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Introduction

Danya Ruttenberg

T H E R E ’ S  A  F A M O U S  story in the Talmud about a curious student who 
takes his studies past the point of what might generally be considered in 
good taste. Kahane, the yeshiva boy in question, hides under the bed of his 
teacher, deliberately listening in on the master’s lovemaking with his wife. 
He’s shocked by the way they chat and joke together during the coital act 
but tries his best to remain unnoticed. To no avail, however; in one dra-
matic moment, his presence  —  and chutzpah  —  are revealed.

“Kahane, are you there?” his teacher thunders. “Leave now, because it 
is rude!”

It is not, and I will not, Kahane calmly replies.
“For this is Torah, and I must learn.”
In Judaism, every aspect of human life is a holy piece of Torah, worthy 

of thought, study, and consideration  —  and sex is certainly no exception. 
Th e Talmud compares the penis sizes of its most venerated Sages and dis-
cusses in euphemistic, but excruciating, detail the positions in which a mar-
ried couple is permitt ed to make love. Jewish law devotes pages and pages 
to the prohibition against sex with a menstruant, down to instructions on 
how to comport oneself if, mid-coitus, it appears that the female partner 
has just gott en her period. One law code tells us that a widow should not 
own a dog, because, it seems, there’s some suspicion about what a woman 
who’s already tasted the pleasures of the fl esh might do with her pet.

In some ways, the tradition’s approach to carnal matt ers indeed ap-
pears to be steeped in the wisdom of the ages  —  such as the mandate that a 
couple set aside time for sex as oft en as is reasonably possible. Th e defi ni-
tion of “how oft en,” in ancient sources, depended on the restrictions inher-
ent in the male partner’s livelihood but att empted to be realistic and fair to 
both parties. Th e Talmud, for example, tells us that a man who worked as 
a donkey driver (and was required to come home once a week) could not 
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decide to become a camel driver (who, by the more travel-intensive nature 
of his work, was required to come home only once a month) without his 
wife’s consent, because his career change would undoubtedly have implica-
tions for her sex life. Camels or not, without question, Judaism’s mandate 
to nurture intimate relationships may certainly resonate for many today.

Th e Talmud also teaches that a couple should not have sex when angry 
or drunk, or when one partner is thinking of someone else or has already 
mentally “checked out” of the relationship. Our being fully present with 
one another is a primary Jewish value  —  one oft en missing from the con-
temporary conversation about sex.

Yet, despite its very real moments of illumination, at other times Ju-
daism seems quite out of step with our contemporary ethos. Some Rab-
binic texts, for example, describe the sexual impulse as the provenance of 
the yetzer hara, the evil inclination, and go to some extremes to discourage 
sexual thoughts and feelings; pious men are sometimes described as those 
who never looked at their own wives’ bodies or who never glanced  —  not 
once  —  at their own genitals. More devastating, some texts tell us that a 
woman who refuses to sleep with her husband on the grounds that he is 
disgusting to her may still be forced to remain married, and permitt ed a 
divorce only if he chooses to off er her one  —  and then, too, she is sent out 
without the monies set aside by her husband at the time of marriage. Many 
women, no doubt, have preferred to engage in sex with men they found re-
pugnant rather than to be cast out, penniless, without the means to feed or 
sustain themselves. And, of course, the Jewish legal tradition has not gen-
erally taken a kind and welcoming approach to homosexuality or queer-
ness of various stripes. As much as Judaism has to teach us about sexual 
relationships, there are also places where, from our contemporary perspec-
tive, its teachings may feel uncomfortable or deeply troubling, or both.

So are Jewish att itudes about sex enlightened or problematic? Is Ju-
daism an earthy religion of the body or a patriarchal institution? Both, of 
course, and neither. As with most things, there are many shades of gray in-
between these two extremes. Jewish sexuality is nothing if not complex.

And, perhaps, Jewish sexuality  —  or, at least, our understanding of it  
—  may be more complex now than ever before. Over the last generation 
or so, the eff ects of postmodernism, feminism, and queer liberation have 
become all too keenly felt, creating something of a sea change in how we 
address sex and sexuality. More people than ever are talking about how 
to maximize sexual empowerment between consenting adults, and the 
belief that sexuality itself is a societal construct worthy of examination is 
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becoming increasingly widespread. As a result of work both in the acad-
emy and in peoples’ real lives, a whole new set of questions with which to 
address our time-honored traditions has become apparent. Th ere are new 
ways to challenge the tradition’s underlying assumptions, to think about 
how an ancient idea might speak to our current, ever evolving understand-
ing of human potential, and perhaps to off er thorny sources a litt le textual 
healing.

