous author stated his or her

dislike of a temple’s representative in the Jewish Federation Council of Greater

42 Cf. BCCR, Box 1, Folder 1, Board of Directors Meeting August 16, 1973.

43 Cf. ibid., Box 3, Folder 31, Monthly Board Meeting September 20, 1973.

4 Cf. ibid., Box 1, Folder 5, letter to the congregants May 16, 1974.

45 Cf. ibid., Box 4, Folder 5, “Beth Chayim Chadashim — The House of New Life,” p. 9.
46 Cf. Cooper, 1989, p. 85.

7 Cf. BCCR, Box 22, Folder 3, Regular Board Meeting May 21, 1977.
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Los Angeles. The author thought thinks traditional literature is clear in its

view on homosexuality and concludes:

“It seems that our society, and that includes our Jewish establishments, has
become so liberal that one Biblical prohibition after another is abandoned.
What types of behavior patterns are those fools setting for their children. Be
forewarned: such fools [i.e. members of BCC] are not the kind of company

to keep.”**

Rabbi Herman saw himself forced to inform his lay and rabbinical col-
leagues about this issue. He sent a letter to all congregational presidents
and rabbis in the UAHC with a copy of the editorial. He enclosed his
response to Joseph J. Cummins, editor of the Bnai Brith Messenger, in which
Herman protested against the author’s offensive tone and the ignorance
towards the UAHC.*’ The response by the UAHC affiliated members
was impressive. Over 125 supportive letters from all around the country
arrived, rejecting the assumptions and implications in the editorial.*° This
led BCC’s president, Arnold Pincus, to summarize:

“I believe that the message is clear — the time has passed when homophobia,
within as well as without the Jewish community, can safely bait gays. [...], our
brothers and sisters in the UAHC have once again demonstrated Reform Juda-

ism’s concern for social justice.”**!

The B'nai Brith Messenger never officially apologized and an answer to Rabbi
Herman from editor Cummins is not recorded in the archives. However,
the incident shows a remarkable shift within the Union. About two years
prior, BCC had clearly been admitted to the Union, but with unmistak-
able opposition by rabbis and several lay leaders. Now, a wave of empathy
and sympathy reached the congregation. Fellow Jews around the country

48 Anonymous (1976): “Company Not to Keep,” in: B’nai Brith Messenger. 80" yeat, No. 47,
November 19, p. 24.

49 Cf. BCCR, Box 25, Folder 9, letter from Erwin Herman to Joseph ]. Cummins,
November 23, 1976.

#0 Cf. Pincus, Arnold (1977): “A Presidential Message,” in: Beth Chayim Chadashinm Newslet-
ter. Vol. 4, No. 7, p. 2.

1 Ibid., p. 2.
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defended BCC against arguments which had been naturally appropriated
by its opponents only a few years before.

BCC’s influence on the UAHC became even more obvious during the
Union’s Biennial in 1977 when BCC successfully lobbied for the adap-
tion of the resolution “Human Rights of Homosexuals.” Aaron Cooper
describes it as “one of the greatest challenges in its [i.e. BCC’s| then short
history.”*** The resolution, among others written by Rabbi Herman, was
supposed to clarify Reform Judaism’s position in the difficult political
climate surrounding gay rights legislation. Singer Anita Bryant’s anti-gay
political campaigns or the Briggs Initiative in California, which attempted
to suspend gay and lesbian teachers from public schools, were considered
especially threatening. The first attempt to pass the resolution failed with
only 20 % support. The resolution was then returned to the committee for
rewriting.*’ The delegates had voiced various concerns. BCC’s representa-
tives at the Biennial knew that they had to induce the delegates to vote in
their favor in a second vote. Thus, they made a statement about the con-
gregation and the resolution’s meaning for the gay (Jewish) community.**
They also lobbied during breaks — “in effect, a crash course to demystify
homosexuality. As a result of a heroic 24-hour effort by BCC delegates,”**
the resolution was eventually passed with 80% of the votes. BCC was
the decisive element for the first pro-gay rights resolution ever passed by
Reform Judaism or any other major Jewish organization.*¢ Shortly after,
the resolution was slightly adapted and adopted by the CCAR.

#2 Cooper, 1989, p. 87.

5 Cf. ibid.

4 Cf. Vogel, Gary (1978): “UAHC Convention Report,” in: Beth Chayin: Chadashin Newslet-
ter. Vol. 5, No. 7, pp. 3—6.

45 Cooper, 1989, p. 87.

#6 The text of the resolution states: “WHEREAS the UAHC has consistently supported
civil rights and civil liberties for all persons, and WHEREAS the Constitution guaran-
tees civil rights to all individuals, BE IT, THEREFORE, RESOLVED THAT homo-
sexual persons are entitled to equal protection under the law. We oppose discriminat-
ing against homosexuals in areas of opportunity, including employment and housing.
We cal upon our society to see that such protection is provided in actuality. BE IT
FURTHER RESOLVED THAT we affirm our belief that private sexual acts between
consenting adults are not the proper province of government and law enforcement
agencies. BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED THAT we urge congregations to conduct
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BCC’s speedy development also included the purchase of its own build-
ing that the congregation had wished for so long. In 1977, the congre-
gation successfully collected enough money for the down payment on a
building in the Pico Robertson neighborhood. The members themselves
renovated the building on their own and an anonymous donor enabled the
congtregation to symbolically burn its mortgage papers in 1983.%7

