An exploration and analysis of
narratives by transgender Jews
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R) Z> Thls zine is about the unique experiences of
transgender Jews, examined through personal

Q ” narratives that explore the idea of gender and
0| sexuality among different sects of Judaism.

Through this artistic portrayal of these
\ narratives, I hope to analyze the unique

0 difficulties and challenges transgender Jews
face as their religious and gender identities

\\ collide. By examining these stories, I have
found that traditional Jewish practices and
obligations further restrict gender

O exploration, and cause transgender Jews to
feel increased discomfort and dysphoria.
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That being said, as a heterosexual, cis-
gendered Jewish woman, I’'m examining these
texts from an outside perspective. While
attempting to remain as respectful and
informative as possible, I'm also trying not
to homogenize the stories of these
individuals, and instead share the unique
experiences of devout Jews transitioning
between genders. All of the information I’'m
using comes directly from articles and
personal narratives written by transgender
Jews about their transition. As a Jew
myself, I'm aware of the variety of practices
and tradition for different sects of the
Jewish religion. This zine looks at the
specific aspects of Judaism described by the
narratives, understanding that different
people observe and celebrate differently.
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“You need to put this on, Sir” oty

Within Conservative Judaism, appearance | - g5,
and clothing are very gendered. )

Boys/men must wear kippot, a head covering;
tzitzit, tassels worn as a reminder of Jewish | -

obligations; and often have payot, or curled
sidelocks.

Women, on the other hand, must wear wigs,
or sheytls, to represent fidelity, and must
wear long skirts. None of their skin can be
uncovered except for their hands and face.
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Because of this traditionally gendered appearance, some
transgender Jews struggle with changing their identities,
o| their perception by their Jewish community is often
different from their perception of themselves.

Krawitz, born biologically female, wants to wear traditional
male clothes, to grab a kipah and shroud himself in a talis,
but because of strict gender roles defined by Jewish

clothing, and because of his respect for his religion and
family, he can’t.
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This increased focus on appearance makes gender
transitioning even more difficult. In a culture that values

gendered traditions so highly, being transgender is not only
considered rebellious, but morally wrong.




Because of this public identity struggle for people like
Krawitz, being transgender within the Jewish community is

extremely difficult to manage and present.
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In Krawitz'’s practice of Jewish Conservatism, restricted to \
a traditional and patriarchal model, there is little to no
room for gender variance. \ &
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&~ Jewish traditions don’t allow for gender ambiguity.
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Krawtiz remembers attending a traditional Jewish
|wedding as a defining moment for him. He cried

welcome the traditional couple with open arms. He
cried because his parents’ vision of his future,
the tradition and Conservative observance they had
imposed on him, no longer made sense in a world
where he was truly himself.

'|at the ceremony, as he watched his Jewish community




“The institutionalist sexism, homophobia, and

transphobia within my Conservative shul also ran too
deep, and my family, breathing deeply, wished I would
just disappear...
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Joy Ladin has become a figurehead of the Jewish transgender

" community. As an Orthodox trans woman, her story of

becoming the first openly trans professor at a Jewish
institution has become an inspiration to many.
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After growing up as an observant Orthodox Jewish boy, Ladin
attended Sarah Lawrence College, where he met his wife.
Ladin and his wife had three children, and he became a
tenured professor at Stern College for Women of Yeshiva
University.
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S S ST ) -

l

W=/

*eigy,

17rnd)

&

/1] ki




“I spent so much of my life as a ghost, haunting a body that :
didn’t feel like mine”




He started counting down the days until his life insurance
activated, so he could kill himself.
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Héppiness, pain, and love were so intertwined, he couldn’t
differentiate between the three,

Ladin became so overwhelmingly consumed by his changing
gender identity, and before the two years of waiting for
suicide passed, he decided to transition. He needed to.
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Ladin transitioned; she started going by female pronouns,
wore skirts and makeup, and grew out her hair. After

' becoming a tenured professor, she informed the Yeshiva about

her transition. Their response:

You can still work here and get paid, but you can’t set foot
on campus.
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After taking legal action against the Yeshiva, Ladin forced .: oo o g

the Orthodox institution to let her work on campus, and to o

accept an openly transgender employee for the first time in |[e ’ '.
history. ¢
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Coming back to the Yeshiva, Ladin was nervous that she would |[° "
be rejected by her students and questioned by her o
colleagues. :_‘0
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7 ..| “Yeteveryone has more important things to do than think about my
;.| gender’ no one called Wer ouk ,and 0o one seemud o cave.
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While at school,
her gender identit
of the Story, she bec
deviance — she became

n

Y. Yet once The New y.
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“There’s just no leeway in Jewish law for a transsexual
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“When observant Jewish men and women meet me, are they
allowed to shake my hand?”

