A Classic Case of
Civil Disobedience’

Rabbi David Lazar battles to make gay and leshian rr'g}zts a mafify in Israel

avid Lazar speaks, looks and

acts the rebel. The pony-tailed

rabbi was raised in a liberal-

Conservative Jewish home in
Los Angeles, became Orthodox, studied
in the early 19805 in a hesder veshiva in
lsrael, scitled in the Gaza Strip and sold
haly texts in Jerusalem’s ultra-Orthodox
neighborhoods,

The pendulum swung back 15 vears
ago: Lazar became a Conservative rablbi,
ran a congregation in the Jerusalem
neighborhood of Ramot and today leads
a Masorti (traditional-Conservative) syn-
agogue in Ramat Aviv. He successfully
pushed for the movement's seminary in
lsrael to ordain women as rabbis,

Lazar now advocates on behalf of
homaosexuals in lsrael. His initial involve-
ment in an AIDS sk force in Tel Aviv
and a cultural organizatdon in Jerusalem
has reached an apex, with Lazar per-
torming commitment ceremonies and
weddings for homosexuals,

Since 2001, Lazar has married-off

both male couples and female couples.
Nearly all couples are lsracli. One is reli-
giously observant. Lazar was scheduled
o perform a wedding in December for
a couple who are in prison and hope o
receive a furlough to hold the ceremony
an the Tel Aviv beach,

The weddings have resembled het-
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erosexual Jewish rites, with eidim {offi-
clal witnesses), the signing of a ketubah
and the couple standing under a chup-
pah. Each mate places a ring on the oth-
er's finger. In some weddings, one person
breaks the glass at the conclusion; some-
times both do; in others, none do, In-
stead of the traditional references to a
chatan and kallah (bride and groomy),
Lazar designates them as — in the case
of two women — ahuva (beloved) and
ahuvatah {one who loves the beloved),

Before reaching that point, Lazar in-
sists on getting (o know the couple well.
That includes hosting them for a Shabbat
dinner with his family. When he marries
off a heterosexual couple, Laar will have
met them for a total of eight hours; for a
homasexual couple, for 20 hours,

After a lesbian couple came over one
Friday night, Lazar told his twin daugh-
ters, then 8 years old, that the women
were a couple.

“'S0?" they said. ‘I mean leshians,’ 1
said, They said, "Duh!’ So that showed me
that education is working,” Lazar ex-
plained.

A straight, married father of five girls,
Lazar, 47, explained that he is motivated
by an impulse to do the right thing. His
position has placed him ar odds with the
Conservative establishment in the Unired
States, but that hardly bothers Lazar.

“TI've often found a way to be in dif
ferent worlds at the same time. | see nc
conflict between being involved in the
gay and lesbian world and my wife going
to the mikvah before Shabbat,” Laza
said, enjoving a sandwich and the mild
weather at a coffee shop’s outdoor able
near his home.

“There’s senons discriminaton in the
Conservative movement, and in society
in general, against gays and lesbians
There'’s a serious injustice being done. ...
The issue of Judaism and homesexualin
i5, for me, one of social justice.

“My involvement with the gay and les
bian community here in Israel stems
from that. I have no gay brother, father
or best [riend: no lesbian mother, sister
or daughter — that I know of. Just plain,
old tzedek [justice]. One of my goals as
a rabbi is 1o help make this as normal as
possible, as soon as possible, and that is
why I've been performing weddings.”

In 1932, the Commitee on Jewish
Law and Standards of the Conservative
movement's Rabbinical Assembly issued
what it called a “consensus statement,”
saying that clergy “will not perform com-
mitment ceremonies for gavs and les-
hians.”

