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Created in God’s Image

B’reishit 5769 October 24, 2008

You wouldn’t vote for segregation in 2008, you wouldn’t send Japanese-Americans to internment camps in 2008, you wouldn’t ban interracial marriage in 2008, don’t’ ban same-sex marriage in 2008.  
A you tube video, posits these statements with images from American history in which we have moved from the wrong side of history to the right.  Same-sex marriage is the civil rights issue of our time.  We have the opportunity to be on the right side of history and make the right decision on Gay marriage.  California is one of three states to allow same-sex marriages, Massachusetts has sanctioned gay marriages for residents and only a couple of weeks ago, Connecticut became the third state to allow same-sex marriages.  For the past 5 months Californians have celebrated with Gay couples as they took their marriage vows.  Yet in 10 days, this could all change.  Prop 8 is in the news everyday.  An article appears in the LA Times or an email comes in my in box saying that No on prop 8 is losing.  I am not a political pollster and there have not seen many polls released on Prop 8 but regardless of what the polls say we have the ability to make a decision in ten days, we have the ability to choose to do right.  It was only two weeks ago on Yom Kippur morning when we read that God places before us blessing and curse, life or death, and we are commanded to choose life, choose blessing, our decision on November 4th can enable others to be blessed or to be cursed.  We must choose blessing by voting no on this proposition. 
Before we go any further, I would like to alleviate a concern you my have.  We hear all the time about the tax exempt status of non-profit organizations.  The only time that becomes of concern for religious organizations is when the spiritual leader stands up and endorses a candidate from the bimah.  Religious organizations and clergy can take a stand on any social issue, legislation or ballot proposition.  Temple Isaiah’s tax exempt status is not in jeopardy.  Back in September before the High Holidays, the temple board convened an emergency meeting to pass a resolution in opposition of Prop 8.  You can find that information as well as other resources on prop 8 at templeisaiah.com.  

It is a mitzvah to rejoice with a wedding couple, the Talmud teaches us that this is one mitzvah whose value cannot be measured.  I have attended two weddings in the past two weeks.  One as an officiant, the other as a guest.  The joy felt in both of those places is beyond comparison.  One of those weddings was a Gay marriage officiated by a rabbi and classmate.  As she read the State of California marriage license under the chuppah we all cheered for joy, knowing that their marriage was fully legal in the state of California.  What made us cheer, shouldn’t we be cheering at any wedding?  This wedding was something special, for only months before that document would not have been recognized as a legal.  
There was an article published in the Los Angeles Times on Monday about Rabbi Lisa Edwards.  Rabbi Edwards is the Rabbi of Beth Chayim Chaddashim, a synagogue friendly to Gays and Lesbians that is just down the road.  The article tells us that in mid-June, Rabbi Edwards had one wedding on her calendar.  But between mid-June and next weekend she will have officiated at more than 40 wedding ceremonies, all but one of which are same-sex marriages.  Rabbi Denise Eger, rabbi at Congregation Kol Ami in West Hollywood will have officiated at more than 50 weddings in the same time period.
There have been thousands of same-sex weddings across the state of California since mid-June.  Think of the joy that all of these couples are feeling when they stand under the chuppah or they say their “I do’s”.  There are many who are opposed to gay marriage and they cite the “Institution of Marriage” as something that we must protect.  They say the institution of marriage preserves the right of marriage between a man and a woman.  In 1967 the United States Supreme Court determined that the “freedom to marry has long been recognized as one of the vital personal rights essential to the orderly pursuit of happiness by free men [and women]” and that marriage is one of the basic civil rights fundamental to our very existence and survival.  This statement specifically states that marriage is a basic civil right.  The Supreme Court’s statement would then imply that marriage is a basic right for all regardless of secular orientation.  


