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Hello, my name is Michael Friesen.  I’m an archivist at the Ontario Jewish Archives, Blankenstein 

Family Heritage Centre—OJA for short.  Founded in 1973, the OJA is the largest repository of 

Jewish life in Canada 

The document I have chosen is the first newsletter put out by the gay Jewish group Congregation 

B’nai Kehillah of Toronto, which appeared in April 1978. 

I chose this document for two reasons. The first is that it provides evidence that gay Jewish 

organizing in Toronto goes back further than we might think. The second is that it reminds us of 

the marginalized position gays and lesbians once occupied in the Jewish community. 
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Before we look at the document, some context is in order. To provide you with that, I’m going to 

quote from an article authored by Professor Randal Schnoor of York University. The article is 

titled “Gay and Jewish: Negotiating Intersecting Identities” and appeared in the spring 2006 

edition of Sociology of Religion.  

“The first organized gay Jewish entity in Toronto was formed in the mid 1970s and was given the 

name Ha’Mishpachah (The Family) to signify a potential replacement family for those gay Jews 

who were not receiving sufficient support from their biological families. Certain members of this 

group had a desire to expand their events to include Friday night religious services. This was the 

impetus for the formation of the successor group called B’nai Kehillah (Children of the 

Community), a name that more closely resembled those names customarily used for synagogues.” 

B’nai Kehillah was primarily made up of gay men and met for approximately two years in the late 

1970s. The group held Friday night services in the social room of Holy Trinity Church in downtown 

Toronto. (The group’s choice of location, as we shall see, is itself significant.) The group also held 

High Holiday services once a year. Beginning in 1978, the group started to print a regular 

newsletter, which ceased in 1979. 

Turning to the newsletter, we see that it is in reasonably good shape. There are some minor folds 

and tears, for instance, but this is to be expected given it took the document forty years to make 

its way to an archive. Unfortunately, only the first two pages of the newsletter survive, but these 

two pages are enough to provide us with a considerable amount of information about the group 

including its mission statement, evening services schedule, mailing address, and a brief description 

of its organizational structure. 

The first thing that stands out to me is the year of the document: 1978. As Professor Schnoor 

notes in his article, the first organized gay Jewish group in Toronto was formed in the mid-1970s. 

Of course, we can safely assume that there were gay and lesbian Jews in Toronto at least as long 

as there has been a sizeable Jewish community in the city but organized gay Jewish groups did not 

appear until much later. Thus, the B’nai Kehillah newsletter would have to be considered one of 

the first documents to be produced by this subcommunity. 

The second thing that stands out to me is the group’s decision to hold its services in the social 

room of a church. Presumably, this would not have been a Jewish group’s preferred choice of 

venue, especially given that some members of the group were quite religiously observant. We may 

infer from this fact one of two possibilities: The first is that the group, many of whose members 

kept their sexual orientation hidden from their families, might not have felt comfortable 

approaching Jewish institutions to rent a space for its meetings. The second possibility is that the 

group tried and was rejected. We know that Chutzpah, a more formalized gay Jewish group that 

came into existence in the first half of the 1980s, had difficulty renting space from Jewish 

institutions and was only able to do so after threatening to apply legal pressure. 

Whatever the case, the fact that a Jewish group felt it had no option but to celebrate its services in 

a non-Jewish venue demonstrates the marginalized position gays and lesbians occupied in Jewish 

community in the 1970s and 1980s.  

The B’nai Kehillah newsletter is the oldest item in the OJA’s collections that documents Jewish 

LGBTQ history; however, it is far from the only one. In 2018 and 2019, the OJA acquired the 
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records of Kulanu Toronto, a Jewish LGBT group that grew out of the campus based JLGBT group. 

This collection, which is made up of thousands of digital files as well as newspaper clippings and 

other materials, is in the midst of being processed and will be available for free to members of the 

community online on the OJA’s website. In addition to this collection, the OJA also has 

photographs of Jewish individuals and groups at Pride events, which we are also in the process of 

making available through our website. 

To find more LGBTQ stories from Ontario’s Jewish community, visit us online at 

ontariojewisharchives.org.  You can browse through curated content and search our collections.   

The OJA's collections span all segments of Ontario's Jewish community, including families, 

businesses, cultural organizations, and synagogues. These records date from the community's 

earliest days in the province in the 1850s to the present. The OJA serves a wide range of 

researchers through its vital work. Through exhibitions, programs, research assistance, and 

walking tours, the OJA tells the stories of Ontario’s Jewish community. We hope you are inspired 

to donate your family’s records so we can preserve and share their story too.  Learn how, by 

visiting the Donate Your Records page on our website. 


