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Finally !

All 6f this i$ necessarily inadéquate. Tt
is »Tnply infposdible to discuss fully
such crucial issues within'thé confines
of & few pages. The only ‘possibility is
fo open 4 dodr and begin to undérstand
the premises on which Jewish'conééfn
rests. Arid the concern that above -all
inforths and speaks through any dis-
chission of any sexual issue in Jidaishh
is the affirmation of sexual pledsure
and the celebration of thie continudtion

* Yf life as God's blessing to Hispebple.
oy

[}

moral choice. If homosexuality is not the result of compulsion, then it must
be considered to be a freely chosen act. And as a freely chosen act, it.is
forbidden by Jewish law (Leviticus 20:13). It is a violation of the Torah’s
concept of sexual purpose and sexual functions, not unlike the modern
biological notion that years of evolution have I;Iaced the sexual organs in a
heterosexual positibii—evidence, we are told, that wo/man is programed.for
procreation, not for homosexuality.

Of course, the homosexuality spoken of as being morally repugnant,
whethér an illness or.hot, pertains not to fantasies or mere contact, but to
the behavioristic act of sodomy. It is the-act itself, not the actor, that is
morally repugnant. We are bidden to show ‘every compassion for the
sinner—but not for the sin. Yet our compassion for the sinner ne'ed not lead
us to condone something that is inimical to the Jewish concept of sex and
family. The.fact that Talmud and cogdes (Kiddushin 82a; Even ha-Ezer 24:1)
say that “Jews are above suspicion’ of doing that kind of thing.is interest-
ing: it means that homosexuality is not, or atleast had not been,.a Jewish
“vice.”* Somte.claim that this rare incidence of homosexuality in the Jewish
community (at least until recent times) is the result of Judaism’s affirmative
attitdde to heterosexiial sexiand family life.

The value judgmentsiare evident-in the laws on birth control as well.
The sexual act in.marriage has two independént coequal purposes—the
procreational: (“peru urevu—be fertile and increase”) and the relational
(shalom bayit—family harmony); marital sex is integral to both. So in cases
where a. possible .pregnancy poses a threat to.the wife’s health or well-
being, :the, physieal relationship must not.be setiaside. Likewise, if the
hazards of pregnancy are avoided by-sexual abstinénce, then both purposes
or functions of marriage, instead of just one, are subverted. If conceptior of
children must be.prevented, it would -be wrong to subvert the mitzvah of
marifal sex at the same time. Hence contraception is- mandatéd. Where
contra¢eption is used by-choice, there are some methods that are accept-
ablé to most authorities (see Medicine for a discu’sion of various contracep-
tion.methods). ‘ :

In abortion, too, concern for the woman’s welfare is evident in Jewish
ethics.sParamount in decisions about abortion is the principlé that *her
welfare takes precedence” But whereas this refers to therelative interests
of mothér vis-a-vis the'potential child, the rest of the Jewish sexethicrefers
to woman vis-a-vis man. In this arena, considerateness for her is as finda-
mental as'is.the abstract moral coricern fox thé fetus, and détailed legal and
moral provisions aind at preventing.a “sex-object” role. >

The Jeéwish.sex ethic, then, affirms sexual pleasure'in the disciplined
structire of family life and holds the.restraints' of civilization to be the
means of holiness.
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A contemporary approach to Jewish
sexuality vjarturGreen.
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For the sake of honesty, it should be stated at the outset that any treatment
of sexuality in this.Catalog is necessarily problematical. The nature of the
Cataldg, from its outset, has been twofold: to be a guide to traditional
Jewish living, drawn with somé leeway froim the traditional sources, and at
the same time -a reflection of the neotraditional Jewish life-style that is

evolving among certain young-in-spirit American Jews; in havurot—
alternative communities—and in the life patterns-of concerned individuals.
While these circles have tended-téward traditionalism in ritual areas, have
often rediscovered liturgy as a mearis toward personal religious expression,
and have redeveloped deep Jewish ethnic loyalties, those of'us who form
them know that we are postmodem rdther than premodern Jews, and that
our life-style is hardly to be considered halakhic (¥legal” within normative
Jewish canons) in the full-sense of that term. It is in the areas of sexuglity
and the place of women that this discrepancy between fully ‘halakhic
traditionalism and the neotraditionalism of thése “new Jews™ is most
clearly seen. __ :

A few examples in the realm df sexual mores will serve to clarify our
point, Halakhah, frowning upon any degree of sexual expression outside of
marriage, has classically sought to protect its followers from sexual arousal
in untoward circumstances: unmarried men and women should-not dance
together, touch ‘each other, be alone in a room together. The-ethic of this
current group is utterly different. Short,of genital-sexuality, expressions of
intimacy are entoliraged: in matters of-hugging, holding, and.speaking of
love,.most people in-the Jewish counterculture are not unlike their Amer-
ican post-1960s. counterparts, sometimes‘shiocking théir more Orthodox as-
sociates. One of the.leaders of this many-streamed-mévement, otherwise
generally identified with a somewhat hip version: of halakhbic Judaism, was
heard to explain it thus: our ancestors worked so dne-sidedly at developing
the life of the spirit.;that-they came to be affaid:of their bodies; now, when
Jews have.returned to the land and are discpvering their rootedness'to the
physical, we must also retumn to loving God through forms of bodily.expres-
sion. The brief sermon was concluded with an exhottation to get up and
dance and, in the tightly-grasped circle, td know that we love oné another.