If we are talking about the institution of marriage, I would argue that it is based on two things.  The first is that it is founded on love.  When two people get married, we celebrate their love for one another.  The second foundation for marriage is described perfectly by the Jewish name for marriage.  Kiddushin is the Hebrew word for a wedding.  It comes from the same root as Kadosh, or Kiddush and it means either sanctification or holiness.  When two people who love each other get married, they form a sacred bond that is made holy by their vows.  When I meet with wedding couples we call this sacred bond a brit, or covenant.  Through this brit the couple shows honor, respect and love for each other.  If these are the basis for this institution of marriage, then I see no reason why these two foundations for marriage could not apply to a couple whether it was a man or woman, two men or two women. If we are going to protect the institution of marriage then we need to protect love and sanctification.
We would be hard pressed to find any basis, religious or otherwise, for opposition to Gay marriage.  Rabbi Jocee Hudson, a colleague and classmate wrote the following in her Yom Kippur sermon, “There are those in literalist religious communities, including our own Orthodox Jewish community, who have claimed vocally that the bible is “against” gay marriage. In fact, the bible, our Torah, says nothing about the unions between gay men and lesbians. The Torah includes two verses in Leviticus, Leviticus 18:22 and 20:13, which speak of a singular prohibition, couched in a list of prohibitions, against a single cultic act. From this, some believers have extrapolated an entire worldview against same-sex relationships, labeling their stance as “biblical.” But, their beliefs are not biblical. Theirs is an interpretation. And there are plenty of other religious thinkers and leaders, including Rabbi Richard Levy, Director of the Hebrew Union College Rabbinic School in Los Angeles, who reinterpret these verses quite differently. Rabbi Levy and others suggest that this single Leviticus law should not be expanded in order to forbid same-sex marriages, but rather should be looked at in the very limited context in which it was presented. The fact is Torah says nothing about the deep relationships, connections, and families that gay and lesbian couples create together. We, today, must ask ourselves a fundamental question: Do we read Torah searching for inspiration to exclude and marginalize, or do we understand that the purpose of Torah is to include and promote dignity? The Talmud answers this question for us when it teaches, “The value of human dignity is so great that it supersedes a negative commandment of the Torah” (Brachot 19b-20a). What, then, does our Torah have to say about gay and lesbian marriage?

First, we begin with this week’s Torah portion, we do not have to go any further than the first chapter of Genesis to discover a sense of equality for all human beings.  We read that God created human beings in God’s image.  This verse teaches us that our image is that of God’s, it is a holy image, one that should not be disrespected or profaned.  By denying gays and lesbians the right to marry, we deny equality, we devalue the notion that all of us were created equally.  This verse teaches us that human beings are unique.  We are given a gift that enables us to make decisions.  Choosing life is godlike.  Choosing life, choosing to support gay marriage, justifies the godliness in all of us.
Secondly, the Torah teaches us in Leviticus 24:22, that there should be one law for the citizen and the stranger alike.  If prop 8 were to pass, then gays and lesbians would be relegated to second-class citizenship.  Where is the justice in that?
Finally, the words that we look at, the words that are the core of everything we do here at Temple Isaiah and as Jews.  Deuteronomy tells us to tzedek tzedek Tirdof.  Justice, Justice shall you pursue.  Its repetition is emphatic, we must pursue justice in our land and we must not stop until all of us can say that justice is preserved for all humanity.

We have ten days before Election Day.  It is not just enough for us to vote No on prop 8.  We must reach out to friends, neighbors anyone around us and explain to them why we should vote no.  To find ways to help, visit the Temple Website, at templeisaiah.com you can find resources and information that will help you to convince others to vote no on 8.  And if you are inclined to vote yes on this issue, consider one thing.  This is also an issue of separation of church and state.  Rabbis, ministers and all those who officiate at same-sex marriages do so at their own choosing.  A yes vote on this proposition is a violation of the first amendment rights granted to all of us.  The state should not be able to decide or sanction any religious decision that I choose to make, that any of our other clergy choose to make or the more than 250 rabbis across California, a majority of rabbis in the state choose to make.  So regardless of your views on homosexuality, a yes vote on this proposition limits civil rights and violates a core value of the Bill of Rights.
Same-Sex marriage is the civil rights issue of our time, akin to segregation and interracial marriage.  May we all remember that each of us was created in God’s image which provides everyone with equal rights, may we remember that it is upon us to pursue justice in the world.  And may we all have the strength in us to stand up against hate and preserve this right of marriage for everyone.  We say amen.
