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SOME SEMANTICS:

QUEER

LGBTQ2+

+ = e.g. polyamory, asexuality, 

aromaticism…

Rebecca Alpert, “tranlesbigay” 

(Like Bread on the Seder Plate, 

1983)

Rainbow of Sexualities:

Anything that isn’t hetero-

procreative is “queer,” anything 

that disrupts or challenges or 

subverts “straightness”

QUEER is not just a SEXUALITY, it’s 

also an IDENTITY (whom you go 

to bed WITH, who you go to bed 

AS)

Cis vs. Trans* or GNC



Graphic Credit: James 

Brundage, Law , Sex, and 

Christian Society in Medieval 

Europe (1987)

Anti-Queer-sexuality religious 

regulation frequently appeals to 

key “CLOBBER TEXTS” or 

“CLOBBER PASSAGES.”

Leviticus 18:22. “You shall not lie with a 

male as with a woman; it is an 

abomination.”

Chapters 28-30 inTorah 

Queeries: Weekly 

Commentaries on the Hebrew 

Bible eds. Gregg Drinkwater, 

Joshua Lesser and David 

Schneer (NY, 2009). 
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SURPASSING LOVE: DAVID AND JONATHAN

1 Sam. 16.12; 1 Sam. 18.1-4, Jonathan 
loves David ‘as his own soul’; 1 Sam. 
19.1; 1 Sam. 20.17; 1 Sam. 20.30; 1 
Sam. 20.41-42; 1 Sam. 23.18; 2 Sam. 
1.26, David laments Jonathan’s noble 
death in battle and praises his love as 

“surpassing the love of 
women”

See Tom Horner, Jonathan Loved David: 
Homosexuality in Biblical Times (1978) 
and Anthony Heacock, Jonathan Loved 
David: Manly Love in the Bible and the 
Hermeneutics of Sex (2011).

1981



THE ORIGINS OF PRIDE
Stonewall Inn Rebellion, New York City, USA, June 29, 1969

Christopher Street Gay Pride Parade, New York City, June 1970

Actions Before Stonewall

Trans women of color 

played a crucial role in jump-

starting Pride

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_LGBT_actions_in_the_United_States_prior_to_the_Stonewall_riots
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_LGBT_actions_in_the_United_States_prior_to_the_Stonewall_riots
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_LGBT_actions_in_the_United_States_prior_to_the_Stonewall_riots


IMAGES BY MICAH BIZANT OF THE TRANS* WOMEN WHO STARTED THE 
STONEWALL REBELLION

[MICAH BAZANT IS A TRANS VISUAL ARTIST WHO WORKS WITH SOCIAL JUSTICE MOVEMENT S TO 

REIMAGINE THE WORLD. THEY CREATE ART INSPIRED BY STRUGGLES TO DE COLONIZE OURSELVES FROM 
WHITE SUPREMACY, PATRIARCHY, ABLEISM, AND THE GENDER BINARY. MIC AH IS A WHITE ANTI-ZIONIST
JEW AND IDENTIFIES AS TRANS, NONBINARY, AND TIMTUM (ONE OF SIX TRADITIONAL JEWISH GENDER 

CATEGORIES)]. 

Puerto Rican trans liberation activist Sylvia 

Rivera (2019) Marsha "Pay It no Mind" Johnson (2013)

Both images 

express the 

artist’s love for 

beloved 

transcestors

and rage at 

the white 

supremacist 

corporate 

appropriation 

of Pride.



KESHET: FOR LGBTQ EQUALITY 
IN JEWISH LIFE (KESHET)

2019: “None Are Free Until All Are Free: A 

Seder Ritual About the Struggle for Civil Rights 

of Same-Sex Couples. A ritual to add to the 

Passover Seder about marriage equality” 

2017: “A complete Shabbat, Pride themed, 

service, including additional secular and LGBTQ 

readings, used by Congregation Beth Jacob, a 

Reform community in Plymouth, MA.” 