- Rav Kook, 6ir whose thinking such 4n analysis is based, would hardly have

approved!

¥

A more serious examplexThe Walakhah has generally viewed all'forms
of nonmarital intercourse as beilat zenut—harlotry. Among the many young
unmarrieds in groups that are close to this Catalog, there.is hardly any

t thought of condemnation concerning prémarital:sexuality,.including inter-

coursé (even without deep love commitment!), provided it is carried .on
within the general bounds of interpersonal decency. Even to evoke such
“liberal” halakhic standards as the legitimacy of common-law marriage is
irrelevant to the lives of these Jews, who have rather guiltlessly had any
numbet of sexual partners. J

Yet another example: The halakhah has: always taken a rathér dim
view, to put it mildly, of homosexuality. The biblical term abomination

| pretty well sums up the traditional attitude. Whénsa havuralr schedules a

retreat and announces that “spouses and lovers” (including homosexual

lovers) of haverim are welcome to attend the weekend-event, it is clear that .
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God and Israel are lovers: Israel, the
redeemed servant girl at the Red Sea,
sees a vision of her young black-curled
lover coming toward her. Sinai, the
great revelatory event of human his-
tory, is constantly depicted in terms of
love and marriage. The words of God
at Sinai'age’ kisses, and from the sub-
lime kissing of God arid Israel at Sinai,
according to some Kgbbé.lists, angels
are born (Horodetzky, Kitvei ha-Ari).
-In the Tent'of Meeting, a place of pri-
vacy and silence, that marriage is con?
summated. The highest form of prayer,
say the Hasi__dic_\masfers, is to"be

termed “ihtercourse- with the Pre-

sence” {Toldot )"hakov.YosefSSd). The

Sabbath is the time when God ‘and the™

community of Israel meet in sexual
embrace,
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approval has been given to an open flouting of the halakhic norm. While
remaining rdther conservative in their own lives, few people in these cir-
cles are now scandalized at the thought of bisexual behavior.

Given this situation, which cannot simply be wished out of existence
by well-meaning traditionalists, how is one t6 write a-guide to sexual prac-
tices? To leave the issue untouched would be an unforgivable avoidance.
The need for such a guide is nost serious: Jews who find the old standards
inoperable for them find themselves bereft of méral giuidance in thi$ area,
and:are'in need of a new and realistic approach. What follows, theh, is a
stumbling outline of what might be called a sexual ethic for Jews who have
found the whole traditional realm of hilkhot ishut impossible as a personal
;tandard, and who nevertheless seek guidance from the traditional wisdom
and values of Judaism.

The greatest and potentially@mnost divine mystery accessible to most
humans is the ‘'mystery of sexuality. The totality and all-embracing quality
of sexual e;cpressioﬁ, including the arousal of body, mind, and' emotions,
has in many ways been used by our sages to symbolize the most profound

secrets of the cosmos. “All of scripture.is holy,” says Rgbbi Akiba, “but the -

Song-of Songs’is the holy of holies” (Yadayim 3:5). .

- “Kabbalists see the very origins of the universe as a never-ceasing pro-
tess of a;ousal, coupling, gestation, and birth within the life of a God who is
both male and female, and: proclaim this complex inner flow of divinity,
described in the most graphic of sexual terms, to b‘e the highest*of mys-
teries.

. All this imageryiprovides for the Jew.an ideal of sexuality. %ile we
know well that most human sexuality hardly approaches this exalted pic-
turey it"does proyide us.with a point of view. It indicates strongly thal.t we
Jews should stand opposed.to the'current moves toward the “demystifica-
tion” of sexuality, which'seeksto define coupling as a purely biological
function. Weé are made fost fully human by the fact that this act,ishared by
us with'the animalkingdom, can be raised in our consciousness to the rung
of raza de-yihuda!=the sublime mystery of union. Sexuality at its fullest is
brimming with religious kavvanah: this is a teaching that we would be fools

to ignore. If we cannot fulfill the ideal, we can begiid to approach it.

The sort of coupling spoken of here is impossible if it is not mutually
engaging.iOne.could hardly imagine a religiously more offensive thought
than that of one person “using” another in order to reach the sublime. A
high level-of sexuality can only be based upon a fully developed .intimacy
between those involved, 'an intimacy that includes a daytime life-together
which serves as a counterpoint to the ‘greater intimacies of the night.