»

Ladin started questioning her role in Judaism, after the
article was published, and how she could appropriately
present herself within the religious community she so
desired to be a part of.
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She found solace in the words of Rabbi
influential Jewish leader —

“If I am not for myself, who will I be? IfI am for melf alon hat a I?
If not now, when?” : :




Ladin continued to work and share her story of
transitioning through Judaism, facing support and backlash
along the way. While maintaining her Jewish identity
throughout her transition made the experience even more
difficult, Ladin’s change in gender did not impact her
feelings towards Judaism or God. She felt it necessary to
remain a religious, Orthodox Jew, no matter what.
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In the Jewish Talmud, there are six described genders, each
with their own contrasting dichotomies:
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~ Defined by genitals and reproductive a

bilities; most
commonly used identifications.
LY L d

=~ Defined by ability to reproduce;

follows theme of N
classification by reproductive abilities.
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. . ~—Androgynos is defined by having both primary sex organs,
° while tumtum is having neither visible sex organ.
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e * % ° _Tumtum is treated as a not-yet sexed person, as someone . >
s whose organs may eventually appear or be uncovered = e
surgically.

Yet they are also considered less holy because

if they turn out to be a man with a penis, they will be .
uncircumcised, which is a sin. =
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Thus, the Jewish religion has some acknowledgement of gender
variance, but that acknowledgement often does not translate

o °
L]
into acceptance and growth for the community. 8 o
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‘barchinan?” — “Do we
acles?” We answer: like
/e keenly feel the loss of

Baruch Ata Adonas Elobeinu Melech Ha'Qlam Ha'Mavir L'Ovrim

Blessed are You, Eternal One, our God, Ruler of Time and Space, the Transforming
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Zellman, alonag with another transgender Rabbi, created
tmnstgmk,ora + an online resource for transgender Jews.

The website includes blessings for transitioning, chest
bindings, and sexual reassignment surgeries.

he Shehechiye

Baruch Ata | o " s e
; RpIPA Y AN B L IAY ATAVATLVATA gaIBDg A0 qx ' Gavh g p oibar® fasculine God language:
la’zman hazeh APITAY K1 5 bIAVOTAVATGTAT 4, 9 G A T 9b, 9387 5 Qb > ge
AVAVAVAY 45':‘;; AVAVAqq,,voVAQVAvD"b S S 'qpIB S VAR 94V 4p &

Y Va. Baruch atab adonay, elobeinu
NS R IALY 22 AR T T IS AAR PR AN SIS KN rULR 4 ) 3
SANCSDETR IS VAVAqudpgzdvAvaA““ CVNTINERS TS é’goqub«}]p

Blessed are You, Eternal One, our God Ruler of Time and Space who has kept us alive fech Ha'Olam o), asani brzelmo
and sustained us and helped us to arrive at this moment
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Aviva Kapor|

As the first trans female Rabbi, Kapor talks about the
important of Purim in allowing her and other Jews to
experiment with gender appearances.
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This traditional Jewish holiday, similar to Halloween,
encourages kids to pretend to be someone or something else,
which often means dressing up as different genders. For
some, this is an experience of discovery and gender
liberation. For others, this tradition is offensive, as it
equates gender expression with cross-dressing.



Kapor has her own blog where she explores the concept of

transsexualism in a Jewish context.
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She questions, “Isn’tcircumcision away of perfecting the penis with surgery?”

How is that any different than gender reassignment

surgeries?
. s

. According to Kapor, God must have acknowledged that medical
. intervention may be necessary to achieve one’s true
. identity.







While these stories and narratives have been important
platforms and resources for trans Jews across many sects of
Judaism, the treatment of trans Jews has not improved for
several years. Krawitz talks about a movement within his
synagogue to openly accept lesbian and gay members, but not
trans individuals. Organizations have been established to
pressure Jewish institutions to include more members of the
LGBTQ community, but as Krawitz emphasizes, the “T”
population tends to get overlooked.
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hrough these narratives, it’s evident that rel%gious
Judaism often doesn’t foster or encourage non-binary gender

expression.
A D NN ALD VWWAAAAINEL VAN AN O WMAAAAA (50,

Clothing, traditions, and holidays all have gendered
qualities, which can spark gender curiosity. Yet, at the
same time, these customs serve as restrictive roles for men
. and women to fill, suppressing any and all curiosity and
* deeming it sinful.

\\

another, many also experience great empowerment from this
combination. Being able to wear kippot or teach at a
Yeshiva in a pair of heels has made many trans Jews feel
fulfilled, and as if they finally achieved their true
identities both physically and spiritually.
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Through analyzing these stories, I was able to discover
the many similarities and differences between the
challenges that trans Jews face when compared to other
trans communities. Trans Jews often struggle with religious
pressures to conform to gendered clothing and, depending on
the sect od Judaism, be separated by gender during times of
worship. Yet many of these issues are shared with other

trans communities, as clothing is often gendered in society
at large.

As a Reconstructionist Jew myself, my sect of Judaism is
considered more progressive and accepting of the LGBTQ
community. Anyone is welcome to wear kippot or tallit, and
men and women sit beside each other in synagogue. There
are male and female Rabbis in my shul, and there are no
religious restrictions based on gender. I am lucky~t9 be a
part of this community, where I have not faced specific
challenges for my gender identity.
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