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"Thou shalt not lie with mankind as with womankind, 






 it is an abomination" (Leviticus: XVIII: 22; XX: 13)

The above quote is read these days in the Torah portions of the week. But not to worry, this column will not be a "dvar torah"... 


Homosexuality in America is a very charged issue: "don't ask, don't tell"; same-sex marriage; etc. One would think that in the Holy Land where religion and state is inextricably intertwined, the issue would be even more controversial. Amazingly, the opposite is true. Not only is the phenomenon "accepted" and quasi-legally protected by the secular state, but there is now clear evidence that even the Orthodox religious (Zionist) camp is also coming to grips with it in creative fashion!


First, let's look at general society. The annual gay parade in Tel Aviv has become part and parcel of the cultural scene -- almost like the Purim parades of yesteryear, with costumes, music, and much fanfare. True, its Jerusalem counterpart has met stiff opposition among the ultra-Orthodox (more on them a bit later), but the authorities have let this too go on unimpeded. More to the serious point, however, is the status of gays in Israel's central institution: the IDF. Not only is there no hint of homophobia in the military, but the army actually pays a pension to the male life partner of any former army officer who passes away -- exactly as is done for the heterosexual spouse of army officers. There has even been an award-winning film (Yossi & Jagger, in 2002) made about a homosexual relationship between two Israeli army soldiers.


One could go on: 61% of Israelis support civil marriage for same-sex couples; the courts have ruled that a lesbian spouse could officially adopt a child born to her partner by artificial insemination; Israeli law even recognizes same-sex marriages performed elsewhere.


How does the Zionist-Orthodox sector relate to all this? In the past, either with silence or parliamentary disapproval -- but no "over our dead bodies" fire and brimstone orations. Recently, however, a significant change has manifested itself. Greater numbers of truly believing sons and daughters of this camp have started demanding their rights -- and the rabbis have begun to realize that no less than other sectors, they too have their fair share of homosexual children. But what to do? After all, as one can see from the biblical quote, the Bible is quite clear about homosexual relations.


Never underestimate the halakhic creativity of rabbis when they put their mind to it. Several younger but prominent Orthodox rabbis in Israel have begun "floating" the following idea: the Torah specifically prohibits homosexual relations -- nothing else! In other words, just because someone declares themselves to be gay, in no way negates their full religious rights (e.g. reading from the Torah, etc). Here there's a "don't ask, don't tell" philosophy -- not regarding sexual orientation but merely what they are (not) doing in the bedroom. This latter activity is strictly between them and the Creator.


What about marriage? Ha'aretz recently reported on a very mainstream Orthodox rabbi who has developed the following solution for young religious men and women who are gay  (and as Orthodox practitioners, accept the biblical injunction against homosexual relations): they marry each other! Lesbian marries homosexual man, they live together (same bedroom, different beds), artificially inseminate the woman, and bring up the children as a regular family unit -- many times, with no one the wiser! (So far he has conducted twelve such marriages.) More astounding, the news report suggests that such arrangements have been de rigeur in the ultra-Orthodox haredi community for some time (as is their wont in such matters, well under society's radar).


Israeli society is not telling its homosexual children to "gay avec" -- quite the opposite. At least on this issue it seems to be taking to heart the old Jewish adage: "kall Yisrael arevim zeh ba'zeh" -- all of Israel must look out one for the "other".
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