Is There a Reform Response to
Homosexuality?

RAV A. SOLOFF

IT 1S CLEAR THAT NEW ATTITUDES AND
challenges on the question of homosexuality are being felt throughout the
Jewish world. No article entiled “homosexuality” appeared in the Jewish
Encyclopedia of seventy-five years ago, and no article entitled “homosex-
uality” appeared in the Universal Jewish Encyclopedia of forty years ago.
However, in the more recent Encyclopedia Judaica there is just such an
article, a little over one column in length, by Chief Rabbi Immanuel Jaco-
bovitz of London.

Rabbi Jacobovitz's article and two responsa by the eminent Reform
posek, Rabbi Solomon B. Freehof, leave no room for doubt about their
understanding of the negative biblical and talmudic attitudes toward
homosexuality.! They follow generations of rabbinic interpreters in
regarding the biblical injunctions against mishkav zakhar as condemning
homosexual relations in general, and only homosexual relations, without
regard to any historical context. When Rabbi Walter Jacob collected “Jew-
ish Sources on Homosexuality” from rabbinic literature he did not find
any texts that question the halakhic prohibition against homosexuality
cited above.? Very recently, however, Rabbi Allen B. Bennett has argued
that the biblical authors would not have had an inkling of what homosexu-
ality was (what anyone today would call “homosexuality”) and, therefore,
would not have wasted their time legislating against it. In support of his
contention he cites Sex Laws and Customs in Judaism,® and Sexual Variance in
Society and History whose author holds that “among the Hebrews, the
denunciations seem to be not so much against homosexuality as such as
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against the idolatry associated with it, or they spring from fears of assini-
lation.™

The biblical texts at the center of this discussion are in the third book
of Torah. Traditionally understood, Leviticus 18:22 dircatly forbids male
homaosexuality, listing the act as one of the abominations because of which
the Land vomited out its (former) inhabitants. Verse 29 specifies that
those who do such things shall be cut oft from their people. Two chapters
later the law is repeated with a slightly different wording. Leviticus 20:13
says “they have committed an abomination, both of them; they shall surely
be put to death; blood guilt (for their death) rests upon their own heads.”
This verse, however, is in a section with other violations which carry the
same penalty (verses 9-13), and with other violations that carry other pen-
alties (verse 14, “burnt with fire;” verses 15-16, “surely be put to death;”
verses 17-18, “cut off from their people”) leading me 1o think that the pen-
alty for an act of homaosexual intercourse is not the same in Leviticus 18:22
asin Leviticus 20:13. That is, nikhrete, the term used in 18:22,is used again
in Chapter 20, but for a different violation (verses 17-18), so I do not
believe that nikhretu in Leviticus 18:22 is the same punishment as mot
yumatu in Leviticus 20:13. I shall return 10 this difference a litte later.

There are a few other biblical references to homosexuality. Although
Deuteronomy 23:18 forbids ritual male prostitution® (I guess it is
assumed that both male and female ritual prostitution services males), ref-
erences to the persistence of such prostitution are found in the Book of
Kings (IK 14:24; 15:12; 22:47; and 1IK 23:7). There is, however, no
instance of express approval or explicit toleration of homosexuality on
the part of the Lord or on the part of the Lord’s spokesmen and editors.
This is true however one translates the stories of the men of Sodom who
demanded to “know" Lot’s male visitors, and of the men of Benjamin who
demanded to “know™ a male traveller.

Some writers have undertaken a non-traditional explanation of these
biblical texts in their effort to expound a “gay theology.” In an interview
published in Ministry, The International Journal of the Seventh-Day Adventist
Ministerial Association, the editor, J.R. Spangler, talks with Colin Cook,
who found deliverance from homosexuality through the power of the
Gospel, and now directs Quest Learning Center. . ..

SPANGLER: You say you believe the Bible speaks of homosexuality. But the
gay theologian takes the same texts you read and finds no reference to
homosexuality in them.

4. Vern Bullough, Sexual Variance in Society and History (University of Chicago Press, 1976),
pp- 82 and 37.

5. "No Israelite woman shall be a cult prostituse, nor shall any Israclite man be a cult prosti-
tute (v. 19). You shall not bring the fee of a whore or the pay of a dog (here used as a
perjorative, to describe a male prostitute] into the house of the Lord your God in fulfillment
of any vow, for both are abhorrent to the Lord your God.” Translation and comment from
The Torah, A Modern Commentary (UAHC, 1981), p. 1497.
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