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This weekend we mark the 50th anniversary of a seminal event in the Modern 

Gay Rights movement, the riots at the Stonewall Inn. They took place on June 

30th, 1969, and that’s the reason why in June all around our Nation and 

indeed the world, LGBTQ Parades take place.  

On this Shabbat, sometimes called, Pride Shabbat, maybe we should look 

inward a bit and think or remember what it was like to be gay or lesbian and a 

Jewish professional in the last 50 years. The online magazine, Tablet, posted 

an article about a story of which I had heard bits and pieces from as told by 

some of my colleagues, who are 10 or 15 years older than me, about a group 

of rabbis, rabbinical students and other Jewish professionals who met while 

still in the closet. In “The Untold Story of Ameinu,” Drew Himmelstein 

presents vignettes of what some of those who participated remember. It’s a 

fascinating story only 30 years old; just like Beth Torah. 

Before openly gay rabbis could be ordained, before same-sex marriages were 

performed in synagogues—a group of LGBT rabbis and Jewish professionals 

gathered in secret. The first gathering took place in Southern California, in 

December of 1986, at the height of the AIDS epidemic. You were told that 

you would be picked up at the airport. When your ride arrived, you exchanged 

code words with the driver. And off you went.  

They were all in L.A. attending the first gathering of Ameinu, “Our People.” It 

was the participants who chose the name Ameinu. When the group was being 

formed, organizers referred to it, tongue-in-cheek, as “Aron Hakodesh,” the 

“holy closet.” Navigating the experience of being closeted was a topic of 

intense interest at Ameinu, where most of the retreat was devoted to 

fellowship and informal conversations. 



In those days, rabbis and Jewish professionals did not come out of the closet, 

and if “outed,” it meant you would likely lose your job. There were gay and 

lesbian synagogues in a both New York and San Francisco, but that was it.  

On a more personal note, 1986 happened to be my first year attending 

synagogue services, and 30 years later, I can safely say that I landed on the 

right spot, at the right time. The congregation had a lay-leader, who had 

studied to become a rabbi but then decided to leave the seminary. Daniel 

Mintzer is his name … and it so happens that Dany is back in rabbinical 

school, and I hope that my next trip to Argentina will be for his ordination. 

Dany was politically involved in the Jewish Movement for Human Rights, one 

of the many groups that were created in Argentina to defend the dignity and 

rights of those persecuted by the dictatorship.  

Democratic rule returned to Argentina in 1983, but Dany was still active as 

the secretary of the board. Although our synagogue was small and located in 

the periphery of Buenos Aires, from time to time Dany would bring in 

nationally-known figures to speak. We had Hebe de Bonafini, who is now 90 

years old and since 1979 has been the president of Madres de Plaza de Mayo. 

One Friday, we hosted the president of the SHA, Sociedad Homosexual 

Argentina. The board of this Conservative-affiliated congregation was 

supportive, but they asked that, unlike Hebe de Bonafini, who spoke during 

the Erev Shabbat sermon slot, he should speak after Aleinu. The idea being, 

that if anyone came to services and disapproved of having the most prominent 

gay-activist in the country speaking on Shabbat, they could leave before he 

spoke. 

So the day came; it was an Erev Shabbat in the winter of 1986, and he 

attended services with us, but when it was time for him to speak, what do you 

think happened? No one left. Not one single person stood up and left. Right 

there I knew I had found my home, not just at this congregation, but in 

Judaism. I was not “out” but I knew already that I was gay. So, imagine a 17-

year-old Catholic gay boy who wanted to become a rabbi, seeing that 

everyone there had respect for what a “homosexual” had to say; if that wasn’t 

the right religious place to be, then, where? 

One lesson learned: We should always give people the benefit of the doubt. In 

1986, institutional Judaism was not ready. Conservative Judaism was not and 

neither was Reform Judaism. But some Jews in the pew, here and half-way 



across the globe were opening up to the idea that there was human value in a 

Jew who is not straight.  

Which brings us back to Ameinu. According to Tablet, Ameinu held just three 

retreats in three years: the first in Los Angeles, then Philadelphia, and then 

Toronto. Between 15 and 30 people attended each gathering. About three-

quarters of them were women and the main focus of their time together was to 

talk about their experiences and offer support. Most of them were Reform or 

Reconstructionist; a few were Conservative.  

During this time, there were flickers of evolution in the Jewish community on 

gay issues: The Reconstructionist Rabbinical College began to admit openly 

gay students in 1984, and the first class to matriculate under the policy was 

ordained at the end of the decade. By the way, the first seminary I contacted in 

the U. S. was the RRC.  

Slowly, some rabbis came out, but none of them were the senior rabbis of a 

congregation and they held mostly educational positions on either coast. 

Thirty years have passed, and some of the details have faded in the memories 

of those who were a part of it. One particular detail in the article I do want to 

share with you because it is both amazing and sad.  

So, the first Ameinu meeting in Los Angeles was convened by Rabbi Drorah 

O’Donnel Setel, and her partner at the time, one person you might have heard 

about, Debbie Friedman. One piece that we forget is that Debbie did not write 

her beloved “Mi Shebeirach,” alone, but with Rabbi Setel. Some of you may 

recall that HUC named its cantorial school for Friedman after her death in 

2011. I must admit that I have not been a fan of her music, but being aware of 

her part in Ameinu, and how her connection to other Jewish lesbian figures 

influenced her compositions, makes me feel somehow closer to her music. 

There is no doubt that Debbie is an icon of American Judaism and that her 

songs are an intractable part of who we are as Jews, but her sexual orientation 

is not. That is the amazing part of the story, but the sad part is that Debbie 

never came out as a lesbian; perhaps for fear that her legacy would be tainted. 

And that is sad.  Not that it would be tainted, I think it would enhance it, and 

made her an even bigger figure, but the fact that a young, talented, Jewish 

woman, born in 1951, was taught or picked up that being LGBT was a flaw.  

That makes me sad. It is perhaps the tragedy of so many LGBT people around 



the world and throughout Jewish history, who thought it better to dedicate 

their talent to something else or to live in secrecy than to face rejection. 

Things changed quickly. In 1989, RRC ordained their first ordain openly 

LGBT rabbis, and in 1990 HUC joined in. In fact, one of the main reasons I 

ended up at HUC was their policy about ordaining openly LGBT rabbis. I 

could not have done it in Buenos Aires at our seminary, and it was not until 

2006 that JTS, the Conservative seminary, was open and affirming about 

LGBT issues. And just last month, the first openly gay Orthodox rabbi was 

ordained in Jerusalem! Only one so far, but it takes only one to break the 

“glass ceiling” as they say.  

So, in the era of marriage equality and openly gay Orthodox rabbis, what’s 

left to be done? What are the barriers the future may bring? It is hard to tell, 

but 30 years later, as we celebrate pride and the accomplishments of full 

equality, it is easy to forget how hard were the lives of Jews who, like Debbie, 

longed to find a place in the Jewish people.  

In good times, like at the end of a chuppah ceremony, the Jewish tradition 

teaches us to remember the good with the bad. Zachor, so that we do not fall 

into the trappings of complacency and apathy as a people and as individuals; 

so that we know from whence we came and what is still ahead of us. We must 

honor the lives and the struggles of Jewish trailblazers, and be thankful for 

living in the better world they helped to build. 

So, on this Shabbat, we sing the Mi sheberach, as we often do. But let us hear 

it in a different light: In the light of the struggles of countless Jews before us 

who turned to Judaism for healing and were met with rejection.  

Shabbat Shalom 

 