THe tradition has always assumed that su¢h intimacy can exist only
betweerr two given-individuals, that any person is capable of only one such
intimate relationshii) at aparticular point in life, and that these two indi-
viduals-berd man’ and a woman. Such a relationship is: sanctified by the
bonds of marriage: All these assumptions are now «called into question by
the possibilities of 'open marriage, loving homosexuality, and nohmarital
love-situations: We- can no longer indist upon the singular legitimacy of
exclusive heterosexual monogamy as a key to the sexual ideal. We tan,
however, assert the value of deep and honest intimacy, including a full life
with the otiler, as<a sine qua non of sexuality at its highest. )

This intimacy perforce involves angther area of traditional Jewish con-
cern: thatof interpersonal responsibility. The whole area of sexuality, both
in the'search for partners and in' the act itself, is one of tremendous personal
vulnerability. The complex needs that emerge in the course of sexual giv-

. . ing do not permit that giving to be taken for granted, but rather call for
{ responsible consideration on the part of the other. While we may no longer
‘ b live within the traditional view, which claims that a man “possesses’i a
§§ Womap by virtue of having intercourse -with her, our ethics should still

i} contain a thutualized echo of that view. Despite claims of sexual liberation,

w! we should have sufficient psychological awareness to realize that sexual

:li involvement may be of great and sometimes traumatic significance to the

(§ other, and the feelings involved must be taken seriously. Any ethic that

B says that I am responsible only for myself, but not for the other, is abhorrent
to Judaism.

1 Within marriage or other forms of steady sexual liaison there is an even
greater degree of responsibility. Here the other has been led to trust, and
that trust may not be violated. However open we may be with regard to
alternative sexual life-styles, it should be said clearly that any Jewish ethic

i must remain unalterably opposed fo any extramarjtalrelationship in which
the other marriage partner is deceived. A marriage that one partner unilat-
erally decides is “open” is in fact’iot open at all,"and*makes a mockery of

I the traditional values of fidelity, honesty, and responsibility.

The greater problem, however, is not that of the married but that of the
unmarried, What do we say to the adult (we do not speak here of-adoles-
cents, whose problems are quite different) who has not foitnd a person to
share ‘the ‘depths of love, or who even feels incapable of such a relation-
ship? What do we say to the widowed or divorced person, used to loving
sexual fulfillment, who is now driven to distress partially by sexual loneli-
ness? It is clear that we cannot advocate celibacy for all who are not
in love. Given the world in which we live, they would simply igriore

' 51:1_ch pious pronouncements, rightly noting that it is ysuallfr the self-
- righteousness of the happily married that stands behind them. Living in a
world Where we'cannot advocate either ideal sex or no sex as the, alterna-
tives, what we must begin to evolve is, a sliding’ scale of sexual values.
(Rabbi Zalman Schachter is owed our thanks for first having articulated the
notion of the “sliding scale” in various areas of nechalakhic practice.) At
' the top of this scale would stand the fully knowing and‘léving }elations}xip
Foutlined above, while rape—fully unconsenting and anonymous
E sexuality—would stand at the bottom. Somewhere near the middle of the
‘ y scale, neither glorified nor condemned, would be, the relationship of two
B consenfing persons, ‘treating one another, with decency, fulfilling the
biologice{basgects of one another’s love-needs, while making no pretense at
deeper intimacy. Given such a scale, a Jew might begin to judge his/her
¥ own sexual.behavior in terms of a series of challeénges which sthe might
wwant to address. . s
_ Each particular relationship will of course bring forth its own ques-
B tions, and the place of any relationship on the scale of values would be
¥ determined by a combination of factors. Only at or near the bottom of the
| scale (rape) would we speak of sin; in other relationships we would do
Fhetter to note the inadequacies of our sityation than to bemoan our sins.
This kind of new halakhah, when taken setiously, is in its very
¥ liberalism more difficult and in some ways less immediately gratifying than
k the old. It does not remove our insecurities by telling us what we may and
| may not do. Rather, it leads s to $elf-examination anid encourages growth.-
iBy maintaining the ideal of true and full sublirhe sexuality, we may be able
Jto- continually infuse ourselves with higher strivings, while not self-
righteously condemning anyone who, through the circumstances of his/her.
¥ life, stands at a different point in our flexible scale of intimate values.
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Love: Is the sexuality of this relation-
ship an expression of a depth of feeling
that exists between ps, or is the feeling
gelnerated only by sexual arousal it-
selff
Knowing: Have the partner and I
really come to know one another and
see one another as full human beings,
or does this act remain a basically
anonymous sexual encounter?
Honesty: Have I presented myself in
an untrue way (by words, dress, or
style) in order to win this sexual re-
ward, thus making it more difficult for
true knowing to emerge in this rela-
tionship?
Degradation: Have I had to go some-
- Ay
place (pickup scene, bar?) or do some-
thing (pay in cash or favors?) that I
consider personally debasing in order
to get this partner, thus keeping myself
far from true sexual fulfillment? Could
I not find a partner jn some more
wholesome way? s
Consent: Do both of us really, want this
sexual contact, or has-onge of us fallen
into it unwillingly, making it a contact
in which both are disgraced?
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