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Naso 5779 
Dignity in Details 

Rabbi Betsy Forester 
 
It’s so good to be here with you today. The rituals and routines of our service help 
ground me and connect me to you and to the Jewish people across time and location. 
Our Torah service is filled with moments of ceremony and blessing designed and 
choreographed to bring our attention to the Torah and the meanings it holds for us.  
 
That careful attention goes all the way back to the midbar (desert wilderness) where we 
received Torah. In today’s parashah, each of the 12 tribal chieftains brings expensive 
gifts to supply the Mishkan (Tabernacle) with its initial implements for carting it from 
place to place and ingredients for carrying out the sacrificial cult. One by one, on 
successive days, each man brings the gift of his tribe. The Torah records each man’s 
name, followed by a description of his gift. Over and over we hear: one silver bowl and 
one silver basin, each filled with choice flour and oil; one golden ladle brimming with 
incense, and a series of sacrificial animals. The gifts are identical, but each is given with 
mindful intention, and the Torah honors them individually. Each man has his place and 
is called up to represent his family and in honoring the holy precinct so that the 
communal rituals can be accomplished.  
 
Every time I am called to the Torah for an aliyah, I feel that my voice matters in the 
living out of our tradition. By filling that small role, I take my place as a representative of 
my own family and in honor of my personal journey bringing me to a particular sacred 
moment in the life of the Jewish community. Of course, today we no longer call tribal 
chiefs. We also no longer call only those who are unblemished by the challenge of 
deaf-mutism or autism, as used to happen on this very bimah. And, here at Beth Israel, 
we no longer call only men, as we once did. Every person who comes up to the Torah 
has the opportunity to experience intimacy with her--the way her letters catch the glint of 
sunlight, the way her parchment skin holds the memory of its preparation for sacred 
use, and to join in the solemn excitement of those who stand around her to read each 
word precisely as our people received Torah 4,000 years ago.  
 
Did any of you notice how I was called to the Torah today? I was called in a slightly 
different way than everyone else--and it was not the first time. Let me explain. 
 
At Beth Israel Center, We strive to be a welcoming, inclusive, kind, and sensitive kahal. 
Yet, without realizing it, until now, some of our members and guests have not felt like 
they could draw close to Torah on our bimah because of the language traditionally used 
for calling aliyot. The traditional language by which we call people to the Torah is 
gendered. As an egalitarian kahal, we aspire to reduce the significance of gender as an 
identity marker in matters of ritual as we do in all other aspects of our congregational 
life. Yet the gendered language of aliyah calling places a barrier before those who do 
not identify simply as “ben”--”son of”--or “bat”--”daughter of.” Some people worry that 
they will be called in a gender that does not match their identity. We have members who 
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became bat mitzvah and now are male, and vice-versa. Some of us identify as gender 
non-binary, gender-fluid, and other forms of gender identity that speak to an evolving 
consciousness around what it means to be a human being. I don’t think any of that 
ought to draw our attention during our Torah service. Our focus should be on Torah and 
awesome it feels to draw close to Torah. What if we were to remove the focus on 
gender and the distraction and discomfort it creates, and in so doing, dismantle the 
barrier of gendered language for those it alienates?  
 
Our Ritual Committee studied this issue with me over several months, and we looked at 
how other congregations on the leading edge of halachic possibilities are dealing with it. 
We found that by tweaking the language just a bit, we can move forward more wholly 
and more true to our mission. We found groundwork already laid by changes in other 
congregations, with the support and guidance of known, respected scholars in the 
Conservative Movement and other parts of the Jewish world.  
 
We know that Judaism is a dynamic religion. Our practices are not static; rather, 
opportunities to embrace what is good and right through productive adaptation have 
always defined us as a People. Beth Israel Center has a proud tradition of making 
courageous decisions that have come to define who were are and make us proud to be 
a kahal that warmly invites everyone in the room to draw close to Torah. Some of those 
decisions took time to get used to, but now they are part of the fabric of our community.  
 
I am proud to share with you that starting next Shabbat, Beth Israel Center will be one 
of the first in the American heartland to use non-gendered language for calling aliyot.  
 
I’d like to walk you through what this change will look like and answer a few questions I 
anticipate you may have as you contemplate it. Please refer to the sheet that is being 
handed out. (See than handout immediately following this d’var Torah).  
 