Directly after the admission to the UAHC, Rabbi Herman organized
rabbinical interns from HUC-JIR Los Angeles to serve at BCC for one
yeat. At first, HUC-JIR refused to give the work of a student serving in
a homosexual congregation any credit. However, the first intern, Scott
Sperling, intervened and put a lot of effort into persuading the directory
of HUC-JIR. Eventually, the directory dropped its reservations and several
students served in the congregation until it was able to hire its first full-
time rabbi in 1983.*® Janet Marder, a heterosexual rabbi, was hired for the
congregation. The appointment of Janet Marder demonstrated that the
gay outreach synagogue “was more than a temporary phenomenon on the
landscape of Jewish life.”** Mardert’s time was not always easy because she
had to challenge her own prejudices and, as a heterosexual rabbi, BCC’s
members were not always as welcoming towards her as expected. Still,
after leaving BCC she concluded:

“Above and beyond my moments of frustration, I feel profoundly blessed to
have devoted five years of my life to working with Beth Chayim Chadashim.
Apart from the intrinsic joy of working with an active, questing, and spirited

community, I feel grateful for the education I've been given — a chance to see

appropriate educational programming for youth and adults so as to provide a greater
understanding of the relation of Jewish values to the range of human sexuality.” (Res-
olution Adopted by the 45" General Assembly of the Union of American Hebrew
Congregations Biennial, 1977: Human Rights of Homosexuals, in: Kulanu: All of Us.
A Program and Resonrce Guide for Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual, and Transgender Inclusion. Revised
and Expanded Edition (2007), ed. by Richard F. Address, Joel L. Kushner, and Geoffrey
Mitelman. New York, p. 249.)

#7 Cf. Nathenson, n.y.

#8  Cf. Hertz, 2008, pp. 79-83.

4“9 Cooper, 1989, p. 93.
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with my own eyes and make up my own mind rather than swallowing the judg-

ment and slogans of others.”*

During Marder’s rabbinate, the congregation had to face the AIDS crisis,
a troubling time that constituted an acid test for the whole gay commu-
nity. BCC developed specific Jewish answers and engaged in helping HIV/
AIDS patients and their families with their own organization Nechama — A
Jewish Response to A.LD.S. BCC and its sister synagogues urged Reform
Judaism to help victims of the disease and to not adopt defamatory views
on HIV/AIDS patients.*”! This is just one example that shows that BCC
not only had to work against Jewish perceptions of homosexuality but
was always challenged with the problems the whole gay community had
to face. BCC never saw itself as a separate but as an integral part of the
gay community. However, BCC’s answers were distinctly Jewish since its
members wanted to feel closer to Judaism, the religion from which they

had been rejected in other synagogues or Jewish groups.

40 Marder, Janet (1989): “Getting to Know the Gay and Lesbian Shul: A Rabbi Moves
from Tolerance to Acceptance,” in: Twice Blessed. On Being Lesbian, Gay, and Jewish, ed. by
Christie Balka and Andy Rose. Boston, pp. 209-217, p. 217.

41 Cf. Nathenson, n.y.



6 Conclusion

BCC is another “L. A. intervention” and, as this paper has tried to show,
its success is not conceivable without the specific social conditions found
in L. A. Los Angeles was the birthplace of the homophile movement and
the movement for the rights of gays, respectively. The tolerant atmosphere
in the city also influenced the Jews in Los Angeles. Jews created their own
identity in the cracks between different cultures. They developed a more
open and tolerant attitude than their counterparts on the East Coast.
The West Coast became a hub for Jewish-religious innovation. Hence,
the BCC’s founders encountered a sympathetic environment when they
expressed their needs; they could be certain of broad support.

However, BCC’s success was also influenced by general changes in
American Judaism. Political topics in America influenced the synagogue’s
daily life, feminism most notably among them. Following Denise Eger, the
improvement of the homosexuals’ situation cannot be seen without the
input of the feminist movement as the involvement of feminists made the
synagogue mote innovative.*? During the 1960s and 1970s, the religious
climate in the United States changed to the benefit of formerly marginal-
ized groups.

Another example for this is the MCC. Troy Perry’s concept for a church
for homosexuals, a place where people could worship, despite and in
accordance with their sexual orientation or identity, spread quickly around
the country. Since it became to be the first widely known institution of
its kind, it also attracted Jews. In traditional synagogues, they would not
be able to bring their partner, they were not granted special ceremonies,
and they felt discomfort at being denied their Jewish hetitage.”® When
Jews realized that they could not become full members of MCC, fout of
them decided to found their own temple. In Los Angeles, this foundation
indeed occurred for the first time, but the Universal Fellowship of Metropolitan

%2 Cf. Eger, 2001, pp. 180—181.
% Cf. Maggid, 1989, pp. 158-159.
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Community Churches proved to be the birthplace of many other gay out-
reach synagogues in the following yeats (for instance Bet Mishpachah in
Washington, D. C.).

