
Do not lie with a male as one lies with a woman; it is an abhorrence (to’evah). --- 
Lev. 18:22 

 

…the prohibitions on homosexuality occur in the context of rules forbidding 
Israelites from copying the religious practices of other nations. Furthermore, 
scholars show that other ancient nations did, in fact, engage in rituals with temple 
prostitutes of both genders. The word for “abhorrent act,” to’evah, may be 
specifically related to non-Israelite religious practice. --- Dr. Avi Rose, 
“Recreations,” ~2000 

 

Prayer to be Recited Before the Reading of Aharei Mot 

by Rabbi Steve Greenberg 

Master of the Universe, to Whom all secrets are known, 
Before You we stand both confused and undaunted, 
In parashat Aharei Mot, Abomination! Is spoken 
and one out of ten, women and men, 
Hear the words “V’et Zachar” and weep 
In the farthermost pews, 
Outcast and broken. 

As we read these words now, God remember in truth 
The myriad souls, who from their youth, 
Found in their hearts a fierce connection, 
A mighty love, toward members of their own sex 

Remember O Lord their paralyzing fear, 
The terrifying longing, the shaming embrace. 
Accusing themselves with the full force of Law 
Of perversions that could only be remedied by death. 

Remember the thousands consumed by shame, 
Cast out in outrage, or suffering unseen. 
Not one dared imagine that rather than cursed 
They were blessed by the One, Who varies His creatures. 



Master of the universe, Why? And have 
the tears of the oppressed made it through to Your heart? 
Can it be that the Torah demands we cast out 
Beloved daughters, beloved sons? 

If they have no power and no redress, 
Then be Thou their comfort, their strength and fortress. 
Bless us with peace, and our sages with tenderness. 
Grant us strength from on high to uphold them in love, 

Be generous with the gift of hope from above, 
For life and wholeness your salvation is at hand. 

And you shall not lie with a male in the manner of lying with a women, it is an 
abomination. (Leviticus 18:22) 
Behold the tears of the oppressed, and they have no comforter. Their oppressors 
have power, and still they have not comforter. (Ecclesiastes 4:1) 

** 

How do we face texts that hurt us? 

We sing "derakheha darkhei noam/the Torah's paths are pleasant (Pr. 3:17)" as 
we return to Torah to the ark. But not all paths described in the Torah are 'pleasant' 
for modern readers, a complicated challenge to the words of the Torah, one that the 
Conservative Movement has typically embraced with conviction. (Parenthetically, 
it is also one that the Conservative Movement has not communicated with passion, 
much to its detriment.) What role does the modern reader of the Torah's text play 
when facing 'unpleasant' text? Does the modern reader have the right to judge the 
ancient text of the Torah?... 

Perhaps the Conservative Movement would rather keep the fluidity of tradition out 
of sight. Perhaps we keep our moral motivation for change secret because we're 
afraid of falling into the sea. To this concern I respond with the interpretation of 
Rabbi Meir Leibush ben Yechiel Michel (The "Malbim") on the biblical verse But 
you who hold fast to Ad-nai your God are all alive today. (Deut. 4:4) The Malbim 
writes that you might think that this verse teaches that a person who wants to truly 
live has the Torah as a resource. But what this verse actually teaches is that you 
have a choice - you're drowning at sea, and you're thrown a life-preserver called 
the Torah. Hold it and live. Otherwise, don't. Your choice. 



We have a way of thriving in a fluid tradition, of burning with passionate fire and 
not being consumed. Our choice. --- Rabbi Menachem Creditor, contemporary 

 

People familiar with the dietary laws of Judaism know that meat from an animal 
that died a natural death or was torn apart by wild beasts is not kosher. This is 
stated explicitly in the Torah. Exodus 22:30 reads, “You shall be my holy people: 
you may not eat meat torn by beasts in the field; you should throw it to dogs.” (The 
Hebrew word for “torn by beasts”—terefah—refers specifically to torn flesh in 
biblical Hebrew.) Deuteronomy 14:21 extends this law to animals that have died 
naturally: “You may not eat an animal that died a natural death; give it to the 
stranger living in your community so he can eat it, or sell it to a foreigner. For you 
are Hashem your God’s holy nation.” (The word for “an animal that died a natural 
death” is nevelah.) 

Thus it comes as a surprise to read a verse from this week’s parashah, Acharei 
Mot. Leviticus 17:15 states: Every person who eats an animal that died naturally 
[nevelah] or was torn apart by beasts [terefah] should wash his clothes, bathe in 
water, and remain ritually impure until evening, whereupon he becomes ritually 
pure. This applies both to citizens and to strangers living within your community. 

According to this verse, Israelites are allowed to eat both nevelah and terefah. To 
be sure, eating those kinds of meat renders the person who ate it ritually impure, 
but that presents no problem as far as Leviticus is concerned: ritual impurity in the 
Torah is a normal human state that people enter with great frequency, and the 
Torah does not view that state as morally deficient. The Torah contains no 
prohibition against becoming ritually impure. In the course of their typical 
activities, Israelites would often need to contract impurity, frequently through 
religiously positive activities, such as burying the dead, giving birth, and 
performing certain required rituals. A person who is ritually impure is not allowed 
to enter the Temple or Tabernacle, but most Israelites, other than priests, went to 
the Temple infrequently. In any event, the ritual impurity caused by 
eating nevelah or terefah lasted only a few hours and was cleansed by simple 
washing, according to our parashah; a person who ate these foods and wanted to 
enter the Temple could do so later the same evening. 