Today, I was called to the Torah as “HaRav Batya Leah mi-beit Moshe v’Chaya. Is it a 
big deal? Not really. My name is not changed. And, yes, it is a big deal, because going 
up to the Torah always is a big deal, and the details matter. I hope you will join me in 
celebrating our inclusivity without adding distraction or anxiety over people’s gender, 
just as we are not distracted by race, sexual preference, or other classifications.  
 
The most traditional notion of being called to the Torah is that we are simply a name,a 
product of our ancestors through the generations all the way back to the vagabond 
group of people who stood together in awe and commitment and received Torah. It’s not 
really about us. It’s about Torah and how we bring ourselves close to Torah as part of a 
community. 
 
I hope and pray that the words we speak on this bimah and off, we will bring honor to 
Torah, to our community, and to ourselves. 
 
(Scroll down to handout) 
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HANDOUT (2 pages) 
 

De-Emphasizing Gender in the BIC Torah Service  
 
HOW IT WORKS: 
 
There are 3 places where calling an honoree can be changed to gender-neutral language:  
 

1. The initial call: “Na La’amod” (Please go up) will replace “Ya’amod” (He will go 
up)/”Ta’amod” (She will go up). 

2. The name of the honoree: Mi-beit” (“from the house of”) will be the default designation 
replacing “ben” (“son of”) or “bat” (“daughter of”). 

3. The aliyah itself:  Language will reflect the aliyah rather than the person receiving it. For 
example, the third aliyah will be “aliyah hash’lishit” (the 3rd aliyah), rather than “sh’lishi” 
or sh’lishit.  
 

F.A.Q.: 
 

1. Q: What if I feel strongly about being “ben” or “bat,” rather than “mibeit?” 
A:  That choice is respected. Should you be so inclined, please email the office to let us 
know if you want to be called as  “ben” or “bat.” Your aliyah card will be marked to reflect 
your wish.  
 

2. Q: What about guests? 
 
A: Guests who accept aliyot will be informed of our practice and instructed to 
    give their name as they wish to be called  to the gabbai.  
    Families assigning aliyot to guests in advance, as part of a special event such as a 
    bar/bat mitzvah, may indicate on their “honors form” if any of their honorees wants to 
    be called as “ben” or “bat,” rather than our standard, “mibeit” form. 
 

3. Q: Can I see some examples of the new language compared to the old language? 
A: Sure! Turn the page...  
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Aliyah: Traditional  
Language: 

Non-Gendered Language: 

Third Aliyah Ya’amod Shimon ben Haim 
v’Malka, shlishi. 

Na La’amod Shimon mibeit 
Haim v’Malka la’aliyah 
hash’lishit. 

Maftir Aliyah Ta’amod Devorah bat Moshe 
v’Haya, maftirah. 

Na la’amod Devorah mibeit 
Moshe v’Haya likriyat 
hahaftarah. 

Hagbaha & G’lilah Ya’amod Hamagbiya./ 
Ta’amod Hamagbiha. 
 
Ya’amod Hagolel./Ta’amod 
Hagolelet. 

Ya’amdu l’hagbahat ul’g’lat 
haTorah. 

 
 
Rationale: 

1. We strive to be a welcoming, inclusive, kind, and sensitive kahal. A significant and 
growing number of members, members’ adult children, and guests do not feel 
comfortable accepting aliyot because the traditional language we use when calling 
people to the Torah is gendered. We want all people to feel that they can draw close to 
Torah without calling unwanted attention to or creating awkward situations around 
people’s gender identifications.  

2. As an egalitarian kahal, we aspire to reduce the significance of gender as an identity 
marker in matters of ritual. The less we include gender distinctions, the less gendered 
our service will be. 

3. Non-gendered language for calling aliyot will accord with our standard practice of 
respecting the desire of all people to be called by the names and pronouns with which 
they identify, especially since Hebrew offers no neutral pronoun for those who identify as 
gender non-binary or use they/their/them as their personal pronouns in English. 

4. Judaism is a dynamic religion; as such, our practices are not static. Opportunities to 
embrace what is good and right through productive adaptation have always defined the 
Jewish People. BIC is proud to be a kahal on the leading edge of halachic possibilities 
that draw Jewish people closer to Torah and community. Our Ritual Committee has 
studied the issue of gendered aliyah calling and learned how others are addressing it. 
With groundwork already laid with the support and guidance of known, respected 
scholars in the Conservative Movement and other parts of the Jewish world, we are 
proud to make BIC be one of the first in the American heartland to move in this direction.  
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