an Introduction

Transgender Jews

hen Rachel Pollack was four, she knew she was a girl. Like other girls
her age, she liked wearing her sister’s clothes and imagining herself
as her father’s “darling.”” Only . . . Rachel was a son to her loving,
Orthodox parents and to the outside world. A regular boy. No one
knew about her secret—core—identity as a girl, nor about the
fantasies, the furtive opportunities for cross-dressing, and the power-
ful desire to be acknowledged as a female.

Through all the milestones of latency and adolescence, no one
knew about the confusion roiling the cowboys-and-Indians-playing
kid, the religious bar mitzvah boy who put on t’fillin to pray, and later,
the non-dating high-schooler.

At 25, Rachel “came out” as a woman to her female partner,
to her students at SUNY Plattsburgh, to her parents and their close
community in Poughkeepsie, New York.

At 31, living in Amsterdam, she had the surgery that brought
her body into consonance with her gender identity.

At 45, back in the U.S., an award-winning novelist and author
of comic books and Tarot decks, she celebrated her bat mitzvah in
Woodstock, New York. For her hand-painted bat mitzvah tallit,
Pollack used the ateret, the collar-binding with the prayer embroi-
dered on it, from the bar mitzvah tallit she'd worn decades earlier.
(Amazingly, after she removed the ateret from her old tallit,
she saw that it had another prayer-strip underneath it, almost as
if there had been an extra lying in wait for her all those years: one
complete tallit for being a male, one for being female.)

rights issues. “Now we add ‘transgender’ too.” Kolot,
The Center for Women’s and Gender Studies at the
Reconstructionist Rabbinical College in Philadelphia,
includes transgender as a subject on this year’s
curriculum. Hebrew Union College—Jewish Institute
of Religion, the training seminary for Reform rabbis,
held a day-long session on transgender Jews for its
New York students this winter. And the 92nd Street Y
summer community service trip for Jewish high
schoolers—Tiyul—has participants spend an evening
in discussion with a transgendered person, so the
teens can understand “that all people deserve love and
caring and advocacy,” says the director of the Y's teen

“A girl or a boy?” is the first question you ask when a baby is born.
Most of us think of ourselves as ineluctably either male or female, and
we usually expect the answer to remain the same throughout our lives.

But it’'s not so for everyone. For a variety of reasons, some
people feel themselves—in the deepest core of their being—to be
born into the wrong presenting body. They may have the physical
markers labeled “female,” for example, but feel themselves to be
male. Or they may have been born with ambiguous genitals (intersex),
a condition often altered by surgery early in life,

Trangendered people (the term includes those living as another
gender from the one they were born into as well as transsexuals, those
who have altered their gender physically in some way) are now a pres-
ence on the identity spectrum, and in Jewish life as well. “We used to
refer just to gay and lesbian,” says Mark Pelavin of Washington’s
Religious Action Center, which addresses a wide range of human

programs, Scharon Goldman.

Alyson Meiselman, 51, a Maryland attorney, now specializes in
gender law. Meiselman became a woman at 47, “As a kid, I always
wanted to wake up one morning and be female,” she says. “I had
cross-dressed always—but that was symptomatic. A transsexual
person doesn’t cross-dress for sexual gratification. It's more like a
sedative; it makes you feel calm.” Meiselman, who grew up in a tra-
ditional Conservative family, remembers as a USYer helping dry out
books after the Jewish Theological Seminary fire in 1967. She’s still
active in a Washington-area synagogue, and a former rabbi of hers
appears in a television documentary about her transition “saying, basi-
cally, that the person is changing their body, not changing their mind.”

Not everyone is so supportive. Amy Bloom, in her forthcoming
book Normal, says, “A great many people, sick of news from the
margins, worn out by the sand shifting beneath their assumptions, like
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