
Over a year ago, Columbia Jewish Congregation began its in-depth discussion about 

gender identities, and soon after I was asked to prepare a talk about the Jewish 

perspective on being transgender and gender non-binary.  As I was reading through all 

this material, there were three personal memories that kept coming back to me.  The 

first was when our children were young; Ilyse and I talked with our peers about trying to 

raise our children “gender neutral” by buying our boys dolls and our girls Hess trucks; 

dressing our boys in pink and our girls in blue.  We shared our concern that society’s 

definitions of boys and girls were too narrow and too confining. 

The second personal memory occurred years earlier when I was first coming out in 

college; I was asked if I had my druthers would I be straight.  The first knee jerk answer 

I gave to this question became the answer I have given ever since, including when I first 

came to CJC.  If I had my druthers, the world would not be homophobic. 

And finally, I remembered something a professor of mine said at Brandeis when I was in 

graduate school.  He was upset at my class one day because we were so focused on 

getting the right answer.  He finally blurted out that he did not care what our answers 

were; he only cared that we asked the right question, because the right question would 

determine the answers we would find.  What if the important question is not about the 

Jewish perspective on being transgender or non-binary,” but rather “is our world really 

bifurcated into only two genders? Is a sacred world one in which there are only two 

human gender options?” 

One of the first texts that I reread in this new light was Genesis 1:27: 

֙ם ְבַצְל֔מֹו ְבֶצ   דָֽ אָֽ ָֽ ים ׀ ֶאת־ה  ִ֤ א ֱאֹלהִּ ָ֨ ְברָֽ ם׃ ַויִּ א ֹאתָֽ  רָֽ  ה בָֽ ִ֖ ר ּוְנֵקבָֽ כָֽ  א ֹא֑תֹו זָֽ ָ֣ רָֽ ים בָֽ ִ֖ ֶלם ֱאֹלהִּ  

“And Gd created Adom in Gd’s image, in the image of Gd, Gd created Adom; male and 

female Gd created them.” 

In this simple verse there are two very different ideas that I would like to point out.  The 

first is the idea that Gd created one being that was both male and female.  In the bible 

there is a literary device called a merism.  Richard Nordquist, a Professor Emeritus of 

Rhetoric and English at Georgia Southern University, defines a merism as a “rhetorical 

term for a pair of contrasting words or phrases (such as near and far, body and soul, life 

and death) used to express totality or completeness. A series of merisms can be found 

in [secular] marriage vows: “for better for worse,” “for richer for poorer,” “in sickness and 



in health."  This device was well known by the authors of the bible.  For example in 

Isaiah 45:7  

ֶּלה:    ז ה ׇכל־ֵא  ִ֖ ֹעֶׂש  י ְייָֽ ע ֲאנִּ  ֑ ֹוֵרא רָֽ ֹום ּובָ֣ לִ֖ ה ׁשָֽ ֶׁשְך ֹעֶׂש  א ֹח֔ ר אֹו֙ר ּובֹוֵרָ֣  יֹוֵצ 

 “The one who forms light and creates darkness, makes peace and creates evil.  I am 

Gd who make everything.”   

This does not mean that Gd created only good and evil or that only good and evil exist 

in the world, but rather that Gd created good, evil and everything else that is found in-

between, as is emphasized at the end of the verse above.   

Another example is found in Psalm 139: 2 where the writer stated, 

ֹוק׃  ח  י ֵמרָֽ ֵרעִִּ֗ ה ְלְ֝ ְנתָֽ י ַב  ֑ י ְוקּומִּ ָ֣ ְבתִּ ַדְעתָֽ ׁשִּ ה יָָֽ֭ ָ֣  ַאתָֽ

“When I sit down or stand up You know it; You discern my thoughts from afar.” 

The author of this Psalm is not trying to suggest that Gd only knows us when we sit 

down or when we stand up, but rather whenever we move in whatever direction we 

move.  Gd knows all. 