From this first vague idea, a new temple originated. This new syna-
gogue immediately reached out to the local Jewish community. Their
founders were certain that the congregation could only grow and have
an impact on other Jews when they received initial funding and other
resources from larger denominations. Reform Judaism was considered the
only possible option. Even though the founders were not affiliated with
any Jewish denomination, they were willing to guide their congregation
towards Reform Judaism and were ready to cooperate with the UAHC.
This is what distinguishes this attempt from a similar endeavor by another
group of Jewish homosexuals in New York (the “Temple of David and
Jonathan”). When the group asked for the Union’s help to form a temple,
they refused to affiliate with the Union under any circumstances.”* As

Irvin Husin from the New York Federation recalls:

“We ran into a serious problem that they really did not understand what the
meaning of Judaism was. [...] But, we informed them [...] that we could not
see how we could sponsor a request at that stage for admission to the Union;

that they’ve got to think about several things.”*>

The attempt in New York failed. But the group from Los Angeles per-
suaded the Union with their dedication and passion.

Their leaders succeeded in uniting a congregation whose members
came from different religious backgrounds. The temple developed its own,
creative liturgy, eventually leading to its own prayer book, in which the sex-
ist language of other prayer books was revised. This is merely one example
of BCC facing gender issues.

BCC could rely on supporters from established Jewish institutions in
Los Angeles. Their support was crucial for BCC’s success. Various rab-

bis, cantors, and lay leaders were invited as guests during the services or

4 Cf. Hertz, 2008, p. 44.
5 AJA, Erwin Herman Papers, Box 1, Folder 28. MS-822, UAHC Board of Trustees, Ex-
ecutive Committee Proceedings, June 8-9, 1974, p. 31.
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petrformed at holidays. Other congregations like Temple Akiva in Culver
City offered BCC space and other facilities for the High Holiday services.
Most notably, Rabbi Erwin Herman became the temple’s champion. He
became a passionate advocate for the young synagogue, guided it through
the affiliation process with the UAHC, and contributed to its continued
existence until his death in 2008.

Herman contributed with other colleagues from L. A. to a discussion
on the issue of homosexual Jews of previously unprecedented scale.
Within their arguments, they moved the needs of those affected to the
center of attention within their arguments. They stressed the devotion and
motivation of BCC’s members in moving closer to Judaism. For the first
time in modern Judaism, heterosexuals publicly undetlined their support
for homosexual Jews.

However, renowned rabbis resisted the attempts to support congre-
gations of homosexuals, let alone have them join Reform Judaism. They
argued following halakbic regulations and Jewish tradition.

Nevertheless, supporters, and Erwin Herman in particular, were able to
persuade the Union and the different stages of the affiliation process to
vote for the admission of BCC, and they especially profited from Reform
Judaism’s lay leadership. The lay leadership was ready to accept the reality
of life for homosexuals and their individual needs in a way that left biblical
tradition behind.

BCC’s admission into the UAHC in June 1974, as the first institution
ever accepted by a mainstream religious organization, was a milestone on
the road to Jewish homosexual integration. It is obvious that the process
initiated in Los Angeles was a revolutionary one. It is conceivable that the
first gay outreach synagogue could have been developed somewhere else,
but it was in this city that the synagogue found its straight allies - a city that
was known to be the eatly center of the gay rights movement. The Jewish
community there was more open and tolerant than in other parts of the
country. BCC benefitted from these circumstances. In Los Angeles, there
already existed a strong gay community network and religious landscape.
The impetus for major changes in Reform Judaism started on the West

Coast, which would eventually spread to other denominations. Without
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BCC’s revolutionary work, the success of other gay outreach congre-
gations could not be guaranteed. Its rapid recognition by a mainstream
religious institution served as a role model for others. But BCC did not
stop there and successfully promoted the further acceptance of homo-
sexual, later of bi- and transsexual, Jews. The resolution “Human Rights
of Homosexuals,” was the first major call for decriminalization and accep-
tance of homosexuals in Judaism and can be credited to BCC and its allies
in Los Angeles. Without their devotion and engagement, further steps like
the admission of gay and lesbian rabbis or a Jewish same-sex marriage in
Reform Judaism as well as in Conservative Judaism would have been much
harder to achieve. These circumstances do not find enough recognition in
academic literature. Topics on LGBTQ in Judaism are underrepresented
and offer many opportunities for further research. In discovering the his-
tory of Jewish queer groups, we can understand the formation of queer
Jewish identities better in a way that can subsequently inspire disaffected
people.

