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HOT TOPIC: Can Yoga have a place in Jewish spiritual life? 
 

 

JEWISH YOGA - NOT SUCH A STRETCH 
by Sara Shalva 

 
 
Torah Yoga is popping up everywhere.  It is a relatively new phenomenon on the Jewish 
cultural landscape, although Diane Bloomfield published her book Torah Yoga in 2004.1 
Yoga in general has seen an almost meteoric rise in popularity in America.  One statistic 
notes that there were 14.3 million people who practiced Yoga in 2010, up from 4.3 
million in 2001.2 The term “Torah Yoga” actually has been copywritten by Bloomfield, so 
classes are called Shalom Yoga, Shalva Yoga, Om Shalom Yoga, etc. 

 
Although these classes vary widely, both in terms of the style of Yoga and the type of 
Jewish text or wisdom they incorporate, most include a combination of Jewish wisdom, 
meditation, and postures.  In many cases, predictably,  the Jewish thinkers most quoted 
for the content of the classes are from the mystical ranks of Jewish thought: Rav Kook, 
the Sfat Emet, etc., but some Torah Yoga  teachers incorporate liturgy, even shaping 
bodies into the letters of the aleph bet.  
 
What impact is this fusing of traditions having on Jewish education and Jewish practice? 
Mindfulness and body awareness are present in our tradition. And riding the wave of 
new age spirituality, many Jewish thinkers have reread texts with an eye towards body 
awareness, inserting new interpretations to make old ritual more meaningful for the 
reader interested in integrating body work and Jewish tradition.  See, for example, God 
in Your Body: Kabbalah, Mindfulness and Embodied Spiritual Practice by Jay 
Michaelson.3  As more thinkers are reading texts with a body-focused lens, we see 
examples of body awareness through ritual and tradition as an ideal promoted even by 
early rabbinic thinkers.  
 
Is Torah Yoga different?  It is a conscious co-opting of another spiritual tradition in which 
we pick and choose meaningful elements and discard the rest.  Granted, picking and 
choosing from an outside culture has deep roots in Jewish tradition.  But does a 
conscious fusion of these two ancient wisdoms leave too many pieces on the cutting 
room floor?  And if not, how can one carefully construct meaningful spiritual 
experiences that incorporate both ancient traditions, honoring the spiritual 
connectedness in each? 
 
I grew up a very serious and devoted student of classical Vaganova method ballet, and 
later on was on soccer, swimming, and springboard diving teams.  In college, I 
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discovered rugby and played all four years — including a team in Israel the year I studied 
abroad.   I am, simultaneously, a student of the spirit.  As I became more engaged in 
Jewish life, mostly through study at Hebrew University and later at Pardes and New York 
University, I yearned for a way to combine these two modes — the physical and the 
spiritual.  At an education class at the Jewish Theological Seminary of American in New 
York City, I learned about differentiated learning.   Kinesthetic learners in particular 
fascinated me: how can we teach people who learn best using their bodies?   
 
Back in Israel a few years later, I signed up for a class with Diane Bloomfeld and finally 
found a way to learn and to teach from traditions I love.  This practice is a bridge that 
spans centuries and cultures and countries. 
 
I continue to struggle with how best to cut and paste from these two wisdom traditions, 
to be as authentic as possible and to learn and teach meaning through meditation, 
focused breath, and postures, fused with Jewish tradition and text.   
 
 
Endnotes: 
1. Bloomfield, Diane. Torah Yoga: Experiencing Jewish Wisdom Through Classic 

Postures. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass, 2004.  
2. Statistic provided to Yoga Journal by market-research company GfK MRI.  
3. Michaelson, Jay. God in Your Body: Kabbalah, Mindfulness and Embodied Spiritual 

Practice. Woodstock, VT: Jewish Lights Publishing, 2006. 
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