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CRAFTING AN INCLUSIVE LITURGICAL MIRROR

RABBI CAMILLE SHIRA ANGEL

All true theology must finally be personal. God meets one of us. And we in turn are
compelled to tell a story from which no objective theological truth can be distilled. For this
reason authentic God talk must always begin with the introduction maaseh sh'hayah, “it
once happened.”

Rabbi Lawrence Kushner'

Maaseh sh'hayah, “it once happened,” that a group of three knowledgeable Jews, who
knew themselves to be gay, decided to organize a gay, Jewish gathering for Shabbat.
It was San Francisco and the year was 1977. With the backdrop of the 1960s, the
sexual revolution, feminism, and the civil rights movements, gathering a group of
gay Jews for Shabbat seemed like a compelling idea. Little could those men have
imagined that they were at the forefront of liturgical innovation. The “gayby boom”
was impossible to imagine, not to mention marriage equality. Civil marriage for
homosexuals? Beyond belief. But gathering for social purposes and reflexive
purposes didn't seem that unusual. No one could have predicted that by the age of
retirement the original conveners would have lived to see their efforts bear fruit
and multiply, not only for themselves, but for future generations.

In 1977, 1 was twelve years old. The only time I had ever encountered the word
“homosexual” in a Jewish book was when T snuck my father's copy of Love, Sex, and
Marriage: A Jewish View, written by Rabbi Roland Gittelsohn and published by the
Union of American Hebrew Congregations in 1976. On the verge of puberty, I was
seeking language to help define my budding sexuality, only to find confusing
messages, at best.

We do not really know what causes homosexuality. According to one theory, it results
from chemical imbalances. Another explanation is that it comes from unhealthy and
unhappy relations between opposite sexes. Another explains that masturbation either
signals or causes homosexuality. If, however, a young person has persistent and gnawing
fears that he or she is homosexual he or she need not worry. Homosexuals manifest no



greater number of serious personality problems than one would expect to find in the
normal population.?

We know that words can create and destroy whole worlds—and from that day
forward, seeds of internalized homophobia were sadly implanted in my Jewish
heart. For years while participating in Jewish settings like camp, beit sefer (religious
school), youth group, I felt awkward and like a misfit because I harbored an
unseemly secret about myself. I wanted to belong but in order to do so, I had to
learn to compartmentalize my sense of self and thus compromise my integrity. The
possibility of feeling blessed by God as being created just right seemed
unfathomable.

Between then and today, tectonic cultural and ideological plates have shifted,
and the sex-positive language and discourse now available reveal a liberating new
landscape. Today a young Jew can do an Internet search for “judaism, Gays, and
Lesbians” and instantaneously find many positive references and resources
celebrating and sanctifying same-sex desire and love.

My congregation, Sha'ar Zahav in San Francisco, has been a pioneer. In 1982 our
first prayer book, Siddur Sha'ar Zahav, appeared, and since then we have a tradition of
creating liturgy that reflects who we are. One of my favorite readings, one that I
wish I had read as an adolescent, is entitled “Remembering the Bar/Bat Mitzvah
Problem™

Today I am a man.

Today I am a woman.

Today I am mortified.

Bad enough to be growing into this body, but a public celebration of the fact?

Maybe all b'nei mitzvah struggle with identity, rules, clothes, traditions,
expectations.

But can anyone see who I am, hidden by make-up, or by a crew cut and tie?

Years and years later, I can say:

Today I am who I am.

Surely Adonai understands that.?

Here, the author's message of God's acceptance conveys to the reader the divine
ideal, of authenticity, which we aspire to imitate.

When 1 experience people of all ages and backgrounds encountering these
words, | witness what is for me a corrective on the historical Jewish (and Judeo-
Christian) damnation of same-sex erotic desire and relationships. Siddur Sha'ar Zahav
is located at the intersection of sexuality and liturgy and offers us language for
living our complicated lives with passion and thanksgiving.

1 am inspired to believe that change for the better is possible each time I hold
this heavy prayer book in my hands. Sha'ar Zahav's elegant, “homemade” siddur




represents the creativity of gay, lesbian, bisexual and transgender, straight and
queer people, giving voice to our tradition's ancient words and sanctifying the
contemporary realities with new poems of praise and petition.

What are the relevant intersections between sexuality and liturgy? Our
foundational guiding principles include ensuring that the language we use
expresses feminist sensibilities, celebrates human sexuality, does not use disability
as a metaphor, and includes references to our varied sexual and gender identities.

For the first time in Jewish history, gay and lesbian, bisexual and transgender
human beings, our friends, families, and allies are the audience. We created this
prayer book and chose to publish it at our expense for our own benefit. Yes, we had
others in mind, and we care about history's sake, but predominantly we endeavored
on behalf of our inclusive Sha'ar Zahav community, in the here and now.

What we chose to call ourselves in print evolved over many years and many hot
debates, many machlo-kot I'shem shamayim, arguments for the sake of a better way. To
figure out inclusive language—how to name ourselves, to honor our diversity and
our semantic, not only sexual, preferences—has been a uniquely challenging process.

When I first arrived at Sha'ar Zahav as the rabbi in 2000, I was handed a piece of
protocol entitled “The Use of the Word ‘Queer’—which plainly stated that no one
was to use this word to describe our community in public, from the bimah or in the
press. How far we've come in such a short amount of time in order to embrace new
ideas, new language and trends, and the next generation. “When you use the word
‘lesbian,” 1 think of my mother. I am not a lesbian. 1 am queer!” offered a

twentysomething, second-generation member in our community.*
When it came time to publish the siddur, we wrote the following inclusive
statement in the introduction:

Siddur Sha'ar Zahav endeavors to respect the varied, and at times contradictory,
sensibilities of our people and our congregation. Our goal is for all of us...to see ourselves
reflected in our liturgy, so that none of us experience the invisibility and exclusion we
have historically encountered.... While we know that not every reading will speak to each
of us, we hope that in these pages all of us will find a point of departure for prayer, and for

dialogue with the Source of creation.”