Today, the standing of queer Jews in Jewish religious communities is
much better than 50 years ago. However, there remain many challenges
which require the ongoing existence of queer synagogues: For instance, an
overwhelming majority of Jewish Orthodoxy doesn’t accept homosexual-
ity, homosexual partnerships, or any other deviation of the heterosexual
norm. Conversion therapies continue to be offered by a number of, mostly
Orthodox, rabbis and the acceptance of transgendered Jews is still lack-
ing, even in Reform congregations. In liturgy, topics on queer Jews and
their specific needs ate pootly served. However, thanks to the pioneeting
work of BCC and many other devoted activists, queer and straight alike,
thousands of Jews today can loudly and cleatly proclaim, without fearing
immediate rejection by their religious community: “We are Jewish, gay and

[k

proud



7 Deutsche Zusammenfassung

»Gay, Jewish and Proud“ —
Die Griindung von Beth Chayim Chadashim als Meilenstein

in der Integration von jiidischen Homosexuellen

Im Jahr 1972 grindete sich Beth Chayim Chadashim als erste Synagoge fiir
schwule und lesbische Juden***. Zu diesem Zeitpunkt waren homosexuelle
Handlungen zwischen Homosexuellen in den meisten U. S.-Bundesstaaten,
darunter auch Kalifornien, verboten; keine der jiidischen Denominatio-
nen akzeptierten offen schwul oder lesbisch lebende Anhinger*innen, da
Homosexualitit in der jiidischen Tradition als ,,Graueltat angesehen wird
(Levitikns 18,22). Homosexuelle Juden* fiihlten sich ausgegrenzt und ver-
steckten ihre Sexualitit nicht selten aus Angst vor Ausgrenzung, andere
entfernten sich ginzlich von ihren religidsen Traditionen. Dennoch kamen
im April 1972 vier Juden* in der Metropolitan Community Church in Los
Angeles zusammen und hatten eine revolutionire Idee: Sie wollten eigene
eigene Synagoge fir die Bediirfnisse von Schwulen und Lesben grinden.
Wenige Monate spiter fithrten sie ihren ersten Freitagabendgottesdienst
durch und hielten die ersten Feietlichkeiten zu Rosh HaShanah und Yom
Kippur ab. Sie zégerten nicht lange, um Kontakt mit dem lokalen Ableger
der Union of American Hebrew Congregations, dem Dachverband des U.S.-
amerikanischen Reformjudentums, aufzunechmen. Die Vereinigung half
der noch jungen Synagoge, sich weiterzuentwickeln und nur zwei Jahre
spiter wurde BCC offiziell ins Reformjudentum aufgenommen.

46 Das Gendern des Wortes ,,Jude* stellt Autor*innen regelmifig vor Probleme. Das Ein-
setzen des Gendergaps (,,Jid*innen®) fihrt dazu, dass der minnliche Teil (der Jud bzw.
die Jiden) eine veraltete Form des Wortes ergibt und, wenn sie tiberhaupt noch verwen-
det wird, in einem negativen Kontext auftaucht. Deshalb haben sich die Autor*innen
der 2017 erstmals erschienen Jalta entschieden, Juden* zu verwenden, um alle Gender
mit dem Sternchen einzuschlieBen (vgl. Peaceman, Hannah; Wohl von Haselberg, Lea
(2017): ,,Eine Eroffnung®, in: Jalta. Positionen zur jidischen Gegenwart, hrsg, v. Micha
Brumlik, Marina Chernivsky, Max Czollek et al., No. 1, S. 4-7, S. 6). Diesen neuen Im-
puls moéchte ich im Folgenden aufnehmen.
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Diese Arbeit untersucht, wie es moglich war, dass sich in den frihen
1970et-Jahren eine solch bisher einmalige Synagoge griinden konnte und
in wenigen Jahren vom Reformjudentum offiziell anerkannt wurde. Dafir
untersucht die Arbeit zunichst, welche spezifischen Voraussetzungen fiir
die Griindung von BCC vorhanden waren (Kapite/ 2). Zunichst war Los
Angeles ein idealer Ort, um Vorbilder und eine unterstiitzende Infra-
struktur zu finden. Die moderne Bewegung fiir die Rechte von Homo-
sexuellen hatte ihren Ausgangspunkt in der Stadt an der Ostkuste. Nach
Jim Kepner hat die Stadt eine reiche ,,gay prehistory“*’. Queere Kultur
gehort zur DNA der Stadt.*® Die ersten Organisationen, die sich fur eine
Verbesserung der Rechte fiir Homosexuellen einsetzten, The Mattachine
und ONE Inec., wurden in den 1950er-Jahren hier gegriindet. Auseinan-
dersetzungen zwischen der queeren Community und der Polizei in Los
Angeles waren zwar nicht selten, dennoch profitierten Schwule und Les-
ben von der allgemeinen Toleranz flir unterschiedliche Lebensentwiirfe,
die offene Filmindustrie sowie von der hedonistischen Atmosphire der
Stadt. Die besonderen Voraussetzungen in Los Angeles wirkten sich auch
auf die jidische Gemeinde im Allgemeinen aus. Die jidische Gemein-
schaft konnte in der Stadt andere Erfahrungen machen als ihr Gegenpart
an der Ostkiiste. Sie war von jeher mit der kulturellen Diversitdt L. A.s
konfrontiert. Die Arbeiter*innenschaft lebte in ihren Vierteln mit ande-
ren Binwandergruppen zusammen. In Hollywood konnten Juden* den
»American Dream® erfinden und sich als jidisch zu identifizieren wurde
zu einer freien Entscheidung. Politisch bildete die jiidische Gemeinschaft
multiethnische Allianzen und engagierte sich iberproportional stark an
der aufkommenden Birgerrechtsbewegung sowie an der Anti-Kriegs-
und Umweltbewegung. Juden* an der Westkiiste waren, allgemein gespro-
chen, liberaler und offener; die Westkuste wurde zum Inkubator religitser
Innovationen.**