June 12, 2020: “Uprising and Identity: A Jewish 

Exploration of LGBTQ Pride” by Maya Brodkey:

“It’s rumored that a transwoman threw her 

high-heeled shoe at an officer, which acted a 

catalyst for further agitation.” 

http://www.keshetonline.org/


Transparent, dir. 

Jill Soloway (USA, 

2014-2019). 

Yentl, dir. Barbra 

Streisand (USA, 

1983), based on 

Isaac Bashevis

Singer’s “Yentl the 

Yeshiva Boy.”

Magnus Hirschfeld, Institute for Sexual Science or Sexology 

(Institut für Sexualwissenschaft), Berlin, 1919 – 1933 



DAVID TABB STEWART, “LGBT/QUEER HERMENEUTICS AND THE HEBREW
BIBLE,” CURRENTS IN BIBLICAL RESEARCH 15 (2017): 289-314.

‘Norm criticism’ leads to viewing ‘biblical characters in all their variety’ including ‘different 
bodily characteristics, physical and mental abilities, and personal character traits’….Ellen T. 
Armour goes further: ‘to queer is to complicate, to disrupt, to disturb all kinds of 
orthodoxies’….to ‘destabilize dominant conceptions of “what the Bible says”….In sum, 
queer interpretation of the Bible

(1) collects interpretations and questions rather than reducing interpretations to a singular 
‘correct’ answer—it interrogates;

(2) looks for the nonheteronormative and the gender fluid; 

(3) resists (hetero)normativity and questions boundaries and categories—it is ‘norm-critical’; 

(4) strains toward privileging uniqueness—it is ‘anti-essentialist’; 

(5) resists academic norms by making room for playfulness and humor, both ‘camp’ and 
‘drag’, and eschews a single definition of ‘queer’, and so 

(6) is a collection of ‘family resemblances’, 

(7) saving spaces for the queer-not-yet-thought-of and the queer-to-come.

Ellen Armour, “Queer Bibles, Queer Scriptures? An Introductory Response,” in Hornsby and Stone, eds. Bible 

Trouble: Queer Reading at the Boundaries of Biblical Scholarship (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2011): 1-7.



JOY LADIN, “BOTH WILDERNESS AND PROMISED LAND: HOW TORAH
GROWS WHEN READ THROUGH LGBTQ EYES” TIKKUN 29 (2014): 17-23.
The Torah’s God is disembodied, incomparable, and incomprehensible in human terms. Judaism,
Christianity, and Islam developed theologies based on the God we encounter in the Torah, but by Iron
Age standards, this God is utterly queer. Later Jewish traditions and texts normalize this queer God,
imagining God as a king or emperor surrounded by an angelic court. But the God we encounter in the
five books of Moses has no normalizing context, no divine hierarchy to define God’s kingship, no divine
family for God to patriarchically dominate, no consort, and no body. As a result, despite the masculine
pronouns and verb forms assigned by the text, God has no gender, masculine or otherwise, because God
has no way to demonstrate or perform a gender. Gender is a system; even the simplest form of that
system, the gender binary, requires at least two of a kind, and God, as Jews affirm in the Shema prayer,
is One. And, as many of us know, being singular, living outside recognized human categories and
relationships, makes one very queer indeed….The emphasis on sacred normativity in Judaism and the
Jewish community harms those, like LGBTQ Jews, who don’t fit established norms. It also harms the Torah
by obscuring the queerness on which its moral and spiritual vitality depend….Torah doesn’t traffic in
binary thinking: God is One, simultaneously the ordainer of sacred norms and absolutely queer (beyond
human conception)….We are queer children of a queer God — and by “we,” I mean the Jewish people.
When queer Jews read Torah as our own, we help all Jews recognize and reclaim our heritage of
radical queerness, rekindling the flame of desire that led our ancestors to abandon known norms and
follow God through a wilderness unsown toward a future founded on the principle that being true to
God requires being true to ourselves….For the Torah’s queerness to be recognized as a vital part of
Judaism and Jewish identity — as a crucial complement and counterweight to the Torah’s emphasis on
sacred norms — the Torah needs us, each queer Jew, with our innumerable differences and
disagreements, to take Torah personally, to read our lives in light of the Torah and read the Torah in light
of our lives.