What if in our verse Gd did not create only male and female but rather male and female 

and every other gender that might exist.  What if this is a merism. 

n Mishnah Bikkurim 4:1 it is writtenis hinted at iThis  

ים  כִּ ים, ְוֶיׁש בֹו ְדרָֽ ֲאנָֽׁשִּ ֶוה לָֽ ים ׁשָֽ כִּ ינֹוס ֶיׁש בֹו ְדרָֽ ים ְוֵיׁש א ַאְנְּדרֹוגִּ ים ְונָֽׁשִּ ֲאנָֽׁשִּ ֶוה לָֽ ים ׁשָֽ כִּ ים, ְוֶיׁש בֹו ְדרָֽ ֶוה ַלּנָֽׁשִּ ׁשָֽ

ים: ים ְונָֽׁשִּ ֲאנָֽׁשִּ ֶוה לָֽ ים ֵאינֹו ׁשָֽ כִּ  בֹו ְדרָֽ

 “The Androgynous is in some ways like men, and in other ways like women.  In other 

ways he is like men and women, and in others he is like neither men nor women.”  

Clearly in this one short verse, more than two genders exist.   

The beginning of this verse is just as interesting.  Genesis 1:27 begins by stating that 

Gd created Adom in Gd’s image.  The question - “What does it mean to be created in 

Gd’s image?” - is as ancient as it is contemporary.  As Jews we are taught at an early 

age that Gd has no form, so how can our form be made in the image of something that 

has no form?  Radak, a rabbi from the middle ages born in Provence, wrote,” the 

expression ברא, i.e. a totally new creation, refers only to man’s [meaning human] soul, 



as indicated by the word בצלמו, in Gd’s image, something that had not yet been created. 

The Torah wanted to draw a line of distinction between the construction of man’s 

[humans] body and his soul. When describing the construction of man’s body, (Genesis 

2:7), the wording is עפר מן האדמה וייצר אלוקים את האדם , “Gd fashioned man from dust of 

the earth, etc.;” the expression יצר is not one that can be applied to something abstract 

such as the soul. However, the word מעשה עשה , is applicable both to bodies and to 

abstract beings such as souls.”  In other words, since the author of Genesis used the 

word barah/created instead of yatsar/fashioned, this verse is referring to the creation of 

our souls.  It is the human being’s soul that is made in Gd’s image, not their body.  

Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel wrote, “In Jewish tradition, being created in ‘the image 

of Gd’ does not refer to a physical likeness, but rather a moral possibility.”  It is our soul 

that is made in Gd’s image regardless of what body it is later placed within. 

Rabbi/Dr. David Teutsch wrote that “In terms of contemporary Jewish ethics, several 

key values are relevant to this issue of inclusion, tzedek (justice), and briyut (health).  

Thus people who wish to be included in our Jewish community should be warmly 

welcomed.  In the spirit of every person being b’tzelem Elohim (in the image of Gd), 

their diversity should be understood as adding to the divine presence among us.” 

 

We know from the example of conversion that souls can be placed in bodies that do not 

match the expression of their souls.  We are told that all Jews were at Mount Sinai 

(Shevuot 39a) to enter into the covenant with Gd, including the souls of Jews by choice.  

In this life, it is the job of a Jew-by- choice to journey back to their original life as a Jew.  

Once someone has converted to Judaism, others are not allowed to remind them or 

their children of their previous lives. (Bava Metzia 58b:6) A person’s soul can be placed 

in the wrong body.  Once that person discovers the true expression of their soul, one is 

never to be reminded of what they once were.  What if the soul of someone who is 

transgender or gender non-binary was placed in the wrong body and their journey is to 

return to the expression of their gender identity that reflects who they believe to be? 

As our society, grows towards egalitarianism, eliminating strict gender roles, it has less 

of a need for a bifurcated system. As Judith Plaskow wrote in Balancing on the 

Mechitza:  Transgender in Jewish Community edited by Noach Dzmura, “It is frightening 

to try to free ourselves from a two-gender system and to explore the new 



understandings of sexual desire that arise from such a change.  It entails living in that 

liminal period, as necessary as it is unsettling, that is part of any transition to new ways 

of organizing the world.  Attempting to dismantle gender is an extraordinary challenge 

that signifies a new phase in both the feminist and g/l/b/t movements.  But heterosexism 

and homophobia cannot finally be overcome without moving beyond the gender binary.”  

What if the Jewish question isn’t whether it is ok to be Trans or nonbinary. but rather is it 

sacred/holy to be bifurcated and limited by our cultural definitions of gender.  What if our 

world was created to be more than the sum total of two?  What if we were to live in a 

world of infinite gender expression?  What if CJC members allowed ourselves to explore 

all of our possibilities?  As it says in our tag line, “Wherever you are in your journey, you 

are welcome here.” 
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