The issue of performing weddings
between homosexuals was not discussed
then, said Rabbi Kassel Abelson, chair-
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man of the commitiee, The staement,
whach e meant as gndanoe, “is not a stan-
dared,” aned each rabhbi decides on the
application of hatachah, he said. In Apail,
the commmuttee will consider amy halachi
i |1:1||.I'H;_?|_|:'h. s the 1|-l:||i1 v, e suclelescl,

As o Larnr's ofhoanng al commoi-
ment ceremonies and weddings be-
tween homosexnals, Abeelson sad: “He
is entitled to interpret Jewish law as he
chooses. Il you're asking, "Will he be
thiromwm ot af the movementz” No, “Will
his ceremonics be givien official stand-
ing?" Also no. He 15 doing that as an
mdmwidual,”

Lawzar considers his officiating at ho-
mosexial weddings and commitmient
ceremontes to be a “classic case of civil
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“Conservatism is based on fear — that if we try to change

it’s going to all fall apart. I just don’t buy that.”

disobedience,” and called the moyve
TS opposiion Tmemoerl.”

“Uosnaervitisim is bosed on lear — that
il wee try 1o change, it's going to all fll
apart. 1 just don’t buy that,” said Laear,
whio s director of Bikima, s orginication
i||_]r| |L~.:'||1_'I'|| gl s comimomey lead-
era. “The Conservative movement tells
ravs, Wi welcome you into our syn-
gogues and we will defend vour civil
rights, But we vall not defend yvour reli
gions rights.”

“Than is religions rights run amok, |
aimt interested inomy Jewish vahoes mform-
img my civil fife, and 1 am interested in
my cwic values inlluencing my judaism
— like, for cxcample, democracy and emvi-
ronmentlismn.”

Lagar's supporters in Isrmel congide
him an inspiration. Valerie Stessin re-
called that a8 a snedent @t Jerusalem s
Sehechier Institute, she and three ather
female stucdents sat in a corner during &
praver seevice, Lazar, a fellow student,
beckoned them o st near him, with the
men, a gesture that demonstrated 1o
Sless1n) — i evioislv familiar only with
Orthodox Judaism — that “things could
he different,” she sud,

Stessin was sudving in the educa-
rors” wack, burwiih Lazar's encourage
ment, she switched o the rabbinical
track and became the instiete’s firse
I.I:'II'I'.Ili' Ial.hll:li.

“1 conuld not have done 101E 1 had feh
that I was doing it myscll, alone,” said
:";-11'.x\i||. wn becr mnoy o ks iJ|_|1.‘1.'|'.i.~||!i edica-
tion. “He very much wanted it to happen
I was mteresied, but he kept sanng,
“Dham "t worre voan can oo ik | needod the
shoulder to lemm on”

To Tamar Ascher, Lasir's commueents
at a workshop on diversity in |Judasm
hespoke acceptance by a religious leader
ol ]wr 'I|l:::~.11.'|4_' LA ]I:'hhi..l.ll.. She and her
partner went along with Lacur's sugges-
tiom that they arrange a religious céne
maony af soris, l|1|:||; I.l1|;'1' el rom LIRA T I|!||.'
||';I.|,;||:|illj_r|'\ of & Jewish wedding.

Larar instead wrote an arginal script
it IFIII:Il'H'A"H_"'II vy Thie ¢ |:.||||.]|_-'_~.. sirarghi
friends enough that they wanted a simi-
Lir ceremony for their weddings,

“That was verv neat, as a byprodiect,”
\..'l.ul. .-'I.'n.l:_'hﬂ', whio leetires ar & teacher s
college in Jerusalem. [ David] is incred-
ibly creative. He incorporates what vou're
SUpIp waint] pon T et o ralaba, A lescker i:‘--:ll:'ll:'.'
o leseler if he has followers, and vou have
tor showw where vou're coming From sind
whiere vou' e going in s clear, non-threat-
(4] i:| I L1

*He 15 a spiritual leader, a religions
guide. IF 1 feel like I'm having a reli-
'rLiHII'\-. dilemom, [ delimiely wonld tore
o ham.” il
T Kandfler bt ot fiow Irecide on o yivaand, pery

fragrant corner of fel At
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