Neben den spezifischen Voraussetzungen in der Stadt Los Angeles

verinderte sich die amerikanische Synagoge nach dem Zweiten Weltkrieg

47 White, C. Todd, 2009, p. 6.
48 Vgl. Roots of Equality, 2011, p. 11.
9 Vgl. Kaplan, 2009, p. 51.
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stark. Sie wat nicht mehr der einzige Ort, an dem gebeten werden konnte.
In so genannten Havurot kamen insbesondere jingere Juden* zusammen,
um ohne Einfluss der Denominationen Gottesdienste feiern zu konnen.
Innerhalb der Synagogen verlangten die Laien stirkeren Einfluss und von
ithnen geleitete Gottesdienste wurden haufiger. Auch die Themen, die in
Synagogen adressiert wurden, richteten sich mehr nach den Belangen ihrer
Anhinger*innen. Ein groBler Einfluss auf das synagogale Leben war die
feministische Bewegung. Frauen forderten, zumindest in nicht-orthodo-
xen Synagogen, Gleichberechtigung. So ordinierte das Reformjudentum
im Jahr 1972 mit Sally Priesand die erste Rabbinerin und Frauen erhielten
langsam gleichen Zugang zu Amtern in der Gemeinde. Ahnliche Verinde-
rungen fanden auch in amerikanischen christlichen Organisationen statt.
Nicht selten bildeten sich innerhalb dieser Prozesse subalterne Gemein-
schaften. So beispielsweise die Metropolitan Community Church, die 1968 vom
Baptistenprediger Troy Perry in Los Angeles gegrindet wurde. Sie war
die erste grolere und weit vernetzte Institution, die fur die Belange von
Schwulen und Lesben eintrat. Troy Perry, selbst homosexuell und deshalb
von seiner Heimatgemeinde versto3en, erschuf mit der ,,Mutterkirche in
Los Angeles ein Vorbild, dem schnell andere in den Vereinigten Staaten
und dartiber hinaus folgten. Die Kirchen, die sich in det Universal Fellowship
of Metropolitan Commmunity Churches zusammenschlossen, waren hiufig die
einzigen Orte, an dem ein Leben mit einer religiésen und homosexuellen
Identitit méglich war. Deshalb kamen auch Juden* zu den Gottesdiensten,
auch wenn sie keine Mitglieder der Kirche werden konnten. Genauso taten
es vier Juden* am bereits erwihnten Abend des 4. Aprils 1972 in der MCC
L. A. Sie waren die einzigen, die zu der wéchentlichen politischen Diskus-
sionsrunde erschienen watren.

Kapitel 3 widmet sich der Griindungsgeschichte der Synagoge und ihren
ersten organisatorischen Schritten. Wihrend des Treffens am 4. April kam
die Idee auf, eine Synagoge fiir schwule und lesbische Juden* zu schaffen,
die in Anlehnung an ihren Griindungsort zunichst Mesropolitan Commn-
nity Temple heillen sollte. Diese Synagoge sollte sich auf die Bediirfnisse
von Schwulen und Lesben fokussieren, einen ,,safe space™ bieten und

eine Tradition wiederentdecken, die homosexuelle Juden* ausgrenzte. Die
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Griinder*innen erhielten erste Unterstiitzung von Troy Perry und konn-
ten die Raumlichkeiten der Kirche fiir ihr Unternehmen nutzen. So fand
bereits im Juni der erste Freitagabendgottesdienst statt.

Bereits kurz nach dem ersten organisatorischen Treffen nahm einer
der Grinder*innen, Jerry Small, Kontakt mit einem anonym gebliebe-
nen Rabbiner auf, den er fiir die Idee gewinnen wollte. Er war zundchst
schockiert, willigte schlieBlich einem Treffen ein und erdrterte mit Small,
dass nur im Reformjudentum eine Anerkennung der Gemeinde mdoglich
wire. Mit der erneuten Hilfe von Troy Perry trafen sich Small schlieBlich
mit dem Pacific Southwest Council der UAHC und erhielt tberraschen-
derweise sofortige praktische Unterstiitzung, Die Wahl des Reformju-
dentums als Ort einer organisatorischen Affiliation erscheint aus dieser
Sicht opportunistisch. Ein Erfolg der Gemeinde wurde nur mit der Infra-
struktur und finanziellen Férderung einer religiosen Dachorganisation als
realistisch eingeschitzt. Die Griinder*innen selbst rechneten sich vor der
Griindung keiner Denomination zu und wihlten die beste Alternative fiir
ihr Unternehmen. Nichtsdestotrotz stellte sich insbesondere der Direk-
tor des Pacific Southwest Councils, Rabbiner Erwin Herman, als groBer
Unterstiitzer der Gemeinde heraus. Bewegt von dem Coming-Out seines
Sohnes, wurde er selbst BCC-Mitglied, blieb dies bis zu seinem Tode und
steuerte die Synagoge in Richtung einer Aufnahme in die UAHC. Er und
seine Frau setzen sich ab ihrer ersten Begegnung mit BCC umfassend fiir
die Belange von queeren Juden* im Judentum ein.