GENESIS 1:27/BEREISHIT 1:27

God created the adam in God’s image;

in the image of God [God] created him—

male and female [God] created them.

ים  ִ֤ א ֱאֹלהִּ ָ֨ ְבר  ם| ַויִּ ָֽ א ֹאת  ֶ֥ ר  ה ב  ִ֖ ר ּוְנֵקב  ֶ֥ א ֹא֑תֹו ז כ  ָ֣ ר  ים ב  ִ֖ ֶלם ֱאֹלהִּ ֙ם ְבַצְל֔מֹו ְבֶצֶ֥ ד  א  ָֽ ֶאת־ה 

According to our verse (Genesis 1:27) and all of the commentators on this verse [emphasis mine], all human
beings are essentially created in the image of God whether we are female, male, intersex or something
else….Commentators, from ancient times to the present day…consider the possibility that God’s first human
creation was male, bi-gender, intersex, or non-gendered….Our verse teaches that all human beings are created
b’tzelem Elohim—in the divine image. If the many sexes and genders of humanity all equally reflect the divine
image, what does that say about God? Some believe that God is multi-gendered, or all-gendered.” - Rabbi Elliot
Kukla & Rabbi Reuben Zellman, “Trans Texts: Queerly Created,” posted at
https://www.keshetonline.org/resources/transtexts-queerly-created/ on June 3, 2008.

Kukla & Zellman provide examples from Genesis/Bereishit Rabbah 8:1 of how the rabbinic exegetical tradition is

trans*-inclusionary.

https://www.keshetonline.org/resources/transtexts-queerly-created/


According to Rabbi Yirmiyah ben Elazar, God 

created the first human both female and male at the 

same time, a single bi-gendered being known as the 

androginos. He understands the 

androginos as the singular, bi-gendered, 

being referred to in the first half of the verse, and 

men and women as the multiple beings referred to in 

the second half of the verse.

According to Rabbi Shmuel Bar Nachman, God 

created the first human as one being with 

two front sides and no back. 
Then God split these two front sides apart, and 

added a back side to each, creating two separate 

humans, one male and one female. He argues that 

the first human being is a singular entity in the first 

half of the verse, however by the second half of 

the verse it has been split into two bodies.

GENESIS/BEREISHIT RABBAH

According to Rabbi Tanchuma: “When the Blessed 

Holy One, created the first adam, [God] created him 

as a golem; and it was extended from one end 

of the world to its other end.” A golem is a 

formless and infinite mass. Such a creature would 

have neither a discernable sex, nor even a defined 

physical form, and would be entirely genderless. This 

description of the first human as a golem aligns 

with the idea of God as limitless, omnipresent, and 

beyond human description, so that is how the adam

was created in the image of God.

Rachel Biale, “Trance and Trans at Har Sinai,” in Torah Queeries, 

pp. 306-310: the gender fluidity manifested in intersex people 

at birth, and in transgender people later, is embodied in the 

creation of the first human. For Biale, the text itself poses the 

idea that the first, most perfect human being, who was a direct 

embodiment of God, was a hermaphrodite, and seems to 

suggest that trans- or intersexuality may be the ultimate state 

of human and divine perfection.



JOY LADIN, “BOTH WILDERNESS AND PROMISED LAND: HOW TORAH
GROWS WHEN READ THROUGH LGBTQ EYES” TIKKUN 29 (2014): 17-23.