Our parashah, then, contradicts other parts of the Torah: according to Leviticus, 
eating meat from animals that died naturally or were torn apart is permissible, but 
according to Exodus and Deuteronomy, it is prohibited. We modern biblical 
scholars explain this contradiction by referring to the theory that the Five Books of 



Moses combine several legal collections from ancient Israel, and these collections 
sometimes disagree with each other. The passage from Exodus is part of a very 
early law collection, possibly written by Levites; the passage from Deuteronomy 
was written by a somewhat later group of Levites; the passage from Leviticus was 
written by priests, or kohanim. 

It’s well known that in later Judaism there are sometimes multiple viewpoints on a 
question of Jewish law. Some Jews follow a ruling that we must wait six hours 
after eating meat before we can have dairy products (this is especially common 
among Eastern European Jews); others wait three hours (this is the common 
practice among German and Sephardic Jews; many in the Conservative Movement 
have adopted this practice). Most Ashkenazic Jews refrain from eating legumes on 
Passover; Sephardic Jews do not. (Again, the Conservative Movement 
now permits the Sephardic practice, even for Ashkenazic members of its 
communities.) This sort of divergence of legal opinion was common already in 
biblical times. The difference we have seen regarding nevelah and terefah is just 
one example of this phenomenon. 

In this case, however, Jewish legal practice did not remain open to the difference: 
while both views of nevelah and terefah are found in the Torah itself, later 
authorities unanimously endorse the position found in Exodus and Deuteronomy. 
No Jewish authority in the past 25 centuries or so permits Jews to eat meat from an 
animal that has died naturally or that was killed by other animals. Indeed, even 
animals killed by humans in a way that does not follow the practices of kosher 
slaughter are not permitted. Yet the verse from Leviticus remains part of our sacred 
text. It holds no legal authority, but it is still holy, and it is still chanted aloud in the 
synagogue. Minority opinions that have been completely superseded are not 
purged from our scripture, even though we all know that they are not to be obeyed. 

Leviticus 17:15, in short, is still part of our heritage even though it is no longer 
law. This realization helps to answer a question that many of us have about another 
verse in this week’s parashah. Speaking to men (as the Hebrew pronoun indicates), 
Leviticus 18:22 states: “You may not lie with a male as with a woman; doing so is 
an abomination.” It is on the basis of this verse (along with another one from next 
week’s parashah, 20:13) that Judaism’s legal traditions long ruled that sexual acts 
between two men were forbidden. This ruling reflected a view of homosexual 
behavior that was common in most, though not all, human cultures for millennia. 
But many of us have come to view homosexual relationships, behaviors, and 
orientations as morally equal to heterosexual ones; indeed, many of us have come 
to understand that loving, committed relationships between two men (or two 
women) are ethically praiseworthy. Accordingly, an opinion approved by the 



Committee on Jewish Law and Standards of the Conservative Movement overturns 
the rabbinic prohibitions associated with Leviticus 18:22 and 20:13; a further 
opinion spells out some practical implications of this new halakhic stance with 
regard to marriage. 

For some religious Jews, attending shul this week and next week can be 
uncomfortable, for we read verses (18:22, 20:13) whose basic meaning we cannot 
reconcile with the will of a God who is just and merciful. Many of us today have a 
deep moral intuition that the plain meaning of these verses cannot remain part of 
the system of Jewish law; our experiences of our friends’ lives or of our own lives 
testify that gay and lesbian relationships are not abominations but can be full of 
love, compassion, and commitment. What are we to do with these verses, whose 
legal status, we believe, is no longer in force? 

Even though reading a verse prohibiting same-sex relations can be painful in a way 
that reading about dietary restrictions is not, the example of Leviticus 17:15 earlier 
in the parashah shows us that the situation of Leviticus 18:22 and 20:13 is, 
conceptually, neither new nor unique. Over time, the Jewish people’s 
understandings of the will of God revealed at Mount Sinai develop and deepen. As 
this occurs, it has long been the case that specific laws, individual ideas, and 
certain texts are superseded by newer ones. But the earlier texts are not expunged 
from our record. Keeping texts that are no longer authoritative in our canon has 
never presented a problem, because in Judaism authority does not lie only, or even 
primarily, in our sacred texts. Rather, religious authority is found, as Solomon 
Schechter (The Jewish Theological Seminary’s chancellor a century ago) taught, in 
communities of committed and observant Jews, which Schechter calls a “living 
body.” Schechter explains that 

“…this living body, however, is not represented by any section of the nation, or 
any corporate priesthood, or Rabbihood, but by the collective conscience of 
Catholic Israel as embodied in the Universal Synagogue...Liberty was always 
given to the great teachers of every generation to make modifications and 
innovations in harmony with the spirit of existing institutions...The norm as well as 
the sanction of Judaism is the practice actually in vogue. Its consecration is the 
consecration of general use,—or, in other words, of Catholic Israel.” (Studies in 
Judaism: First Series [1896], xviii–xix) 
 
Today, communities of religious Jews have modified the laws of sexual practice 
anchored in this week’s parashah. But that does not mean that we pretend the 
verses that reflect the older practice are not there, any more than we skip the 
reference to kosher terefah that also appears in the parashah. 



The texts we study and chant as religious Jews contain a wide variety of opinions 
and laws, some of them still current, some of them no longer in use. As we chant 
the verses no longer in effect, we can reflect on the way that Judaism continues to 
evolve even today, and how we are responsible to participate in the perpetuation of 
Judaism that this evolution allows. Sometimes this involves modifying particular 
elements of the Torah while continuing to observe the rest of the laws that emerge 
from the Torah. That this specific law here or that one there changes need not 
undermine our commitment to the system of Jewish law as a whole. And by 
continuing to hold firm to the obligatory nature of the legal system, we put 
ourselves into the living body that Schechter calls Catholic Israel, and thus we 
acquire the right to participate in the process of creating Judaism anew. --- Dr. 
Benjamin Sommer, ~2016 


