Orthodox Jews embrace their dual identities at gay retreat
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At the Isabella Freedman Jewish Retreat Center, nestled within the picturesque foothills of the Berkshire Mountains, a significant gathering unfolded as 96 Orthodox or formerly Orthodox Jews celebrating diverse sexual identities convened for an annual retreat. This event, facilitated by Eshel, a New York-based nonprofit dedicated to fostering LGBTQ+ inclusive Orthodox Jewish communities, offered participants an opportunity to embrace their dual identities without fear of judgement.
Zippy Spanjer, a 29-year-old from Rochester, New York, shared her feelings of belonging as she experienced the retreat for the first time. "I have not found a place where I am comfortable being both Jewish and queer," Spanjer stated. The retreat provided a welcoming environment where attendees could partake in traditional practices such as celebrating Shabbat, alongside more contemporary activities including karaoke and dancing to popular songs from artists like Lady Gaga and Whitney Houston.
The diverse group of participants highlighted the varying degrees of acceptance within Orthodox Judaism regarding LGBTQ+ identities. Attendees included individuals who were openly gay and married, as well as those who remained closeted due to fears of personal and professional repercussions. Such dichotomies reflect a broader reality within the Orthodox community, where many still grapple with reconciling religious beliefs with their sexual identities.
Miryam Kabakov, Eshel's executive director and a co-founder of the organisation, emphasised the retreat's role in helping participants feel whole and hopeful. "People here experience what it feels like to be whole, and they take that with them," she remarked. This sentiment resonates amidst an Orthodox framework where LGBTQ+ acceptance remains limited; while Reform and Conservative denominations have made strides towards inclusivity, many Orthodox congregations still refuse to recognise same-sex relationships formally.
Rabbi Steve Greenberg, another co-founder of Eshel, pointed out that the Orthodox tradition is not static but subject to evolution. He indicated that conversations around LGBTQ+ inclusion are increasingly taking place among Orthodox rabbis, despite the challenges and institutional resistance at play. Notably, a survey conducted by Eshel among 278 Orthodox rabbis revealed a rising number willing to engage in discussions about welcoming LGBTQ+ Jews.
Participants like Elie Friedman, a 37-year-old lawyer, demonstrated the potential for acceptance within certain congregations. Friedman, who is set to marry his fiancé this spring, shared his motivation to support fellow queer Orthodox individuals who may not enjoy the same level of acceptance. In contrast, others like Avi Fuld, who have felt disillusioned with Orthodox institutions, have taken a different path by creating grassroots communities that uphold traditional values without the constraints of formal synagogue membership.
Shaindy Weichman, another retreat attendee, reflected on her journey from a Haredi upbringing that offered no space for understanding her sexuality to finding solace within the Eshel community. Having navigated feelings of despair upon realising her sexual identity, Weichman's experience at the retreat serves as a poignant reminder of the importance of connection and affirmation within the LGBTQ+ Jewish community.
Throughout the weekend, sessions focused on safety, strategy for advocacy, and personal narratives cultivated a sense of unity among attendees. The closing circle encapsulated this bond, with participants expressing feelings of gratitude and peace as they sang a Hebrew hymn and cut pieces of yarn to symbolise their interconnectedness.
Ultimately, the retreat stands as a testament to the ongoing journey for acceptance and community within Orthodox Judaism for LGBTQ+ individuals. As representatives of a diverse community continue to gather annually, they collectively challenge the narrative around their identities, striving for a future where belonging and acceptance are not just aspirations but realities.
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