Siddur Sha'ar Zahav makes explicit that all people are created b'tzelem Elohim, with
divine intention and love, as it says in our “A Queer Amidah™:

God of Oneness, infinite, eternal

How very queer of You to have created anything at all.
God of queerness in whom are united all separations
we stand before You now

queer ourselves,

made of heaven and earth,

day and night

female and male,




together
all ofus
within Your awesome holy Oneness.

.... And together

in our many different ways

we express our innate fruitfulness
varied as the colors of Your rainbow
refractions of one sacred light

we join together in community
united in heartfelt prayer

in awe of Your creation

and its manifest paradoxes.®

We found that the more members we could enlist to help create an authentic
and meaningful prayer book, the more inclusive it became. Just by saying that you
are welcoming does not make it so. Nothing makes someone feel more connected and
a part of something greater than being listened to and known. At the heart of
inclusivity is the sense of belonging. When I open Siddur Sha'ar Zahav, 1 know 1 belong
to this specific group as well as to a larger group, the Jewish people, and even more
grandly, to peoples everywhere.

Our history as a community became part of our prayer book. Siddur Sha'ar Zahav
was composed by a community with an intimate knowledge of illness gained by
experiencing the effects of AIDS on our community. My teacher and colleague Rabbi
Sharon Kleinbaum describes our education eloquently in her introduction to Siddur
B'chol L'vav'cha, the siddur of her congregation in New York, Congregation Beit
Simchat Torah:

We learned that we were powerful and we learned the limits of our power. ACT UP
and GMHC are emblems of our power. The families of choice we fashioned, who cared for
and mourned for and comforted so many who were sick, are emblems of our power. The
Americans With Disabilities Act is an emblem of our power. Yet still no cure for HIV/AIDS
has been found, no vaccine has been developed, and AIDS is raging through Africa,
affecting millions more.... Our poems and prayers reflect a full range of feelings in the face

of illness and loss.”

My teacher and colleague Rabbi Laura Geller, one of the first pioneer women
rabbis, applied the feminist hermeneutical lens to Jewish liturgy and observed the
absence of blessings to mark the powerful events in a woman's life. She began to
catalogue all the moments in her life that had gone unblessed. She and others began
to write new material with emotional resonance and power to sanctify women's
experiences. And from one generation to the next, feminism led the way to
liturgical and ritual innovation for all of us.



It was important to me as a rabbi that a book of Jewish prayer offer words of
praise for realities and moments that are not always acknowledged in a prayer
context or that have not historically been understood as worthy of blessing. With
that in mind, Siddur Sha'ar Zahav includes prayers thanking the Divine Spirit for the
experience of being single, for donor fathers and surrogate mothers, for letting go of
having a biological child, for those without children, and for questioning sexuality.
Radical inclusivity means that we include prayers to be said when transitioning
genders, when mourning the death of a newborn child, or when someone has died
and left us angry. And yet we chose to exclude a memorial prayer for a pet, a prayer
to be said at a covenantal ceremony for a new baby, which may or may not include
traditional b'rit milah, and a prayer entitled “For Anonymous Sex.”

We have insinuated a female messiah in our Havdalah prayers, a queer Al HaNisim
for the miracles for Chanukah, and a list of Jewish queer ushpizin and ushpizot from
history to invite into our festival sukkot. These passages are not “sexual” in the
sense of erotic or sensual in content, yet they are “LGBTQ” in orientation as they
offer different entryways to connect to Jewish tradition.

Every time I hold Siddur Sha'ar Zahav in my hands, I encounter the Divine. Before
I've even opened the cover, I consider with awe the Mysterious Power and Creative
Force in the universe, who empowers the oppressed to make our lives a blessing.

Praying with a siddur that names, honors, and reflects the divine image in which
I've been created is for me a spiritual gift with profound healing properties. The
communal experience of writing and using liturgy that reflects the diversity of
human sexuality and that represents themes and issues of special relevance in our
lives is invigorating, inspiring, and for many, a first.

Riv-Ellen Prell, professor of religious studies and an expert in the field of
feminism and American Judaism, writes:

Prayer is both “social,” enabling individuals to join together in community, and
“reflexive,” creating a mirror for personal experience. Prayer expresses the collective
identity of a group, differentiating that group from all others, but particularly those close

at hand, by ritualizing “perceptions of time” and articulating shared experience.®

Our siddur offers just this with new liturgy and new holy days meant to
integrate our LGBTQ and Jewish identities, calendars, and sensitivities. We have
Shabbat Freedom on Gay Pride weekend, when we sing a full Hallel of psalms; we
have Transgender Day of Remembrance in conjunction with the national day of
memorial for those transgender victims of hate and violence; and we have
suggestions for marking World AIDS Day.

Perhaps the sweetest and juiciest section of liturgy is our b'rachot, our blessings
for relationships, which include such blessings as “For the First Kiss,” “For Lovers,”
“For Unexpected Intimacy,” “For Friends, Partners, Parents, and Family,” and “For
Making Love.” This last blessing reads as follows:



Thank You, Source of Life and Wonder, for the delight of human touch, for the
laughter, for the unexpected, for all the blessings You bestow.’

May our dreams and our particular aspirations and desires be for us and peoples
everywhere an enduring legacy of blessing.
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