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JUDAISM AS A SPIRITUAL PATH 
 
by Zvi Bellin 
 
 
We were 40 GLBTQ Jews gathered together for an alternative Shabbat morning prayer service. As co-
facilitator of the service, I was faced with a significant issue. The Torah scroll that had been reserved for 
our group was torn, and thus was considered pasul (unfit for ritual use). My co-leader and I discussed 
several viable options to proceed with the Torah service and decided that we could use the “broken” 
Torah as a focal point for a healing service that we offered before we read from a Chumash (Torah text 
book).  
 
The community gathered around the marred scroll, wrapped in its shroud and tied with a ribbon as a sign 
of its ill condition. We placed our hands on the scroll and on each other. I offered the intention that just as 
we are in need of healing, the Torah also can be in need of healing. Perhaps the Divine, too, needs 
healing through us. I shared one final thought before we began a relevant chant. There are parts of us 
that become broken because of the Torah and healing is needed around these as well.  
 
Judaism only became meaningful to me when I was able to see it as a spiritual path. I was raised on a 
Jewish foundation of rules that my family did not follow and so its relevance was unidentifiable. While in 
college, I sought a way to understand this complex reality with all of its joys and difficulties. I decided that 
before I looked into Buddhism or Taoism, whose practice of meditation really interested me, I would give 
my core religion one more authentic try. With the help of a spectrum of Jewish teachers, I learned that 
Judaism is a sustainable practice of moment-to-moment awareness cultivation and a ceaseless primer for 
inner growth. Though I was born Jewish, I had to choose Judaism as my religious and spiritual path. 
 
These two personal narratives reflect my stance and interests around the progress of Jewish education 
today. The two major points that I would like to emphasize are as follows: 
(1) Jewish education should be made relevant to people’s lives by leaning into the struggle and 

challenges of integrating tradition with modern life. 
(2) Jewish education should be coupled with practice for more joyous and balanced living.  
 
Torah can heal us and hurt us. Both of these dynamics need to be acknowledged, especially for those of 
us who sometimes feel like outsiders. To struggle with Torah, or as Rabbi Arthur Waskow often states, “to 
be a God wrestler,” is a process that claims the relationship that one’s personal story is a direct extension 
of Biblical and Rabbinic literature. Through my research into personal meaning, I have come to 
understand that in order for something to be seen as meaningful, it must reflect our being back to us. In 
other words, a worldly encounter is deemed meaningful when it is taken as a reminder that one exists. 
The meaningful experience allows us to shout “Hineni! Here I am!” When we allow people to explore the 
pain that is bound up in Torah, their stories become infused into the text and, in turn, the text remains a 
living relevant document. 
 
Judaism is a complete system with amazing practices for preparing us to deal with life’s joys and sorrows. 
Daily prayer and meditation, blessings for food, and visiting the ill and bereaved allow one access to stay 
in touch with the world that is going on around him or her. From personal experience and research 
literature, I have learned that spiritual and religious practice is associated with increased feelings of 
acceptance, gratitude, and mental well-being.  
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Though there is a concept that one should not learn Torah for one’s own benefit (the highest form of 
Torah study is lishma – for its own sake), I advocate for making Judaism work for you, especially for the 
purposes of holistic (body-heart-mind-spirit) well-being. Thus, Jewish educators also can be seen as 
transmitters of valuable tools and practices that can help their students cope with struggles and 
challenges, and celebrate their joys and accomplishment. 
 
My dream for being a Jewish educator is to ground the intellectual pursuit of study in the process of 
helping people live more authentic and supported lives. There is so much to learn from the breadth of 
Torah, which goes all the way from the stories of Adam and Eve to the hostage situation of Gilad Shalit.  
 
We can learn by entering into the ways in which we are welcomed by and pushed away from the living 
text of our tradition. We can learn by allowing Jewish education to connect us to ourselves, our 
communities, and our ever-changing understandings of the Divine. 
 
 
Zvi Bellin, Ph.D. recently joined Moishe House as the Director of Jewish Education. A transplant from the Washington, D.C. area 
to Berkeley, CA, Zvi comes with a mixed background in Jewish education, psycho-spiritual counseling and guidance, and retreat 
and community facilitation. He has learned Torah at both Israel and U.S. based institutions including Darchei Noam, Simchat 
Shlomo, and Elat Chayyim. Zvi earned a Ph.D. in Pastoral Counseling and an M.A. in Counseling and Guidance. He is a 
Registered Yoga Teacher with the Yoga Alliance. He has worked as a therapist in a number of mental health settings, and has 
interned as a Psychiatric Chaplain. Zvi also works for Nehirim: GLBT Jewish Culture and Spirituality. His website is 
www.meaningthroughbeing.com.  
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