Bis zur Aufnahme durch das Reformjudentum musste die Synagoge
jedoch einige Hiirden tiberwinden. Sie gab sich eine eigene Satzung und
mussten in diesem Zuge kliren, ob die Synagoge auch fiir Nicht-Juden*
und Heterosexuelle offen stehen sollte. Diese Frage schien die noch junge
Gemeinde beteits frith zu spalten, jedoch schaffte die Interimsprisidentin
Sherry Sokoloft, die Krise abzuwenden. Im Januar 1973 wurde ein neuer
Vorstand gewihlt und der Gemeinde ein hebriischer Name gegeben, um
sich von MCC abgrenzen zu kénnen. Anlehnend an den MCC Newsletter
»New Life” wurde der Name Beth Chayim Chadashim, ,,Haus des neuen

Lebens®, einstimmig gewihlt.
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Am selben Abend nach den beiden richtungsweisenden Entscheidun-
gen, brachte ein Feuer im Gebiude von MCC die Gemeinde in existen-
zielle Schwierigkeiten. Nun fehlte ein sicherer Treffpunkt. Die Rabbiner
Leonard I. Beerman und Stanford Ragins vom Leo Baeck Temple in Los
Angeles nahm die Gemeinde im Sinne der Gastfreundschaft bei sich auf,
bis sie im Mai 1974 wieder in die neuen Riumlichkeiten der MCC ziehen
konnte. Zuvor jedoch konnte BCC eine eigene Torah-Rolle mit beeindru-
ckender Geschichte durch eine*n anonyme*n Spender*in erwerben. Die
Torah stammte aus der jiidischen Gemeinde in Chotébot (Tschechien), die
von den Nationalsozialisten zerstort wurde. Die Rolle iiberstand den Krieg
in Prag und wurde mit vielen anderen, von den Nationalsozialisten kon-
fiszierten Judaica von einem Fonds im Vereinigten Kénigreich aufgekauft
und restauriert, um sie an neu gegriindete Synagogen weiterzugeben.

Im weiteren Verlauf der Konsolidierung wurde der Gemeinde deutlich,
dass es schwierig war, Juden* mit unterschiedlichen religiésen Hintergriin-
den zusammenzubringen. Anzugspunkt war fiir BCC nicht die Deno-
mination, sondern ihr besonderes Profil. Einige Mitglieder fiihlten sich
ciner konkreten Denomination zugehérig, andere hatten keine religitse
Erzichung erfahren, wiederum andere distanzierten sich von der Religion
aufgrund ihrer ausgrenzenden Haltung gegentiber Homosexuellen. Durch
spezielle Angebote fir unterschiedliche Interessensgruppen sowie Bil-
dungsprogramme zu jidischen Themen wurde versucht, diese Differen-
zen aufzufangen. Des Weiteren wurde versucht, die Offentlichkeitsarbeit
zu organisieren. So erhielt die Synagoge Korrespondenz von interessierten
Juden* auf der gesamten Welt. Ein Komitee koordinierte die Entwicklung
eines Newsletter, der die Bemiihungen der Gemeinde biindeln sollte, mg-
lichst viele Interessent*innen zu erreichen. Aullerdem wurde versucht, sich
mit der queeren Community in Los Angeles und der Region zu vernetzen.

Ein weiterer Aspekt der Gemeindearbeit war der Umgang mit Gender.
Das Unterkapitel 3.6 adressiert die Problematik, dass die Geschichte von
lesbischen Frauen hiufig nicht erfasst wird, wenn tber ,,gay outreach syn-
agogues® gesprochen wird. Mit Melissa Wilcox” Studie zu den speziellen
Bedurtnissen von Frauen in schwul-lesbischen Synagogen wird diese Leet-
stelle erortert. Auch BCC hatte Konflikte zwischen Frauen und Minnern,
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weshalb ein Komitee zur Steigerung der Partizipation von Frauen gegriin-
det wurde. Dabei miissen jedoch die betroffenen Frauen und ihre Bediirf-
nisse gehort werden.