In Hebrew, God’s first words to Abraham — the words from which the 

Jewish people will grow — are lech l’cha, which can be understood as, 

“Go to yourself,” or, according to Hasidic tradition, “Go to the root of 

your being.” Abraham has spent seventy-five years living “in his 

father’s house,” being his father’s son. To respond to this queer, 

nameless God, who appears in none of the pantheons, rituals, myths, 

or histories Abraham would have known, Abraham has to queer 

himself — to estrange himself from his father, his heritage, his culture, 

and everything that has to this point defined him — and follow God 

toward a nameless place, “the land that I will show you,” that 

represents an incomprehensible future.



AYELET COHEN IN TORAH QUEERIES CHAPTER 59 ON 
PASSOVER FOR TRANS* JEWS

The Passover Haggadah reminds us that in every generation all Jews are obligated to see themselves as if they had personally left 

Egypt. Jews know Egypt. Jews in every generation have too often experienced “Egypt,” or mitzrayim, narrow places in which they 

have been enslaved—physically or metaphorically—and silenced for being who they are. Gay, lesbian, and bisexual Jews are 

particularly well suited to fulfill the commandment to remember and personally identify with the experience of the Exodus, for 

everyone who has left the closet has known Egypt and has left Egypt in his or her lifetime. But what if mitzrayim was not a place 

or not even a set of expectations or societal norms or religious prohibitions or legal limitations? What if mitzrayim was your own 

body? And every time you looked at your reflection, every time someone called you by your name, you knew that you were 

imprisoned, enslaved in a body that was not your home? What if like the generations of Israelites born in Egypt, you were born 

into that narrow place? And even though you had never known anything else, you knew in your heart of hearts that you did not 

belong there? For so many transgender people, that is the experience of the world. Every day they are called by names that do not 

describe them and dressed in clothing that feels foreign to them. Forced by birth or by society to inhabit a body that does not 

belong to them, they must move through the world betraying their knowledge of themselves or transgressing the definitions and

roles of male and female that this culture holds so sacred….The journey of a transgender person, like the journey of the Children 

of Israel, involves leaving everything known for the promise of something completely unknown. Their lives depend on their 

leaving. Leaving is terrifying, even if what is being left, the place that is known, is mitzrayim. The time for liberation has more than 

come. Still, even when they are ready, they still must contend with Pharaoh, who does not want to let them go: the Pharaoh of the 

progressive world that is still deeply attached to binary notions of gender; the Pharaoh of gay and lesbian communities that still 

do not embrace transgender people and transgender rights as an essential element of queer identity, queer activism, and queer

community; the Pharaoh of fear, the Pharaoh of the body….There is no shortage of Pharaoh.



ZOHAR WEIMAN-KELMAN, “TRANSING BACK THE TEXTS, QUEERING JEWISH PRAYER” THE JOURNAL OF FEMINIST STUDIES IN RELIGION 44 (2018): 80-84. 

S.J. CRASNOW, “ON TRANSITION: NORMATIVE JUDAISM AND TRANS INNOVATION,” JOURNAL OF CONTEMPORARY RELIGION 32 (2017): 403-415. 

INCLUSION 

VS.

AFFIRMATION

Queer Mikveh Project

https://rebekaherevstudio.com/queer-mikveh-project-1


Abby Stein, author of Becoming Eve: My Journey from 

Ultra-Orthodox Rabbi to Transgender Woman (2019).

Hasidic Men in 

Montreal & 

Hasidic Women in 

Brooklyn: the 

Gender Binary as 

Organizing 

Principle. Halakhic 

gender cannot be 

changed.

Oriol Poveda in A. Slomowitz and A. Feit, eds., 

Homosexuality, Transsexuality, Psychoanalysis 

and Traditional Judaism (London: Routledge, 

2019): “[T]he gendered religious practices of 

Orthodox Judaism had the potential to become 

an obstacle during growing up. After their 

transition, however, gendered religious practices 

could become a valuable resource for 

affirmation and cosmic validation.” 