Th e Passionate Torah was created to off er such a playground for this 
kind of thinking. Scholars, rabbis, and smart people of various backgrounds 
have been asked to weigh in on the ways in which our tradition addresses 
human sexuality, using all the tools and lenses available in the contempo-
rary world.

Th e Passionate Torah seeks to deepen the Jewish conversation about 
sexuality and, at the same time, push it forward a litt le. It seeks to ask ques-
tions like, how might new ways of thinking about queer sexuality impact 
all our understandings of God? Is there a way to address the injunction 
against sleeping with a menstruant that both takes into account its trou-
bling textual history and off ers a new model of practice for the future? In 
these pages Jay Michaelson and Haviva Ner-David off er insights on these 
issues, among others.

Rather than excising the problematic, many of the contributors to 
Th e Passionate Torah choose to grapple with a diffi  culty until it yields light 
from a yet unseen angle. Rebecca Alpert examines masturbation through 
a deceptively simple yet incisive new lens, off ering a fresh take on how we 
can understand solitary love today; Gail Labovitz looks at stories that seem 
to show rabbinic desire in an entirely unfl att ering light, and fi nds among 
them a powerful vote in favor of female sexual empowerment; and Laura 
Levitt  uses ancient midrash and the writings of the feminist poet and activ-
ist Audre Lorde to make a surprising case about partnership.

Th e book is organized with some help from one of the most noted 
thinkers of the twentieth century on the subject of relationships, the phi-
losopher Martin Buber. Buber famously distinguished between what he 
termed an “I-It” relationship and an “I-Th ou” relationship. In the former, 
he explained, the other person is litt le more than an object at your disposal  
—  the waitress is the object that brings you your food, the cab driver is the 
object that brings you from one location to another. An I-Th ou relation-
ship, on the other hand, is one in which the other person is regarded as 
a whole being, full of hopes and dreams and selfh ood, as created in the 
Divine Image. Th e relationship is not bounded by a utilitarian, you-do-for-
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me-I-do-for-you att itude. I-Th ou relationships have no preset boundaries; 
I-Th ou is the model of the relationship that we have with God.

Th e fi rst section of the book, “I-It: Challenges,” focuses on some of the 
ways in which Judaism has fallen short in helping to foster relationships 
based in mutuality and caring. To this end, Sarra Lev off ers an incisive take 
on the pornography of the tractate Sotah; Judith Baskin looks at how pros-
titution has been romanticized and demonized, depending on the iden-
tity of the prostitute in question; and Melanie Malka Landau looks at the 
power and limits of legislating intimacy. Others take on everything from 
human and Divine divorce to the nature  —  and problems  —  of scholarly 
lust. Th e chapters in this section turn a critical eye on what is  —  a neces-
sary fi rst step in helping us imagine what might be.

Th e second section, “I-Th ou: Relationships,” focuses on connections, 
on what happens when we set off  on the enterprise of loving  —  others, or 
ourselves. Some, like Wendy Love Anderson’s rollicking history of inter-
 religious coupling, look at what happens when people come together  —  
and how, in this case, the Jewish, as well as the Christian and Muslim, world 
reacts. Others, like Naomi Seidman’s rumination on the erotics of sexual 
segregation, explore too-long unarticulated aspects of Jewish lived expe-
rience. In this section, too, both Elliot Dorff  and Sara Meirowitz address 
issues of relationships unfolding, and their implications for, respectively, 
procreation and formal commitment. Being in relationship is a messy busi-
ness, and these chapters address both its magic and its potential.

Th e third section, “We-Th ou: Visions,” transcends Buber’s formulation 
to think about ways in which the community as a whole might imagine a 
shared future. Elliot Rose Kukla gives us a fresh way to think through sex, 
love, and Jewish gender diversity, and Arthur Waskow brings sexual con-
nection from a narrowly defi ned “Garden of Eden” model into something 
far more expansive and multilayered. Other authors in this section exam-
ine monogamy, modesty, and sexual agency with an eye toward how we, as 
Jews and sexual beings, can engage ourselves, one another, and our tradi-
tion with the aim of increasing holiness in the world.

For this, too, is Torah. Th e Passionate Torah seeks to deepen the con-
versation and to open new avenues for dialogue on what Judaism is, what 
sex is, and who we are and could be.

Come and learn.
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