Kapitel 4 widmet sich schliefSlich der Aufnahme von BCC ins Reform-
judentum. Mit dem Feuer in MCC im Januar 1973 wurde BCC in jeder
Berichterstattung mit seinen bereits vorhandenen Kontakten in die UAHC
erwahnt. Dies 16ste zum Teil harsche Kritik unter Reformrabbinern aus,
was dazu fihrte, dass Rabbiner Alexander Schindler, baldiger Prisident
der UAHC, die neu gegriindete Synagoge 6ffentlich adressieren musste. Ex
formulierte vier wesentliche Fragen, die mit dem Aufkommen von BCC
beantwortet werden mussten: 1.) Sollte die UAHC die Griindung von Syn-
agogen wie BCC unterstiitzen?; 2.) Muss ein Rabbiner solchen Gemein-
den dienen?; 3.) Sollten solche Gemeinden in die UAHC aufgenommen
werden?; 4.) Gibe es die Mdglichkeit, gleichgeschlechtliche Eheschlie-
Bungen durchzufithren? Als Reaktion darauf wurden elf Responsen von
bekannten Reformrabbinern, der Central Conference of American Rabbis und
zwel Psychologen verfasst, die das Kapitel in ihren Argumenten analysiert.
Diese Dokumente stellen die erste weitreichende Diskussion iber Homo-
sexualitit im Judentum des 20. Jahrhunderts dar.

Die Seite, die sich gegen eine Aufnahme von Synagogen wie BCC aus-
sprach, bestand aus dem bekannten posseq Solomon B. Freehof, den Pro-
tessoren am Hebrew Union College — Institute of Religion Eugene Mihaly und
Eugene B. Borowitz sowie dem Psychologen Alan A. Lipton. Rabbiner
Joseph R. Narrot aus Miami lehnte eine Aufnahme zunichst ab, widerrief
seine Einschitzung aber nach Gesprichen innerhalb seiner Gemeinde.
Die Argumente gegen die Aufnahme homosexueller Gemeinden waren
vielfiltig. Alle Gegner sahen in der Homosexualitit per se einen Ver-
sto3 gegen die judische Tradition. Sie unterschieden sich aber darin, wie
Homosexuelle zu betrachten waren: entweder als Sunder, die entweder als
notwendiger Teil einer Gemeinde angesehen wurden oder die tiber ihre
Bediirfnisse schweigen missten, oder als anus, die aufgrund bestimmter
Umstinde gezwungen waren, sich so zu verhalten wie sie es taten. Eine
damit verbundene Frage war, wie Homosexuelle psychologisch angese-

hen werden missten. Unabhingig davon, ob sie nun als krank eingestuft
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wurden oder ob ihnen unterstellt wurde, tiber ihre Sexualitit selbst zu ent-
scheiden, wiirden Homosexuelle aus Sicht der Gegner das jiidische Recht
aktiv verletzen. Eine Zulassung von BCC oder einer dhnlichen Synagoge
wirde also offiziell etwas unterstlitzen, was nach judischer Tradition nicht
gerechtfertigt werden kénne. Ergidnzende Argumente stellten fest, dass
homosexuelle Gemeinden der familienzentrierten Struktur einer Synagoge
widersprechen und nicht zur Kontinuitit des Judentums beitragen wiir-
den. Die Gegner forderten daher cine Integration von Homosexuellen in
traditionelle Synagogen. Einige von ihnen rdumten ein, dass die gegenwir-
tige soziale Stellung von Homosexuellen eine besondere Behandlung in
Synagogen erfordere oder dass darin Gemeinden geschult werden miss-
ten, Homosexuelle richtig zu integrieren. Andere sahen keinen Handlungs-
bedarf und gaben den Homosexuellen sogar die Schuld, sich verschlieSen
zu wollen.

Es gab jedoch auch andere, die diese Argumente zuriickwiesen und
Responsen verfassten, die die ersten weit verbreiteten Dokumente innet-
halb des Judentums des 20. Jahrhunderts darstellen, die homosexuelle
Juden* in ihren Bedurfnissen unterstiitzen. Darunter waren die Rabbiner
Erwin Herman, Leonard I. Beerman und Stanford Ragins, die BCC bereits
auf lokaler Ebene unterstiitzen und von Los Angeles heraus einen ent-
scheidenen Impuls zur Verinderung der Stellung von Homosexuellen aus-
l6sten. Thnen schlossen sich Rabbiner Roland B. Gittelsohn, ehemaliger
Prisident der CCAR, sowie der Psychologe Judd Marmor vom Univer-
sity College Los Angeles an. Ihre Argumente fiir die Aufnahme von BCC
ricken die Homosexuellen selbst in den Mittelpunkt der Argumentation.
Die Befiirworter berticksichtigten die aktuelle rechtliche und soziale Posi-
tion der Homosexuellen. Neue wissenschaftliche Erkenntnisse lieferten
geniigend Beweise, um anzunehmen, dass Homosexualitit ein nattrlicher
menschlicher Zustand und keine freie Entscheidung sei. Rabbiner, die mit
BCC zusammenarbeiteten, betonten, dass die junge Gemeinde den glei-
chen ,,Schmerz eines Neugeborenen® habe wice jede andere Synagoge.
Dennoch waren die Mitglieder von BCC besonders engagiert und

40 Herman, 1973, p. 36.
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motiviert. Sie waren getriecben von dem Wunsch, der jidischen Tradition
niher zu kommen und noch jidischer zu werden. Eben dieses jidische
Erbe sei historisch von Ausgrenzung und Verfolgung geprigt und erfor-
dere Akzeptanz und Engagement fiir unterdriickte Gruppen. Jedoch war
die Idee der Befiirworter, dass Gemeinden von und fiir Homosexuelle
nur eine vorubergehende Losung darstellen sollen, bis Homosexuelle in
judischen Gemeinden vollumfassend akzeptiert werden wiirden. Es wurde
angenommen, dass homosexuelle Juden* ihren Status in der allgemeinen
judischen Gemeinde mit diesen speziellen Synagogen verbessern kénnten.
Aufgrund ihrer persénlichen Erfahrung wussten die Autoren der Respon-
sen, dass nur eine direkte Begegnung mit Homosexuellen und die Ausei-
nandersetzung mit ihrer Situation die ablehnende Haltung der judischen
Gemeinde dndern konnte.

