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James Cohen 
Yom Kippur Mincha D’var 

 

Good afternoon. This afternoon I am going to share with you a secret to 

which the Religious Right has been trying to gain access for decades. 

Though sworn to secrecy, at the risk of losing my “gay card,” of never 

again having access to hairdressers, flower arrangers or other 

stereotypes of my community, or other unimaginable punishments, I 

am going to share it with you, for the first time ever. Today I am going 

to share with you my Gay Agenda. 

So here it is: 

At 6 am I pray, then walk the dogs. At 6:25 I shower, wake my 10 year 

old, make him breakfast, make sure his teeth are brushed, (brush my 

own teeth,) get him out the door, (make sure the door is locked,) and 

drive him to JCDS. Then I drive myself to work to pay for JCDS. After 

work I drive back to JCDS, pick up my son, drive home, walk the dogs, 

make dinner, feed the dogs, pack tomorrow’s lunches, open the mail, 

schedule online bill payments, make sure my son has showered, (and 
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yes, honey, you must brush your teeth even if you brushed them this 

morning), read him a chapter of whatever book we are reading, kiss 

him goodnight, thank HaShem for another day, and go to bed myself.  

That is the big secret. The Gay Agenda. But wait, it sounds like the 

straight agenda, doesn’t it? At least the single parent straight agenda? 

This afternoon we read Leviticus 18:22, which many people, in the 

Jewish community and outside our community, use to oppress gay 

people. Thou shalt not lie with mankind, as with womankind; it is an 

abomination.  

I am honored to be asked to give this D’var – I imagine I was asked 

because I am gay, or maybe because I work at Keshet, an organization 

dedicated to the full equality and inclusion of lesbian, gay, bisexual, and 

transgender Jews in Jewish life. Maybe because in addition to my own 

gayness, I have another gay brother, a transgender brother, and one of 

my two sons is also gay. We are a big queer family, and hopefully our 
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very existence causes nightmares for those who would seek to oppress 

us! 

[pause] 

I am not a Torah scholar. There are many in this community far more 

versed in Halacha, who could argue the interpretations of today’s 

Parsha, and attempt to convince you of an alternative meaning of the 

words in the scroll. I can’t do that. What I can do is tell you the effects 

of these words. I want to tell you about my older son. 

As many of you know, I moved to the Boston area just over a year ago 

from Florida, where I was a licensed foster parent. I was a foster parent 

because when I came to understand that parenting was part of G-d’s 

plan for me, it was illegal, forbidden, for openly gay people to adopt 

children in the State of Florida. So I fostered.  

I have had a number of foster children, some for longer periods and 

some for shorter. My younger son, whom many of you know, I adopted 

after that anti-gay law was struck down. He was my first foster  
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placement, and he has been with me ever since. There were others, 

and I had just been relieved of a particularly difficult foster child who 

had stayed with us for two weeks when the placement team called me 

– I recognized the caller ID, and I answered saying, “NO MORE KIDS!” I 

was neck-deep in an adoption case, and busy at work, etcetera. 

[pause] 

Reggie was a 15 year old boy who had been in foster care since a very 

early age. He had been passed from foster parent to foster parent until 

age 7, at which time he took up residence at a group home run by the 

Baptist Church. He thrived there. He went on church missions to 

Guatemala, he discovered a talent for music, and in fact after middle 

school, completely self-motivated, had auditioned for and been 

accepted to a very elite Arts High School in Miami, the New World 

School of the Arts. Reggie got decent grades, made friends, and lived 

securely for nine years in the only stable home he had ever known. 
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When Reggie was 15 years old, having survived childhood in a world 

that is not kind to children without parents, Reggie came out as gay. 

And the group home, the only home he knew, run by church going 

folks, packed every single one of Reggie’s belongings in a trash bag, and 

dropped off my child, our child, at a homeless shelter. They threw him 

out like a piece of trash, and they called him an abomination.  

They did this because of Leviticus 18:22. 

[pause] 

For those who wish to discuss Jewishly the words of Leviticus, first I 

would ask that we talk about Jewish values. In my work at Keshet, we 

talk about seven specific Jewish values.  

We talk about Kavod, Respect. Respect for each other, respect for 

those who may be different from us, respect for the stranger, for you 

were strangers in the land of Egypt. 
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We talk about the concept of Shalom Bayit, peace in the home.  How 

everyone, regardless of gender identity or sexual orientation, needs to 

feel comfortable in our communal  homes and spaces. 

We talk about the idea that  - B’Tzelem Elohim – we are all, every single 

one of us, created in G-d’s image.  

We talk about the concept of Kol Yisrael Arevim Zeh B’zeh – that all 

Israel is responsible for one another. This means that we are all 

responsible for creating the change we want to see in the world.  

We talk about Sh’mirat Halashon, Guarding our use of language. How 

our words matter. How none of us is the garbage those church-going 

folks tell us we are.  

We talk about the mitzvah “V’ahavta L’Raiacah Kamocha”, the 

commandment to Love One’s neighbor as Oneself, found in the chapter 

immediately following today’s reading, and read instead in some 

congregations. 
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And we talk about Al Tifrosh Min Hatsibur, from Pirke Avot, when we 

are told not to separate ourselves from the community.  

[pause] 

Reggie was fortunate, or as fortunate as one can be once the only 

home a child has known has been stolen from him. We are fortunate, 

because he joined our family, and his smile can light up a room, while 

his voice may very well be the voice of an angel. A deep, bass, angel 

voice coming out of thin body that doesn’t match the voice, but an 

angel none the less. Reggie was accepted to, and will be transferring 

into, the Berklee College of Music next fall. We didn’t get enough 

financial aid, so he is attending a community college in Miami this year, 

and transferring to Berklee as a sophomore. Apparently even angels 

have to bow down to the gods of student financial aid.  

For my family, Leviticus 18:22 isn’t words on a page. It is an excuse used 

to hurt us and to hate us. But our motley family too has used these 
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experiences to build strength, as it is written in Psalm 118: “The stone 

the builders rejected has become the cornerstone.” 

Gmar Chatimah Tovah, May you be inscribed in the Book of Life, and 

Tzom Kal, an easy fast. 

Thank you very much. 

 

 

 


