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Shabbat Shalom. My name is Mark Horn, and I’m here to speak to you as a member of
Panim al Panim’s Marriage Equality Hevra to urge you to join us on the bus to Albany on
May 1st to lobby the state legislature for full marriage equality for same-sex couples.

You may ask, how does marriage equality affect me? Why should I care? So pardon me while
I take a moment for a very brief history lesson.

184 years ago this week, the right of African American slaves to marry was given legal recog-
nition in New York State. Yes, they were still slaves, but in that moment the cause of human
dignity was advanced in a small but extremely important way. Because the belief that mem-
bers of another group are incapable of love, and they are not worthy of marriage, is a denial
of a their basic humanity. And a denial of their connection to community.

Given this history here in the United States it should be no surprise then for you to learn
that in Europe in the Middle Ages the rights of Jews to marry was restricted. And in some
countries this lasted through the 19th Century. You might think this is way in the past. But a
friend of mine here at B’nai Jeshurun, many of you probably know Sherry Kohn, recently
discovered that her great-grandparents’ marriage was not legally recognized by the country
they lived in, Poland. So that her grandfather’s birth certificate, which is a civil document,
only listed his mother’s maiden name and branded her grandfather as illegitimate.

I’m sure you won’t be shocked to hear that in Nazi Germany Jews were not allowed to marry.
But you might be stunned to know that in post-war Austria in the 1950s, Lauren Bacall was
denied a marriage license when she tried to marry Jason Robards in Vienna. Why? Because
she was Jewish.

Why was the right to marry denied? When you dehumanize another people, you can deny
them not only their rights, but also their property and their very lives. Today, there are groups
who use this same strategy to deny the humanity, and rights of gay and lesbian people.

As Jews, this is an issue we cannot run from. And so today, I am asking you to take real
action to stand up for human rights, by supporting the rights of lesbian and gay people to
marry. By joining us on the bus to Albany.

You may be asking, why is marriage important to gay and lesbian people? Well, obviously
marriage is about creating family. It is a social structure supported by the community and the
state. I don’t mean to sound like this is sociology 101. But I want to make a very particular
point here.

 



The groups that oppose marriage equality claim that marriage, civil marriage — marriage rec-
ognized by the state, with all the rights and responsibilities that means — will destroy the
family. Of course, gay and lesbian couples are families, sometimes with children. And gay and
lesbian couples are also members of larger extended family structures. When we have strong
families we have strong communities. Our gay and lesbian families need all the social and
legal supports that every family needs.

This is not about having a wedding under a chuppah. Or a fancy catered affair. We are talking
about civil rights. Of course, if I had a partner (that’s a plug folks, I’m single, so if you know
someone…ok, back to task) if I had a partner, I am proud that here at B’nai Jeshurun I
could have such a ceremony. And it would be a covenant between two people, witnessed by
this community before God. I am proud that this community recognizes the dignity of gay
and lesbian relationships. But that won’t enable us to make medical decisions for each other.
Because that recognition stops the minute we enter the public space.

You may say, well, isn’t civil union or domestic partnership good enough? Won’t it provide
those protections? I don’t think anyone here would ask if separate but equal is good enough.
And for that matter, it isn’t even equal. Just across the river in New Jersey, where civil union
is now the law, the New York Times reported yesterday that:

A UPS driver tried to add her partner to her health insurance the day after their Feb. 22 civil
union in New Jersey, knowing it would save them $340 a month. But U.P.S. said no. Why?
Because they are not married.

Dr. Kevin Slavin was able to sign his partner up for the health plan at the hospital where he
specializes in pediatric infectious diseases but soon learned that both men’s benefits would be
treated as taxable income — not the case for his married coworkers — and that his partner
could not collect his pension if Dr. Slavin died.

So this is not merely an issue of civil rights, it’s an issue of economic justice. And that’s why
we need you to join us on the bus to Albany.

Unfortunately, the discourse on this issue has been monopolized by organizations on the
right that call themselves religious. The only way to counter their influence is for communi-
ties of faith like ours to come together and to speak out in opposition to their agenda: an
agenda of fear-driven legislation that codifies the disenfranchisement of our families.

B’nai Jeshurun has always been in the forefront in the Jewish community on glbt issues. I am
sure that some of the reason the Conservative movement had to reconsider the question of
gay and lesbian rabbis and commitment ceremonies is because we forced the issue with an
economic boycott. That wasn’t an issue of civil law though. But the issue I bring before you
today is, and it’s before the entire state of New York, as well as across the nation.



Last July, the New York State Supreme Court, rather than declare marriage laws discriminato-
ry, decided to pass the buck to the legislature. So now it is up to us to pressure the State
Senate and Assembly to pass a law that clearly recognizes the right of civil marriage to gay
and lesbian people.

BJ has been in the forefront here too. Our Community Organizing and Advocacy Initiative,
Panim Al Panim, made marriage equality one of the four issues that we as a community are
concentrating on. And our Marriage Equality Hevra has been organizing with the Empire
State Pride Agenda ever since.

And so on May 1st, once again with ESPA and members of other faith communities, we are
planning to go to Albany and spend the day talking to our state legislators, lobbying them to
support full marriage equality. It is important that they hear a voice from communities of
faith that oppose the drumbeat of intolerance. So I am asking everyone here to take the day
off to give your voice as a Jew, as a member of a synagogue, to this struggle. This is a strug-
gle that as Jews, is not far in our own past. So get on the bus. The details are right on page 1
of the Kol Jeshurun.

Now you may still be unsure — and I realize not everyone who is uncertain about this issue
is intolerant. Many people have real questions about what same-sex marriage means.

I could say that there are more than 700 rights and responsibilities that come with civil mar-
riage in NY State. But that’s a bit abstract. There was nothing abstract last year when
Wilhelmina Perry, a community elder, told the story of the death Antonia, her partner of 30
years. As Antonia lay dying in the hospital, Wilhelmina, wanted to do nothing but care for
her during her last weeks of life, but instead she had to focus on getting their legal and finan-
cial affairs in order. This meant making sure that a will; power of attorney, medical proxy,
insurance, bank account and property ownership were executed properly. Had Wilhelmina
and Antonia been married, much of this would
have automatically been in place. When Antonia’s relatives arrived from out of town they
tried to deny Wilhelmina’s visitation rights. And when Antonia died, Wilhelmina lost her
more than half of her income because she could not apply for her partner’s pension benefits.

Yes, we can try and work around the law, with all kinds of contracts and wills. But the reality
is these are half measures that do not afford us the full protection of the law. And that’s all
we are asking. Equality. And it’s protection for everyone in this room. Because it protects all
our families, makes all our families stronger. So when I propose that come with us to Albany
on May 1st, when I ask if you support marriage equality, I’d love to hear you say, “I do.”