Diese Einschitzung schien sich als korrekt herauszustellen, als BCC
seinen Antrag auf Mitgliedschaft in die UAHC Mitte Juni 1973 offiziell
stellte. BCCs Mitglieder wollten eine Entscheidung nicht dem Zufall Gber-
lassen und sie warben zu unterschiedlichen Gelegenheiten fir ihr Anlie-
gen. Uberraschenderweise nahm BCC die ersten Hiirden auf den Weg
zur Aufnahme ins Reformjudentum ohne groflere Widerstinde. In der
entscheidenen Sitzung des ,,Executive Committee of the UAHC Board
of Trustees” wurde BCCs Antrag leidenschaftlich diskutiert. Die Befiit-
worter und Gegner tauschten nochmals ihre Argumente aus. SchlieBlich
entschieden sich die Laien der UAHC mit einer iiberwiltigenden Mehr-
heit fiir eine Aufnahme. Sie waren weiter als die Mehrheit der Rabbiner
des Reformjudentums, die sich wihrend der Sitzung vehement gegen cine
Aufnahme aussprachen. Mit dieser Entscheidung wurde BCC jedoch zur
ersten schwul-lesbischen Institution, die von einer religiésen Dachorga-
nisation offiziell anerkannt wurde. Doch BCC stoppte sein Engagement
nicht an dieser Stelle. Seine Mitglieder setzen sich weiter fiir die Verbesse-
rung der Situation von Homosexuellen im (Reform-)Judentum, aber auch
in der amerikanischen Gesellschaft ein.

Das votletzte Kapite/ 5 liefert einen Einblick in das weiterfithrende
Engagement von BCC nach der Aufnahme ins Reformjudentum. BCC

vernetzte sich im Folgenden mit weiteren Synagogen fiir Schwule und
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Lesben in den Vereinigten Staaten. Gemeinsam organisierten sie die ers-
ten International Conferences of Gay and Lesbian Jews, die 1980 in die Griin-
dung des World Congress of Gay and Lesbian Jewish Organizations (heute:
World Congress of GLBT Jews) mindeten. Gleichzeitig engagierte sich BCC
in der regionalen queeren Community und nahm 6ffentlichkeitswirksam
an Podiumsdiskussionen und Veranstaltungen teil. Schrittweise wurden
Reprisentant*innen des Reformjudentums offener im Umgang mit BCC
und die Gemeinde schaffte es im Jahr 1977, dass die UAHC (und kurze
Zeit spiter auch die CCAR) eine Resolution verabschiedete, die zum ers-
ten Mal in der Geschichte des Reformjudentums eine komplette rechtliche
Gleichstellung fiir Homosexuelle in den USA forderte.

Die Leitung der Synagoge war engagiert und motiviert, eine lebendige
und bestindige Gemeinde zu bilden. Fiir die meisten Mitglieder war es das
erste Mal, dass sie ihre doppelte Identitit als Juden* und Homosexuelle
zusammenfiihren konnten. Sie erkannten, dass die Verbindung dieser bei-
den Identititen kein unmégliches Unterfangen war. Der spitere Vizeprisi-
dent des Tempels, Rick Block, driickte dieses Gefiihl folgendermalien aus:
»Now I think of myself as Jewish, gay and proud.“**' Diese drei Worter —
Jewish, gay and proud — wurden zum Slogan der Synagoge.

Heutzutage ist das Ansehen von queeren Juden* viel besser als noch vor
50 Jahren. Es gibt jedoch noch viele Herausforderungen: Beispielsweise
akzeptiert eine iberwiegende Mehrheit der jidischen Orthodoxie keine
Homosexualitit, homosexuelle Partnerschaften oder andere Abweichun-
gen von der heterosexuellen Norm. Konversionstherapien werden wei-
tethin von einer Reihe tiberwiegend orthodoxer Rabbiner angeboten, und
die Akzeptanz gegentiber trans* Juden* ist selbst nicht in allen Reform-
gemeinden gegeben. Dank der Pionierarbeit von BCC und vielen anderen
engagierten Aktivist¥innen, sowohl queer als auch heterosexuell, kénnen
jedoch heute Tausende von Juden* laut und deutlich behaupten, ohne eine

sofortige Ablehnung zu befiirchten: ,,We are Jewish, gay and proud.*

w1 Sarff, 1975, p. 11.
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